
What to look for in a self-defense class:  
If you want to take a self-defense class, look for a course that emphasizes the following: 

 1. Awareness and avoidance:  The emphasis should be on behaviors and skills that enable you to avoid any situation that 
calls for you to defend yourself. The importance of increasing your awareness of what goes on around you cannot be 
overstated. Once you know what is going on around you, can you identify “danger signs”? Danger signs fall into two broad 
categories: environmental and human. An example of an environmental danger sign would be any dark, isolated place with 
which you’re unfamiliar. “Human” danger signs are mainly behavioral: a targeting glance, a stare, gestures, body language, 
verbal harassment, or people in a group.  Remember, the goal of any self-defense course is to help you avoid risky situations. 
It is not to put you into situations so that you can fight your way out of them.  

2. Simple skill set: the class should teach skills that anyone can do. The curriculum should be simple and effective. It should 
utilize large muscle groups and body mechanics (Your body won't be able to perform complex, fine motor skills due to the 
fight or flight response.)  A spinning heel hook kick to the head takes too much repetition, timing, and leaves you with only 
one leg on the ground for a long time. An eye jab is quick, direct, towards a vulnerable target, and enables either follow-up 
or escape. A reverse punch to the solar plexus is hard to land and may not cause enough damage to allow you to either leave 
or follow up. A solid slap to the ear or groin may open up other target areas for follow-up and/or escape. Your follow-up 
strikes should be able to take someone unconscious in a short time. Evaluate the mechanics and the target area of the skills 
taught to see if they meet these criteria.  

3. Body, mind and mind-set: the class should teach you to use your voice, your mind, and your body. Your body is your 
most effective weapon, and it should be able to deliver a forceful offense. Your mind should be able to command your body 
to keep going while constantly looking for an avenue of escape. The focus of you going home, no matter what you have to do, 
is essential. The class should help you create and install the mind-set that you are going to do as much damage as you can to 
an attacker in a focused, forceful way and continue until you can go home.  

4. Pressure testing the skills: The class should provide you with an opportunity to try the skills safely “under pressure.” 
The pressure can be created in a number of ways: a verbal barrage: (envision military basic training), a physical assault (being 
pushed, slapped, attacked by someone padded), peer pressure (the entire class watches while you attempt the techniques) or 
exhaustion (sprint, kick, push-ups, etc. before having to do the skills required). Obviously, look for a class that will be in 
your comfort zone. If you know that you are afraid to leave your house, don’t like strangers and don’t do much physical 
exercise, the physical assault or verbal barrage may not be the “pressure testing” method for you.  

5. No weapons or “one shot” solutions:  Be wary of any class that gives you a one strike answer or advocates carrying a 
weapon. If you are going to carry a weapon for self-defense, you need to do A LOT of training. Every day. Everywhere. In 
every manner you can conceive of (getting in your car, from your bed, in the middle of the night, in the grocery store, at the 
mall, in the bathroom, at the bar, and everywhere else you go). If it takes you more than 3 seconds to get it out and usable, it 
will be useless to you. Research the legal ramifications of using your weapon in self defense. Find a certified trainer and go 
through their beginner’s course. Practice what you learned and go through their intermediate course. Practice what you 
learn and go to another course. (There are instructors for every weapon category: mace, firearms, expandable baton, edged 
weapons, tasers – you name it, there are instructors for it.) If you don’t think you will do the training necessary, DO NOT 
carry a weapon for self-defense. If you carry a weapon, there is the possibility that your attacker could take it and use it 
against you. Remember, if you can’t defend yourself without a weapon, you may not be able to defend yourself with a 
weapon, and you damned well will need to defend your weapon. Do some soul searching on the immediate and final 
nature of using a weapon. If you think that you won’t use it, DO NOT carry it.  

6. Your instructor should have credentials or experience in self-defense training, not just aerobics, personal 
training, or the martial arts. All of those areas are a part of self defense training and skills, but the nature of self-defense is 
that a smaller, weaker person can use the skills quickly and effectively with a short period of  instruction. Your 
instructor should be able to work with women, children, and the elderly, as well as the very fit professional athlete or solider.  
Self-defense is an enormous concern for everyone. For women, self defense is especially worrisome. If you haven’t taken a 
class, go. If you have taken a self-defense course, encourage your friends who haven’t. For the men reading this article, I hope 
it motivates you to get your female friends and family to go to a class. If you are teaching women’s self-defense, I hope this 
article helps you to evaluate your curriculum and approach, to ensure it is everything you would like it to be. Remember the 
best self-defense training should enable you to AVOID ever needing to use your physical skills. 


