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The only sound was the buzz of a saw. No one was singing “I got the power” to a disco beat. But the vibe was there in the school shop room, where a handful of women were cutting wood with a circular saw, many for the first time.
 

As Diane Plante of St. Paul, Minn., carefully measured and cut the pieces for a simple step stool, she got the thumbs-up from her classmates in her woodworking-for-women class.
 

“I’m going to love this little stool when I’m done,” she said, “because I built it myself.”
From step stools to whole-house remodeling, an increasing number of women are doing it for themselves. A record number of single women buying homes and a surge in how-to classes, Web sites and books that cater to women have combined to create a brave new breed of home handywomen.
 

Rachel Lam, also of St. Paul, is among the thousands of single homeowners who are taking a hands-on approach to home maintenance and repair.
 

“Once you buy a house, there’s no money left to hire anyone,” Lam said. “Women in their 20s and 30s don’t feel the social reliance on men and want to learn these skills.”
 

Lam is proud of her many successes, which include installing glass block basement windows, tiling a bathroom floor and replacing sink valves, but prouder still that she’s gained the confidence to tackle many of the tasks necessary to maintain her biggest investment.
 

“Now I’m not afraid of what can go wrong because I know I can take care of most things,” she said.
 

Like Lam, Lori Reese is a self-taught handywoman.
 

“When I was growing up, my dad always said ‘Stand back!’ when he was using tools,” she said.
 

Although she had never held a hammer, Reese took a job as a carpenter’s apprentice in the late 1980s. Since then, she’s started her own business, Wonder Woman Construction. Over the past decade, Reese has evolved from a Barb the Builder into an on-the-job teacher and a do-it-yourself role model to many of her female clients, who hire her for everything from room additions to kitchen remodeling.
 

“I have this knowledge and I want to share it,” she said.
 

Instead of turning to their carpenters, most women who want to be do-it-herselfers sign up for one of the many classes offered through community education and at home-improvement stores. Although they’re not new, women-only classes have found a following, said Paul Schwartz, a home-improvement teacher since 1998.
 

When he first started teaching, Schwartz said about half of his students were women, but they “wouldn’t ask questions or get involved, so we started the women-only classes and they really took off.”
 

Robin Rohr, a St. Paul homeowner who took one of Schwartz’s classes, said she preferred an all-female class because “we’re all in the same boat.”
 

But women have shown up in force at mixed do-it-yourself classes and workshops offered by Twin Cities Home Depot stores.
 

“Over the past seven years, class attendance has increased to 90 percent women, no matter what the topic,” said Shannon Smith, a manager at the Woodbury Home Depot. “At first the women were timid and unsure of themselves but now they return and bring their friends.”
 

Classes are only one of the tools now available to budding do-it-herselfers. New Web sites, books and TV shows are being tailored especially for repair-challenged women.
Norma Vally, the “Toolbelt Diva” who shows women tricks of the trade on the Discovery Home Channel, is just one of the inspirational female DIYers on the small screen.
 

“We want to teach women that with the right attitude and proper tools, you can get the job done yourself,” Vally said.
