Bryan Koppert: Defender of the
Endangered High School Woodshop
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enjoy helping students
learn lifelong skills through
hands-on applications.

T h a t ' s t h e a n s we r yo u wi l l r e a d
t o m y q u e s t i o n a b o u t wh a t k e e p s
Bryan Koppert teaching Industrial Technology.
W h e n I r e a d t h a t a n s we r i n a n
e m a i l f r o m B r y a n , i t wa s c l e a r
that he is on a mission, not only
for his students, but also as a
defender of the endangered high
s c h o o l wo o d s h o p .
Back in April 2018, Bryan Koppert, Industrial Technology instructor at Triway
High in Wooster, Ohio asked Ron about
our blade & breaker sets for the Stanley
#4, what we call a Hock Tools #BAS200.
Ron told Bryan that we had some seconds that needed just a bit of work to get
them to retail quality, and that if Bryan
wanted to do such work, he would be
welcome to them.

Bryan Koppert with his Stanley #4 fitted with a
Hock Tools #BAS200. You can also find an article about Bryan in Fine Woodworking’s April
2017 Scholarship Winner Spotlight and listen to
him in Episode 132 of the Modern Woodworkers
Association Podcast series. For those living in
the Cleveland area, Bryan will also teach Machine Operations on March 30th and Simply
Basic Joinery on April 7th at Woodcraft in Cleveland, Ohio.

That’s when it all began. On May 24th I
got the pleasure of finding out what Bryan Koppert did with those #BAS200
sets. He and I began emailing about his
Woods 1 and Advanced Woods classes. Through our emails, I got the pleasure of learn-

ing about this extraordinary instructor, who believes in the life-long benefits of learning to
make things with your hands – and learning such things before you graduate from high
school.
I was a member of our local school board for 12 years, elected less than a decade after
our high school’s machine shop was eliminated and our woodshop downsized—an answer to graduates here facing elimination of employment in what was once a lively timber
industry, and an attempt to get them better prepared for college and the employment possibilities being tech-ready would open. Life here in our once timber industry-based world
shifted completely when the mills began to downsize, then to close, which meant closing
the doors to employment upon graduation from high school. So, I was eager to hear how
Bryan Koppert managed similar changes occurring around the country to traditional high
school industrial arts programs. As Bryan shared photos of projects completed by his
Woods 1 and Advanced Woods students, I asked questions, and our emails became an
interview. Please, read on!
— Linda at Hock Tools

Linda: What got you here in the
first place?
Bryan: I have always enjoyed
creating things with my hands. I
remember working with my
grandpa in his shop and working
with my dad in the garage. I was
in woodworking in 4-H, I built
various things outside as a kid,
and I enjoyed working on vehicles. I was fortunate enough to
attend a junior high school that
had an industrial arts program,
and I loved shop class. My senior year in high school, I finally
had free time in my schedule to
take shop classes again. I loved
it even more in high school than
when I was in junior high. I also
really enjoyed helping others in
the class learn to do things.
I changed my plan of going to

Brevin, Advanced Woods, dining room hutch, quarter sawn red
oak. Best of Show at the Wayne County Fair in 2016, 19"D x 49"W
x 78"H. Unless otherwise stated, photo credits belong

to Bryan Koppert.

college for engineering to going to college to become a shop teacher!

L: What keeps you teaching Industrial Technology?
B: Simply stated, I enjoy helping students learn lifelong skills through hands-on
applications.
L: How would you describe your approach?
B: Measuring is one of those hands-on applications. It is taught way before students get to my class, but in my class, students learn to apply it. Sure, it’s pos-

Left: Shawn, Woods 1, measuring for square on his maple table . Center: Jase, Woods 1, recording the measurements of his board on his cost card. Photo Credit: Yearbook Instructor Ella Bower. Right: Sam, Advanced
Woods, laying out the location of a mortise so he can set up the mortiser, Photo Credit: Yearbook Staff Haley.

sible to build a project without ever measuring anything. But I don’t teach “thinkit” and “build-it.” I teach the practical application of measuring, supported by
students practicing what
they learn, and through
this they are building
skill.

Bryan Koppert demonstrates how to keep a wide board against the jointer
fence so it doesn’t wobble and how to read face grain when jointing edge
grain to Woods 1 students Colton and Jason. In background, Doug uses
the radial arm saw to crosscut a long board to rough lengths. Photo Yearbook Instructor Ella Bower.

Math is applied practically in my classes as well.
Woods Class is a perfect
forum for demonstrating
math principles, and
once these principles are
understood, many of my
woodshop and drafting
students easily figure
half of a fractional meas-

urement in their heads and do it
in less time than taking out a
phone to use it as a calculator.
They also experience the practical application of the Pythagorean Theorem, and use cross multiplication of proportions when
they mix epoxy by weight to fill
and stabilize knots.
As my students are likely to own
some hand and power tools
someday. I feel it’s important to
teach them proper use and safety
Bryan looks on as Woods 1 student Grayson reads face grain
on as many tools as I can. Somecorrectly and uses proper technique for jointing a wide board
times, being a bit more graphic
while keeping it flat against the fence. Photo Credit: Yearbook
gets the message through better:
Instructor Ella Bower.
I used to say, “keep your fingers
behind the cutting edge”, but recently, I’ve been saying, “don’t push a tool toward anything that can bleed.”
L: Do you have a shop at home and are you a
woodworker, as well? If so, do you have photos of
your own work?
B: I do have a shop at home. Technically, it’s
in the basement, but at 1,400 square feet, with
a nine-and-a-half-foot ceiling, a whole lot of
lighting, and a walkout French door, it hardly
feels like a basement. My wife uses the shop
too. We have other things in there, but we
Jewelry Box by Bryan Koppert. Butternut with walnut accents, 8 ½”D x
both agree that things can be moved out to
make more room for tools and machines when 13 ½”W x 8”H.
needed.
I currently use mostly hand tools at home. I have all the machines, but they are
three-phase. I don't have a phase convertor to run them yet. Eventually, we
want to build a separate shop. That way, the noise of the machines will not be in
the house, but that is probably years down the road. While milling boards by
hand is slower than using a jointer and planer, it is nice to work without all the
noise. I’m surrounded by machine noise most of the day at school, so working
with hand tools at home only is usually a welcome experience.

I do consider myself a woodworker, but time for building my own projects is
extremely limited. That is one downside of being a woodworking instructor, I
never get to keep the projects. In a traditional sense though, the students are
kind of like the apprentices of the old days. If I were to count all the projects
that have left my shop, I have been a part of hundreds of projects. When I do

Left: Spencer, Advanced
Woods, checking a Stanley #4
on scrap before using it to remove mill marks and smooth
pieces of his project.
Center: Joe, Advanced Woods,

sharpens a the blade of a Hock Tools
#BAS200. Right: Luke, Woods 2, using a Stanley Bailey #4 with a Hock
#BAS200 to remove mill marks and
smooth the red oak top to his end
table,

build things, they are usually gifts or things for other people, and they are usually smaller projects that can be finished in a couple of weeks or less. These
projects include jewelry boxes, keepsake boxes, end tables, picture frames,
and turnings. There are numerous larger projects I want to make, but time always eludes me.
L: What do you think about your work and the future of woodworking?
B: There seems to be a growing woodworking community on YouTube, Instagram, and other social media platforms. Sometimes, I worry that the quality of
what is considered fine woodworking might begin to decline with more and
more informal online learning, but I'm hoping I'm just being paranoid. Regardless, it seems that woodworking is still a vibrant field and hobby.
I hear about a lot of engineers, machinists, doctors, people in IT fields, and others who have various desk jobs that got into woodworking and continue to
woodwork because they needed a way to relax from their daily jobs. They find

working with their hands helps them relax and de-stress. I think we are always
going to need people who are willing to work with their hands.
Numerous students have told me they take my classes because they want to
build things with their hands – they do not want to sit at a desk or look at a
computer screen. That’s the great thing about traditional woodworking, it allows people to work with their hands.
As for my own work, I tend to think it is even more important now than it ever
has been. I am fortunate to teach in a school district that still values shop
class and woodworking. However, many

Left: Isaiah, Woods 1, outdoor table , red cedar, 24"D x
60"W x 30"H.

Right: Kyle, Advanced Woods, corner
hutch, red oak with walnut accents. Dimensions not available.

school districts already have cut their shop programs, which I feel is a huge
detriment to students. When people learn that I teach woodworking and other
shop classes, the first thing they say to me is, “I didn't know those programs
still existed. It's such an important class to have.”
L: Do students come back after graduating to let you know what your instruction
meant to them, even if they do not go into woodworking per se?
B: I regularly hear from former students that the knowledge and skills they
learned in my classes are the ones they use daily, more so than any of their

Left: Maddie, Woods 1, plant stand, red oak, dimensions
not available.
Right: Matt, Advanced Woods, wardrobe, red oak, 15"D
x 35"W x 80"H,

other classes. Just this year, Dan, a former student, emailed me and said, “I’m
glad to see they still have the industrial programs in place. That’s where most of
my knowledge from school came from!”
L: What most concerns you in the way Industrial Arts/Woodshop is delivered in High
School?
B: One problem is that “shop class” is not often a required course. Instead; it is
an elective course. If students have time and desire, they enroll in the class. Yet,
shop class is much the same as art and physical education. These courses help
make us well-rounded, and expose us to basic life skills, which might not happen at any other time. It never hurts to know how to work with one's hands.
That said, I’ve had students who were stuck in my class because they weren’t
allowed to take another study hall. They weren’t willing to put forth any effort,

spending more time causing problems than being productive.
Another concern I have has to do with the limited
amount of time there is for classes in high schools. As
every woodworker knows, the craft requires time. Often, it requires a lot of time. My students have a 45minute class period. Once one subtracts taking attendance at the beginning of the period and cleanup at the
end of the period, students are left with 35 to 40 minutes
of actual work time. Imagine trying to install a dado
blade on the table saw, set the blade to the proper
height, set the fence or jig to the proper location, and
run eight or more parts in 40 minutes or less! It can be
frustrating, and oftentimes impossible.
I could help speed up the process if I did all the set up
for the student, but
then the student
Mike, Woods 1, using a Stanley
wouldn’t be learning
Bailey #4 to remove marks,
much. If I do the setand smooth the cherry top to
his coffee table.
up, the student only
runs the parts; that
doesn’t help him or her become selfsufficient. Unless they learn to do the setup
for themselves, they always have to rely on
me to get the machine ready to use. If they
ever hope to do any of this outside of
school, I won’t be there to do it for them, so
I make them learn the processes. Don’t get
me wrong; I do all the machine maintenance. However, the students dial in the
squareness of the jointer fence, radial arm Dylan, Woods 1, coffee table, red oak and walnut,
saw, miter saw, table saw miter gauge, and dimensions not available.
blades when needed. They set blade
heights, fences, and stop blocks. I explain what they need to do and why they
need to do it, but they are the ones who actually do it. I try to teach them as
much as possible about setting the machines and jigs for specific cuts. The
same goes for sharpening. I flatten and polish all the backs of irons and chisels, and I sharpen them the first time. I also sharpen the tools for the Woods 1

students because they are limited to only a
semester. However, in my Advanced Woods
classes, the students do the sharpening and
grinding when needed.
Hand plane setup is another skill I teach that
requires a lot of time for students to master. I
explain how the mechanics of it work, what to
do, and what to avoid. I set it for them the
first couple of times, so they get an understanding of how a properly set plane should
perform and feel. After that, they do the setup
and adjustments. It’s the only way for them
to learn just how little the iron needs advanced to change the thickness of the shaving or how little the iron needs tapped to
achieve a uniform thickness across the iron.
My students could make larger and more
elaborate projects if I did all the above for
them, but as we all know, woodworking is
more than cutting pieces and assembling
them. I am trying to create more than just
competent woodworkers; I am trying to create
self-reliant people, which takes a lot of time.
Above: Thomas, Advanced Woods, hutch, red Learning to be self-reliant in Woods helps
oak 22"D x 32"W x 79"H.
students realize that they can be self-reliant in other areas
of life. Unfortunately, our current public education system does not allow much time to learn
independence, and that’s true for every subject, not just woods and shop classes.
Another area where lack of time is a hindrance
is in problem-solving and independent thinking. I want my students to solve their own
problems and think independently, difficult to
do if one doesn’t know all the options. The
more joinery techniques and advanced machine and handtool operations one knows, the
more independent thinking and problem solv-

Above: Matt, Advanced Woods, dresser,
cherry, 22"D x 38"W x 34"H, Matt now
builds and installs custom cabinetry. He is
also starting his own business designing
custom kitchens, offices, etc.

Brett, Advanced Woods, coffee table, walnut with maple, cherry, and walnut parquetry, 20 1/4"D x 55 1/2"W x 16
3/4"H.

ing one can do. I want my students to know as much as possible, so they can
solve their own problems and think for themselves. It takes time to teach all the
basics needed to solve advanced problems. This is true in every subject. The
basics must be understood before advanced problems can be independently
solved.
My students and I are very fortunate to be in a district that continues to value
true hands-on education. I believe students need to have an opportunity to take
classes that allow them to get out of their seats and physically make something
with their hands; something that serves a purpose beyond that of a teaching
tool. Woodworking is a great way to accomplish this, and students complete a
project that should last for generations. It’s awesome to hear parents say they
remember their Woods Class and that they still have the project they made 40 or
even 50 years ago.
L: And, what are you most proud of?

Left: Sean, Advanced Woods, coffee table, cherry (dolly underneath not
part of table), dimensions not available. Right: Alec, Advanced Woods,
bass drum stool, maple with walnut accents, 24"circumference x 20"H.

B: I think I’m most proud of my contribution to my students’ education and lifelong skills. I don’t believe I can be proud of their projects because I didn’t build
the project. However, I am proud of the way I teach and instruct.
I’d like to be very clear on this. I do not build students’ projects. The projects
you see pictures of on my website are made entirely by the students.
There are times when a student needs to see that something really can be
done—it’s not just magic. I try demonstrate as often as possible. After that, they
go through the processes themselves. I take pride in knowing that the projects
that leave my room are truly the work of the student. The students do all the
work; I merely help them figure out how to do it.
L: Although we covered this briefly, I'd like more information on girls in woodworking,
how well they are accepted and how you view their successes or struggles.
B: I wish more girls would take Industrial Technology classes. Girls can do just
as well as guys in any of my classes. I think there is a mistaken belief that my
classes are just for guys. I try to combat that misconception every chance I get.
I would like to offer a Woods 1 class just for girls, thinking if girls could learn the
basics in a class with only other girls, they would be more likely to take the
class. I’ve heard from numerous girls that they have friends who didn’t take
Woods class because they consider it a “guys’ course”. If I could get them to
realize that women can woodwork just as well as men, maybe they would go on
to take Advanced Woods. Each year, I usually have two-to-four girls in Woods 1;
however, none of them move on to Advanced Woods. Some of them have told
me they would take Woods again if there were more girls in it. I am constantly
trying to increase the female presence in my woodworking classes.
As for successes and struggles, I haven’t seen the girls succeed or struggle any
more than the guys. Without any data to back it up, I tend to say that girls often
are more concerned with the finer details, but when I try to support it with specific instances, I can’t. Some individuals really focus on the finer points while
others simply want to build the piece and don’t really care about how great and
refined it looks. Some students are better at woodworking than others, but all
are capable, regardless of gender.
Thank You, Bryan Koppert!

Thank You for Choosing Hock Tools
Hock Tools The Sharpening Blog The Perfect Edge
Ron Hock

