
How to Handle an Engine Oil Change Like a Pro

Why Regular Oil Changes Matter
An engine oil change is one of the most straightforward maintenance tasks a car owner can
perform, but it is also one of the most important. Engine oil lubricates moving parts, reduces
friction, helps carry away heat, and suspends contaminants so they can be trapped by the filter.
Over time, oil breaks down from heat and becomes contaminated with dirt, metal particles, and
combustion byproducts. If you let it go too long, the oil loses its ability to protect the engine,
leading to increased wear and, in severe cases, costly damage. Understanding what happens
during an oil change and how to do it correctly can save you time and extend the life of your
vehicle.

Signs Your Car Needs an Oil Change
Most modern cars have a recommended oil change interval that can range from 3,000 to
10,000 miles, depending on the type of oil used and the manufacturer's guidance. But relying
solely on mileage can miss important clues. If you notice the oil on the dipstick looks dark and
gritty, or if the level is low, it is time for a change. Some vehicles also display a warning light or
a maintenance reminder. Pay attention to unusual engine noises, such as a ticking or knocking
sound, which can indicate that the oil is no longer providing adequate lubrication. A burning
smell or visible smoke from the engine area may also signal that the oil is old or that there is a
leak. Keeping an eye on these signs helps you avoid running on degraded oil.

What You Need for an Engine Oil Change
Performing an oil change yourself requires a few basic tools and supplies. You will need new
oil of the correct viscosity and capacity for your engine, a new oil filter, a wrench or socket set
to remove the drain plug, an oil filter wrench, a drain pan, and a funnel. Having some shop rags
or paper towels on hand is useful for wiping up drips. Safety is a consideration: the engine
should be cool enough to work on, but warm enough that the oil flows freely. Jack stands or
ramps are necessary if you need to get under the car safely. Never rely on a jack alone. A
creeper can make the job more comfortable, but it is not essential.
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Step-by-Step Guide to Changing Your Oil

Prepare the Vehicle



Park the car on a level surface and let the engine cool for about 15 minutes after running. If the
oil is too hot, it can burn you; if it is too cold, it drains slowly. Engage the parking brake and, if
needed, raise the front of the car with ramps or jack stands. Place the drain pan under the oil
pan, directly beneath the drain plug.

Drain the Old Oil

Locate the drain plug on the bottom of the oil pan. Use the appropriate socket or wrench to
loosen it counterclockwise. Once it is loose, remove it by hand, being careful not to drop it into
the drain pan. Let the oil drain completely. This can take several minutes. While the oil is
draining, you can remove the old oil filter. Loosen it with an oil filter wrench or by hand, but be
prepared for more oil to spill out. Wipe the filter mounting surface clean before installing the
new filter. Lightly lubricate the new filter's gasket with a bit of fresh oil and screw it on by hand
until it seats snugly. Do not overtighten.

Replace the Drain Plug and Add New Oil

Once the old oil has stopped dripping, clean the drain plug and its washer or gasket. Reinstall
the plug and tighten it to the manufacturer's torque specification if you have a torque wrench,
or snug it firmly by hand. Over-tightening can strip the threads or crack the oil pan. Remove the
oil fill cap on top of the engine and insert a funnel. Pour in the recommended amount of new
oil. Replace the fill cap and start the engine, letting it run for about 30 seconds. This circulates
the oil and fills the new filter. Then turn the engine off and check the dipstick. Add oil as
needed to bring the level to the full mark. Check for any leaks around the drain plug and filter.

Choosing the Right Oil and Filter
Not all oils are the same. Your owner's manual specifies the correct viscosity grade, such as
5W-30 or 10W-40, and may also recommend a particular performance standard, like API or
ACEA. Conventional oil works well for many older engines, while synthetic blends or full
synthetics offer better protection under extreme temperatures and heavy loads. The oil filter is
equally important; a cheap filter can restrict flow or fail prematurely. Match the filter to your
engine's specifications. A quality filter from a reputable brand helps ensure proper filtration and
oil pressure.
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Common Mistakes to Avoid
Even experienced DIYers can slip up. One common error is forgetting to put the drain plug back
in before adding new oil. That mistake creates a mess and wastes oil. Another is overfilling the



crankcase, which can cause foaming and increased pressure, leading to leaks or seal damage.
Using the wrong oil viscosity can lead to poor lubrication or excessive friction. Not replacing
the crush washer on the drain plug is a frequent cause of slow leaks. Finally, failing to properly
dispose of used oil and the old filter is both environmentally harmful and often illegal. Many
auto parts stores accept used oil for recycling at no charge.

When to Change Your Oil
How often you change the oil depends on your driving habits and conditions. Frequent short
trips, stop-and-go traffic, towing, or driving in dusty or very hot climates can accelerate oil
degradation. If you drive mostly highway miles in moderate weather, you can likely extend the
interval. Some newer cars have oil life monitoring systems that adjust the reminder based on
actual usage. For older vehicles, a good rule of thumb is to check the oil level and condition
monthly and change it at least once a year, even if you have not reached the mileage interval.
Trust your senses: if the oil looks or smells burnt, change it.

If you prefer professional service or want to learn the process with expert guidance, the team
at Bryan's Garage offers clear, practical advice based on years of hands-on experience. For a
thorough walkthrough that covers everything from selecting the right products to proper
disposal, the Bryan's Garage engine oil change guide is a reliable resource. It breaks down each
step without assuming prior knowledge, making the task accessible for beginners while still
offering tips that seasoned mechanics appreciate.

Cost and Time Considerations
An oil change is one of the least expensive maintenance items you can perform, and it pays off
by preventing more serious repairs. Doing it yourself typically costs less than having it done at
a shop, because you are not paying for labor. The time required is usually about 30 to 45
minutes, once you have gathered your tools and supplies. Having a clean workspace and a
proper drain pan makes the job easier. If you lack the space, tools, or inclination to do it
yourself, a trusted mechanic can handle it quickly. Just be sure to ask what oil and filter they
use, and check that they dispose of the waste properly.
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Final Thoughts
Regular oil changes are a simple habit that keeps your engine running smoothly for years. By
understanding the process and paying attention to your car's signals, you can decide when to
do the work yourself and when to hand it off. Whether you are a first-timer or a seasoned DIYer,

https://bryansgarage.com/


knowing the fundamentals of an engine oil change helps you make informed choices about
your car's care. The Bryan's Garage engine oil change approach emphasizes doing the job right
the first time, with an emphasis on safety and quality. Keep a log of your oil changes so you
can track intervals and spot any patterns. Your engine will thank you with reliable performance
and a longer service life.
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