
Starting BJJ: What to Expect on your First Class 

The purpose of this article is to answer any questions you might have about starting to train in Brazilian Jiu-

Jitsu, and your first class in particular. Every school is different, but this article will help you understand how 

MOST Brazilian Jiu-jitsu schools operate. 

You’ll find a glossary of basic Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu terms at the bottom of this article. This is to help you 

understand any technical words used here or in your first class. 

Just Visiting? 

At most schools you can watch a class, meet the teacher and ask some questions before ever getting on the 

mats.  

What to Wear 

Before you come to your first class, you’ll need to figure out what to wear. 

You usually don’t need to own a Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu gi for your first class. T-shirts, board shorts and sweat pants 

are all fine. Sometimes you can wear a gi or uniform from another martial art (ask the instructor about this 

issue). You will need to buy a Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu gi if you continue training. 

Do NOT wear anything with extra pockets, belt loops or baggy fabric. These are dangerous since fingers and 

toes can get caught in them. Baggy cargo shorts are a common example of what not to wear. 

If you already own them, you can wear any protective gear (knee braces, ear guards, mouth guard, cup, etc.) 

you feel you need, with the exception of wrestling shoes (some clubs allow shoes, others don't). Athletic tape 

can be used to protect injured fingers or toes. 

Hygiene 

Make sure your finger and toe nails are well-groomed. If you have long hair, you’ll want to put it up in a 

ponytail or bun during class. You should also remove any piercings to prevent injuries. 

Your First Class 

You’ll probably want to show up a couple minutes early to introduce yourself to the instructor and check out 

the school (if you haven’t visited already). You’ll often need to sign a waiver. 

Before class starts, you’ll have a chance to get dressed and stretch out on the mats. Be sure to get everything 

ready before class starts so you don’t have to miss anything. 

Warm-ups 

Some teachers use a very light warm-up, whereas others start the class with a heavy-duty conditioning 

session. Most classes start with a group warm-up, such as running laps and doing push-ups, followed by solo 

drills like forward and backward break falls and shrimping. Those last three moves will probably be new to 

you, so just watch what everyone else is doing and try to copy them. These are to help you learn how to fall 

safely and move your hips on the ground. 

Don’t worry if you don’t get the exercises correct at first—no one does on their first day, and they take a little 

practice. Just give it your best try and the instructor or a higher belt will make sure you learn to do it right. 



Techniques 

After warm-ups, you’ll be partnered with someone and go to your own section of the mats to be taught your 

first lesson. At some schools you will practice a beginner curriculum, and at others you will simply do 

whatever techniques are being taught that day. An example of a beginner curriculum might be learning and 

drilling the following four techniques: 

1. Upa mount escape.  

2. Guard pass to side control.  

3. Taking mount from side control.  

4. Americana arm lock (no-gi) or cross collar choke (with gi).  

I think it will help you learn these techniques if you understand why they are taught. 

Position Before Submission 

One of the core principles of Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu is “position before submission”. By “position” is meant the 

relative position of your body to your opponent’s. By “submission” is meant an action that causes your 

opponent to submit (surrender), such as an arm lock or choke. 

It can be demonstrated that different positions in grappling offer varying degrees of control, and that those 

with the most control offer the best leverage for submissions and striking, with the least threat of counter-

attack or escape. It is from this that Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu teaches you to seek and advance towards dominant 

positions and only attempt submissions once these are obtained. This also includes escaping from inferior 

positions to a neutral or dominant position. 

You can see this principle contained in the four techniques we talked about earlier: 

You start in a bad position (under mount) and escape to a relatively neutral position (in the guard), then 

advance (pass guard) to a dominant position (side control), and then take an even more dominant position 

(mount), at which point you have the control and leverage to effect a submission (Americana or cross collar 

choke). 

You would not want to escape from mount to then try an Americana or cross collar choke from inside their 

guard. This breaks the principle of “position before submission,” since you’re trying to jump to the submission 

before gaining real control. They still have more than enough control to stop you from submitting them and it 

puts you in danger of being submitted. 

Each technique flows one into another, from position to position, and ends with a complete reversal of who is 

mounted. Once you’ve learned all four techniques, you and your partner can drill them all back and forth, 

switching off each time someone ends under mount. 

While these techniques may seem basic, if you could consistently perform them successfully against 

resisting opponents, you’d be well on your way in Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu. 

Positional Drilling 

Usually resistance drills and sparring follow the instruction and repetition of techniques. This will be your first 

chance to try out what you just learned against a fully resisting partner in a live drill. And as such, it’s 

important that you understand some basic rules for all live drilling and sparring: 



Basic Rules 

* No striking, punching or kicking. 

* No eye gouging or hair pulling. 

* No twisting or grabbing fingers. 

* No slamming (picking someone up and dropping 

them). 

* No heel hooks (twisting the foot or knee). 

* No neck cranks. 

Remember that Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu is designed to be trained safely without serious injury. These rules are to 

help keep you and your training partners safe and healthy. 

Tapping 

The normal way you signal submission in Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu is to tap your opponent three times. When you 

tap, make sure you do it hard enough that your partner can feel it; or tap yourself or the mat where they can 

see and/or hear it; or verbally tap by saying “Tap!”; or loudly tap the mat with your foot so they can hear it. 

Likewise, be aware of your training partner tapping and stop whatever you are doing when he does so. 

Tapping is just part of training and there is no shame in it. Don’t worry about winning or losing. Just try the 

techniques you’ve learned to the best of your ability and tap when you need to, ideally before it hurts. 

Passing the Guard 

The most common group drill is Passing the Guard. Its purpose is to develop a strong guard passing game. I’ll 

explain one way it is typically done (but there are many variations of this drill). 

Everyone lines up along the wall while a number of guys lay out in the middle of the mat. Then people from 

the line pair up with those on the mat and get in their guard. When they are ready to go, they slap hands and 

get to it. 

The person with guard has the goal of sweeping, submitting or taking the back of the person on top. 

The person on top has the goal of passing guard to a dominant position and holding it for at least 3 seconds. 

Dominant positions include side control and mount, like you learned earlier. 

Whenever someone succeeds at their goal, they stop and the “loser” goes back to the end of the line while 

the “winner” stays out and takes guard on the next person in line. 

Sparring 

At most schools the class concludes with live sparring. You may be assigned a sparring partner(s), and 

usually you'll change partners after every round.  

At the start of each round, you’ll begin by facing your partner on your knees. When you're both ready shake 

hands and start to “roll”: try out your techniques, stopping whenever one of you taps and restarting from 

knees. 



Some schools start with timed rounds, but allow you to continue doing “free sparring” with no time limits 

after class is officially over. 

After Class 

With class over, you might have more questions, now you’ve trained for the first time. If you enjoyed the class 

and want to continue training, you can also discuss prices and setup a schedule. 

You will need a Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu gi for continued training. Most instructors sell gis, but you can also buy them 

at most martial arts stores and at many online stores. 

I hope this answers any questions you might have about what your first day could be like at a Brazilian Jiu-

jitsu school. Good luck in your future training. 

 


