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Start
Here.
The thoughtful beginner's guide to defensive firearms
training

The short, honest orientation for anyone deciding what comes next —

read it in fifteen minutes, then take one real step.

TRAIN FOR THE STANDARD — NOT JUST THE PERMIT A GUIDE FROM BEN
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The gap nobody warns you about
There's a moment that catches almost everyone off guard.

You buy the firearm. You do the paperwork, maybe take the permit

class, bring it home, and put it in the drawer or the safe. And then

you're standing there, and a quiet thought arrives: I own this thing. I

have no idea if I could actually use it.

That gap — between owning a firearm and being able with one — is

the whole reason this guide exists. It's a bigger gap than most people

expect, and closing it is more doable than most people fear. Nobody

warns you about it because the industry makes its money on the

owning, not the able. The gun is sold to you in an afternoon. The

ability is built over months, quietly, mostly by you.

I wrote this so you'd know what that actually takes before you spend

another dollar or another Saturday. It's the short version — call it

fifteen minutes. The full guide goes far deeper, and I'll point you to the

exact chapter each time you might want more. Read this first. Then

take one real step.

And before anything else: you belong here. Whether this is the first

time you've held a firearm or you've carried for twenty years, the fact

that you're reading instead of guessing already puts you ahead of

most. Curiosity is the trait that makes a good student. You've got it, or

you wouldn't be here.

The one idea that changes everything
Here's the foundation, and it's worth slowing down for: shooting is

simple. It's not necessarily easy.

The mechanics of a defensive pistol are not complicated. Grip, stance,

sight, press — you can learn the shape of it in an afternoon. You are

not too old, too uncoordinated, or too late. But performing those

mechanics under stress, with judgment, on demand, years from now
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— that's the work, and it's where nearly everyone underestimates the

road.

Think of it as two systems.

The first is finite: the firearm. It does the same thing the same way

every time. It's governed by physics you can understand and,

eventually, master. There's a bottom to that well — you can get to

know a pistol completely.

The second is infinite: you. How you learn. How your hands behave

when your heart rate spikes. What you do when the first attempt fails

and there's someone watching. This system has no bottom. You can

work on it your whole life and still find more.

Here's the trap: almost every new shooter pours their time, money,

and attention into the finite system — researching guns, debating

calibers, buying gear, chasing the "right" setup. It feels like progress

because you can buy it. But none of that is the work. The work is on

the infinite system. On you. The people who get genuinely good aren't

the ones with the best gear; they're the ones who understood early

that they were the project.

If you remember one thing from this whole guide, make it this:

success isn't about mastering the firearm. It's about mastering

yourself.

Go deeper � Mindset and the two systems

Know your why — and be honest about it
Before any gear, any class, any decision, answer one question: why are

you doing this?

It sounds soft. It's actually the most practical question in the guide,

because your why silently decides how you should spend your time,

your money, and your attention. Almost everyone lands somewhere in

/guide#mindset
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a mix of four:

›  Education — you want to understand something that's part of
the world you live in. You want to be a more informed citizen, or a
more capable parent, or you're simply curious and honest enough
to learn it properly.

›  Profession — your job requires it, or your personal risk is elevated
by what you do.

›  Sport — you're drawn to the craft itself: the precision, the
measurable improvement, the quiet satisfaction of a skill that
rewards patience.

›  Protection — the big one, and the heaviest. You want to be able
to protect the people you love, and yourself.

Most people are a blend, and the blend shifts over time. The point

isn't to pick one lane forever — it's to name it out loud. Because if you

don't answer this question, someone else answers it for you: the guy

behind the gun-shop counter with something to sell, a YouTube

algorithm optimized for outrage, a friend with a loud opinion and a

narrow experience. None of them knows your life. Naming your why

puts the decision back in your own hands.

Try this right now: in one honest sentence, finish "I'm doing this

because…" Don't workshop it. The first true sentence is usually the

right one. Bring it to your first session — the students who show up

with an answer move roughly twice as fast, because every drill has a

reason attached to it.

Go deeper � Your why, with a worksheet

The myth that will cost you the most
The single most expensive belief in this discipline is that a class makes

you "trained."

/guide#your-why
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It doesn't. Not one class, not ten. Defensive skill is perishable — it

fades without practice, the same way a language you don't speak slips

away. Trained isn't a status you earn and keep. It's a state you

maintain, or lose. The person who took a great class two years ago and

hasn't practiced since is, functionally, a beginner again — but a

beginner who thinks they're trained, which is more dangerous than

knowing you're new.

Now the good news, and it's genuinely good: maintaining the state is

small. You don't need a class every weekend or a range membership

you'll feel guilty about. You need a rhythm. And most of that rhythm

happens at home, for free.

It's called dry practice — rehearsing the fundamentals safely with an

unloaded firearm and no live ammunition in the room. Ten focused

minutes looks like this: confirm the firearm is clear (twice), then work

the boring, decisive basics — a smooth grip established the same way

every time, the sights coming up to the same spot, a straight press

that doesn't disturb them, a clean reset. That's it. No noise, no cost, no

range trip.

Here's the part that surprises people: ten minutes, three or four times

a week, quietly beats the person who shoots a hundred rounds once a

month. The compound interest is enormous, and almost nobody does

it, which means the small habit is also the biggest edge available to

you. Most of your progress will happen off the range, in time and

space you already control.

Start the rhythm this week — before your first class, even. It's the

habit that makes every dollar you later spend on instruction worth

more.

Go deeper � Time, dry practice, and the one-and-done myth

/guide#time
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The most important decision you'll make
(it isn't the gun)
Not the pistol. Not the caliber. The instructor.

The right one compresses years into months and keeps you safe while

you're most vulnerable — at the beginning, when you don't yet know

what you don't know. The wrong one plants habits you'll spend years

and real money undoing, and can put you off the whole thing. This is

the highest-leverage choice you'll make, and most people spend more

time comparing holsters than teachers.

A hard truth first: experience is not instruction. The grandfather, the

uncle, the buddy from work who shoots beautifully — they almost

certainly aren't the right person to teach you to defend your life. Not

because they don't matter, but because shooting well and teaching

well are entirely different skills. You can honor the person who first

put a firearm in your hands and still go get professional instruction.

Those two things aren't in conflict.

When you're evaluating an instructor, you don't need a long checklist.

You need to listen for a few things:

›  Do they explain why before they teach how? A good instructor
gives you the reason first. Reasons transfer to new situations; rote
steps don't.

›  Do they ask you more questions than you ask them? The best
teachers are diagnosing you — your goals, your body, your fears —
before they prescribe anything.

›  Are they still a student themselves? Ask directly: who do you train
with? Anyone worth learning from is still learning. The instructor
who has stopped seeking instruction has stopped growing.

›  Can you watch a class first? Quality instructors say yes to a
serious prospect. Resistance is a flag.
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›  How do they handle disagreement? The right answer is curiosity
and discussion, not "because I said so."

And a few things that should make you walk away, politely and

immediately: anyone who says there's "only one right way," anyone

who shames or rushes students, anyone who can't or won't tell you

who taught them. Confidence is not the same as competence, and a

raised voice is not a curriculum.

Go deeper � Finding the right instructor (the ten questions)

On gear, and on the permit — two ways
people waste money
Two honest corrections that will save you real money and a lot of

confusion.

Reliability over flash. A reliable defensive pistol from a reputable

maker costs far less than what people talk themselves into spending.

Custom triggers, aggressive aesthetics, the "upgrade" the forum

swears by — none of it makes you a more capable defender, and most

of it is solving a problem you don't have yet. If you can, spend your

first dollars on instruction, not hardware. And let go of the "beginner

gun" myth: there's no starter pistol you'll outgrow in a season. Buy

one reliable, proven platform, learn it deeply, and stop wondering

whether the next one is "the one." The next one isn't. The reps are.

A permit is authority, not capability. A carry permit proves you cleared

a legal minimum. It's useful in a courtroom and required to carry —

and it does nothing for you in an actual encounter. The wallet card

doesn't press the trigger straight or make the decision under pressure.

Getting the permit is a paperwork milestone, not a training one. The

real training continues after the permit, and honestly that's when it

gets good.

/guide#finding-the-right-instructor
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One more, because it matters: none of this is legal advice. Use-of-force

law is real, specific to your state, and worth understanding before you

ever need it. An hour with a qualified local attorney is some of the best

money you'll spend in this whole endeavor — cheaper than the

alternative by an incalculable margin.

Go deeper � Budget · Buying a firearm · Use of force & the law

What your first class actually feels like
Let me take the mystery out of it, because the fear of the first class

stops more people than the class itself ever could.

You'll be nervous. Your hands might shake a little. The range is louder

than you expect even through ear protection, and there'll be a small

voice asking whether you belong there. Here's the truth about that

voice: it isn't telling you something real about your ability. It's just

telling you you're doing something new in front of people who know

more than you do. That feeling is normal, it's universal, and it passes

fast — usually within the first half hour, the nerves burn off and

something quieter takes their place.

You will not be the worst person in the room. The room is full of

people whose first session looked exactly like yours — because

everyone's did. The instructor has seen it a thousand times and is not

judging your shaking hands; they're watching your safety and your

grip.

The single best move you can make is to be a beginner on purpose. Ask

the question you're embarrassed to ask. Say "can you show me that

again?" as many times as you need. A good instructor would vastly

rather answer it now, on a quiet range, than have you carry a

misunderstanding out the door. The student who asks is the student

who learns. Ego is the only thing that reliably gets in the way, and you

get to leave it in the car.

/guide#budget
/guide#should-you-buy-a-firearm-before-you-train
/guide#use-of-force-and-the-legal-landscape
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Go deeper � What to expect at your first class

Your next 90 days
Reading doesn't make you safer. Doing does. So here's a concrete plan

— not a vague "keep practicing," but an actual ninety days.

This week — book one session. If you're in the Treasure Valley, that's

the 2-Hour Private Lesson with us, where we figure out where you

actually are and what you actually need. If you're anywhere else, use

the instructor questions above and book someone local. Don't

research more. Don't buy gear first. The research is a very comfortable

way to avoid starting — book the session and let a real person meet

you where you are.

This month — build the base. Start the ten-minute dry-practice

rhythm, three times a week, on days you can name in advance (mine

are Monday, Wednesday, Saturday — decide yours now). Read two

short, foundational books that are about judgment, not gear: The Gift

of Fear by Gavin de Becker, and In the Gravest Extreme by Massad

Ayoob. And track what you do — a cheap notebook works, or

ShootTrackPro, the app we built for exactly this, so your ten minutes

actually accumulate into something you can see.

Months two and three — follow the plan your instructor gives you.

Roughly: one structured live-fire session a month, dry practice

through the weeks between, and one honest hour with a local

attorney on your state's use-of-force law. That's it. It's not heroic. It's

just consistent, and consistency is the whole secret.

Ninety days from now, you will be a genuinely different student than

you are today — not because you did anything dramatic, but because

you started, and then didn't stop. That's the entire game.

Go deeper � Your next 90 days

/guide#what-to-expect-at-your-first-class
/guide#your-next-90-days
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One first step

Book the 2-Hour Private Lesson
One focused session where we find out where you actually are,
what you actually need next, and whether we're the right fit for
each other. No pressure, no performance, no assumptions about
what you should already know. Just a real start.

Book your session �

Want the whole picture first? The complete guide is free — all
fifteen chapters, no email required. Read the full guide �

This is the academy I wished I'd trained at, and ShootTrackPro is the app I

wished I'd had — built for the student and the instructor, because I'm both.

Still learning, still growing, still perfecting the craft. If you don't pass, you

train free until you do. We track training, not firearms.

See you on the range.

— Ben

/booking-calendar/defensive-pistol-private-2-hour
/guide

