Why learning woodworking online is a false economy

In 2025 there’s more woodworking information at your fingertips than any previous generation could dream of.
YouTube tutorials or blog posts are as easy to find as shavings under a carpenter’s bench. What is more, most of it’s
free, so what’s not to like? However free only refers to money—it doesn’t pay for the most precious resource you
have: time.

Scroll, click, watch, bookmark—rinse and repeat. Before you know it you’ve spent hours trying to reconcile two
experts’ conflicting advice on the same joint. Or you’ve bounced from one instructor’s technique to another—each
one drilled into you by habit and personal preference. Maybe you’ve found a source you like—but no matter how
much time you pour in or how catchy the presenter is, you're still stuck squinting at pixels instead of feeling real
wood under your chisel.



Learning in person moves you faster. Here’s why:

1. You need more than a screen: multisensory mastery
Sight, sound, touch, smell, kinaesthesia, temperature

e Sight: Video glosses over crucial detail. A board may look flat in a close-up shot—but under workshop lights
and through a trusted tutor’s eye, you learn to spot a one twentieth of a millimetre deviation or a subtle
micro gap in a joint.

¢ Sound: That lower-pitched noise when you’re sharpening your plane blade at the right angle. The whine
from your power tool when you are pushing it too hard. You learn to listen before you see the error. Cheap
speakers and earbuds blur those cues.

e Touch: How much pressure is “a little”? How does a negligible gap feel when you slide together two mating
pieces? These decisions your hands make in milliseconds—not YouTube comments.

e Smell: Wood dust, resin, or scorching wood under a router leave a distinct scent your nose picks up long
before you see the smoke. An in-shop instructor can call out “slow down,” saving you a ruined piece.

¢ Kinaesthesia: Feeling the resistance of end grain under a chisel or the change of grain direction through your
jack plane trains your muscle memory. You learn to adjust angle and force on the fly—feedback a flat video
simply can’t give.

e Temperature: A plane iron overheating or a freshly cut surface warming under friction signals you to pause
and cool your tool or wood. Online courses never show the heat creeping into your hands.

Combine those senses with a live tutor leaning over your bench and you’ve got an immersive feedback loop that a
2D screen simply can’t replicate.

2. Psychological dynamics: beyond the bench
Self-doubt vs. hands-on confidence

Out of sight is out of mind. When you’re learning solo, every mistake feels like proof you’re out of your depth. You’re
left asking yourself:

e  “Am | doing this right?”
e “Is this acceptable tolerance?”
e “Maybe I’'m just not cut out for this.”

That voice is a creativity killer. With a teacher by your side, you’ll hear: “Yes, that’s normal for the first passes of your
handplane or: “Your bevel angle is off by a fraction. Let’s tweak it together.” Self-doubt gives way to
experimentation.

Accountability, motivation, momentum

Money on the line: You paid for a class, so you show up. Group dynamics: You see your peers hammering away and
you don’t want to be the only one slacking. Those small wins—nailing a mortice and tenon joint or flattening a board
within spec—become shared victories, fuelling your drive to tackle the next challenge.

At home you’re one notification away from stopping mid-plane shaving and getting your dopamine fix scrolling
through unrelated online content instead.



Emotional resilience & stress management

In a workshop, failing a joint is a learning moment, not a showstopper. Instructors help you reframe errors and help
you record that vital moment of learning. Online, you shrug and move on, often carrying that frustration into the
next project. Immediate praise or constructive critique buffers self-doubt. On-screen “likes” aren’t nearly as potent
as a nod from your teacher. You will even observe the mistakes of others which is not only reassures you that we all
make mistakes but helps to embed the learning further.

Cognitive engagement & focus

A dedicated shop space cuts off digital distractions. Your brain shifts into “maker mode.” In contrast, learning at
home invites multitasking: checking emails, answering messages, or worse, scrolling social feeds—fragmenting your
focus.

3. Practical economics: the real cost of cutting corners
Material waste

Botching a tenon on expensive walnut because you misinterpreted an online angle means tossing that board and
buying another. In-person, a tutor spots the misstep on your first try, saving both time and timber.

Tool maintenance & wear

Sharpening a blade by eye works if someone shows you the exact angle to aim for. Watch a video, and you sharpen
until you’re tired—rounding your bevel and shortening tool life.

Hidden equipment & setup costs

Online demos often gloss over shop setups—fence calibrations, specialized jigs, or clamping fixtures. You end up
buying a pile of attachments you don’t need or mis-sizing a critical jig that sits unused.

4. Long-term returns: networks and growth
Student networks & lifelong support

Classes connect you to fellow makers—people you can call when you hit a dead end on your next project. You share
tips, critique each other’s work, and swap offcuts. Online forums are hit-or-miss, real friendships in a shop endure.

Efficiency & ROI

Live instruction means fewer wasted hours. Fix a bad taper or flawed glue-up on the spot rather than weeks later
when you revisit a recorded video. That speed to competence pays off in every project you tackle.

Conclusion

Scrolling through woodworking videos is great for inspiration or a quick recap. However, if you're serious about
saving time, money, and sanity, turn off the screen and find an in person class that suits you. Looking back over my
experience, what | learned doing my fine furniture making course in 2003, completely transformed my self-taught
woodworking skills. | cover the fundamentals in my courses which will instantly improve your woodworking
approach. Overtime you will realise that there is always more to learn and once the fundamentals are in place you
will continue your journey from a much more solid foundation. This refers not only to your skills and knowledge but
more importantly confidence in your ability to problem solve and keep improving as a craftsperson.



