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Before You Build Your Dream Woodshop
Bobby

Do you need a workshop?

Optimize your woodshop for the way you work and you'll enjoy your craft on another level.

My first workshop was also my bedroom. I had been acquiring and collecting tools over the years–a benchtop table
saw, shop-made router table on rolling cabinets, and hand tools in plastic boxes. I even suspended a shower curtain
to protect the bed from dust (!). There wasn’t room to incorporate much of a shop workflow. I lived in an apartment
with several communal walls, and I had to learn all the neighbors’ schedules. When they were home, I’d carefully
(and quietly) plan my cuts, list the order of operations, mark the boards, and stack them. When they were out, like
lunch hour during work, I would race home and run the wood through. With the lack of dust collection, poor workflow,
and limited shop time, it was obvious I needed a real workshop.
So when I got the opportunity to rent a room in a house, it had split one-car garages, and one of them was mine to
use. I was ecstatic that I could create a “real woodshop”, asking myself what would Norm Abram do in this limited
space? Using traditional design, I put all the machines against the wall, ran dust collection ductwork to the benchtop
saw and router table, and got straight to woodworking. While faster and easier than my bedroom shop, I realized that
it was still inefficient. The workflow was restricted to one wall and there was little space for assembly or
maneuvering.
There was just no room to stage partially assembled furniture, so I constantly battled cluttered table saw and router
table surfaces. At that point I invested in an extra layer of drywall to help soundproof it for the neighbor’s and my
roommate’s benefit, which ensured more available shop time, but that was the extent of my workshop design effort.

Realizing the need to upgrade my shop I wondered how far I should go
with building machine stands, storage cabinets, clamp racks, etc. only
to move to a bigger space soon. I knew I wanted to buy a house, so I
figured I should get started designing for a two-car garage shop. Later,
I had to modify my design since I was lucky enough to find an
affordable 1,700 sq. ft. house with a 3-car garage instead. Actually, it’s
a 30 ft. by 20 ft. woodshop, not really a garage for cars. The car gets
the driveway out front.
I learned that things I glossed over in my initial design caused a few of
my shop projects to be obsolete in my actual shop, such as itemspecific shop cabinets, undersized dust collection ductwork, and
improvements to my benchtop saw cabinet. I wanted to minimize this going forward. I realized that the thinking
needed to be done before the building, just like with a complicated piece of furniture. So, I began to really consider
my “ideal woodshop” design as soon as I moved in to my new house.

My original bedroom shop. I didn't let my living situation stop me from woodworking. But it
did highlight what an ideal shop should be.

Consider Future Needs
Considering your ideal woodshop design (future needs) before actually building your shop improvements will save
you lots of time and money later on. You may not want to immediately spend the money and time to build your final
dream shop, but incorporating as many future needs as possible at this design/ planning stage will prove highly
useful. Just set aside several brainstorming sessions dedicated to woodshop design. This series of posts will show
you how to revamp your shop by design, save time by helping you to prioritize your improvements, and understand
what things will need to be done before others and why.
For example, estimate your future electrical requirements before you drywall your shop. Right now you may not want
to install 15 electrical outlets, but in the future you may want them. You should develop an idea of where they ought
to go, and route the appropriately sized wire to an electrical box. Even though I did not have any equipment that
required a 220 V outlet, I knew that one day I might have a 220V bandsaw, so I ran the appropriate wiring to a
convenient spot for one. Three years from now, I may save enough money to buy that bandsaw, and will easily be
able to wire an outlet there and add a circuit breaker (without ripping out drywall). I also knew, based on my ideal

shop layout, I would need separate circuits for certain equipment. An air compressor should be on its own circuit
since it can cycle on during another machine’s operation (the same applies to a dust collector). So, I ran wire to
those areas from their own circuit breaker.
Do things as “right” as you can now, drawing from your own and others’ shop experience as much as possible. That’s
not to say you won’t forget something in your design, make further refinements later, or do something temporary.
What I did is come up with my best “future” layout and design, and I make provisions for this as I do my shop
improvement projects. A much better way to go.

You may not be able to afford a jointer now, but eventually you may get one. So, plan for
future equipment in your dust collection and electrical plans.

Plan First, Build at Your Leisure
The few months I took to design my ideal woodshop didn’t mean I had to construct it all right away. I’ll never be
totally done. But, now I know in what order I should start the various construction projects, and what provisions to
include for the future. One thing that used to stop me from doing a shop project was the fear that once I finished it
would be obsolete too soon, so why bother? Now I look far ahead and make sure my projects fit in the ideal design,
and get them done to end the existing problem. The important thing to note is that by taking the time to design first
means I don’t feel as bad about making a super-fancy jig or other costly project knowing that it will serve my needs
for a long time.
When you get deep into your design, it’ll become apparent which 10% of all possible shop projects will have the
biggest impact, and which projects affect others. Start with the important few.
WoodChip Tip: Ignore the low-impact projects at first or you won’t have time for the critical ones.
During one of your brainstorming sessions, list all of your current shop problems, frustrations, and inconveniences.
Maybe go into your shop and have a notepad handy to add to this list over a few days. Then list the desired outcome
of each, which will then become a project.

Example:
Problem: No room to assemble projects—workbench too cluttered

Desired Outcome: More horizontal table surfaces, place to put projects during assembly
Project/ Solution: Build a dedicated assembly table, incorporate drawers and shelves at workbench
The following can help you decide the shop projects to focus on first:
Does the current problem limit or diminish your shop time?
Does the current problem affect or cause other problems?
Is the current problem holding back other shop projects?
Does the current problem dramatically slow down a typical project’s completion time?
Is the current problem leading to unsafe practices?

Make a list of things in your shop that cause you to waste valuable shop time, or make you
dread starting another project. Here you can see that additional horizontal surfaces and
storage for specific items is badly needed.

Go ahead and get started on designing your ideal woodshop today. Using your mindmap and outline of your
woodshop criteria (“wish list”) sorted by category, begin with an 8-1/2” x 11 sketch of possible layouts, follow the
guidelines on this site, and do some information-hunting to fill in the general outline with your particular details.
Generate a list of priority projects. Then create your ideal shop, in the right order, focusing on one at a time, confident
it fits into your overall plan.
In the next series of posts, we’ll walk through exactly what to consider in your shop design so you’ll be sure that all
has been thought about before beginning to build.
Leave a comment below and let everyone know what shop improvements you’ve done that took time from doing one
that was more critical for your day-to-day woodworking.
Click on the link below for the free supplement to this post:
Design Process Flowchart.PDF
Connect with me on Facebook, and follow me on Twitter for more ninja tips to Optimize Your Woodshop!

Gotta get more clamps,

Woodshop Design Outline (FREE)

Enter your name and email below to get your free copy of this organized
and detailed checklist to jump-start your woodshop design today!
Also, you’ll get weekly WoodChip Tips, design ideas, free useful downloads, free mini-courses, and other
cool stuff in The Other Side of Zero newsletter!
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