
VWS Immersion Program 
The VWS Immersion Program is a full-time, furniture design and craftsmanship education program;             

a combination of structured curriculum and free studio time in the workshop with access to               

instructor support. Expect to be challenged by your faculty and peers to become your best and to                 

take on increasingly challenging woodworking and furniture projects of your own design.  

 

We accept new students at the start of the fall, spring or summer semesters. Each student is                 

assigned a bench and participates in up to 225 course hours per semester, studying under               

professional furniture-makers and woodworkers. Immersion Program students may study from one           

semester to up to four semesters, or two academic years.  

 

Each semester, students advance from learning the foundations of fine woodworking by hand and              

machine, to learning design on computer and on paper, to being capable of making tables with                

fitted drawers, wall mounted cabinets with doors, chests of drawers, chairs and beautiful turned              

pieces on the lathe, and whatever challenge the student chooses to pursue. In addition, the               

curriculum offers opportunity to learn about computer marketing and running your own business as              

a furniture-maker.  

 

In the tradition of the apprenticeship, students spend full days in the woodshop with access to the                 

guidance of professional furniture-makers and woodworkers. Our on-site, furnished housing options           

make an easy transition to school possible, with ease of access to the facility both during regular                 

school hours and in the evenings and on weekends. Our 15,000 square foot barn includes bench                

rooms, mill shops, a 12-seat computer lab, photo studio, common areas and gallery.  

 

Curriculum 

Upon the successful completion of each semester, students are awarded a Certificate showing their              

level of completion. Each subsequent semester students take more challenging classes and have             

the opportunity to attain a higher Certificate.  

 

The structured curriculum makes up 135 to 225 course hours each semester, accomplished through              

meeting in approximately 3-5 three-hour blocks per week. When not in class, students work in the                

shop to complete assignments, and design and build their projects, with access to professional              

faculty.  
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Semester 1 - Introductory Fine Woodworking and Furniture-Making Certificate 

Class : Foundations I (9 cr.) 

Projects : A mission-style end table with fitted dovetail drawer, turned mallet, turned bowl, and              

individual small projects of your own design including a small table.  

Class: Design Studio I (6 cr.) 

Projects: A small table, designed to meet instructor specifications, utilizing skills gained during             

Foundations I  

  

Semester 2 - Intermediate Fine Woodworking and Furniture-Making Certificate 

Class: Foundations II (9 cr.) 

Projects: A wall-mounted cabinet with hinged door and fitted drawer; small projects of your own               

design 

Class: Elective or Business Practices and Marketing for Artisans (3 cr.) 

  

Semester 3 - Intermediate II Fine Woodworking and Furniture-Making Certificate 

Class: Design Studio II: Chest of Drawers (6 cr.) 

Projects : A chest of drawers (with dovetailed drawers); small projects of your own design  

Class: Elective (6 cr.) or Elective (3 cr.) and Business Practices and Marketing for Artisans (3 cr.) or                  

Chair Design (6 cr.) 

  

Semester 4 - Advanced Fine Woodworking and Furniture-Making Certificate 

Class: Design Studio III: Chair (6 cr.) or Advanced Furniture Design (6 cr.) 

Projects:  A comfortable, well-made, aesthetically pleasing chair incorporating complex joinery 

Class:  Portfolio /Presentation (6 cr.) 

 

In the first semester, over half of the structured curriculum is focused on empowering the student                

with the foundations of woodworking and furniture-making including shop, machine and tool            

safety; sharpening; proper use of hand-tools and equipment; basics of design, joinery, furniture             

assembly and turning on the lathe. In addition, students in their first semester participate in a                

design class where they learn drafting by hand and they design and build their first woodworking                

and furniture-making projects.  

  

In the second semester, over half of the structured curriculum is focused on building on the                

foundations classes learned in semester one. Students learn intermediate skills related to wood             

bending; building forms and jigs; intermediate joinery and turning; and designing by computer using              

SolidWorks design software. Students design and complete a wall-mounted cabinet with at least             

one fitted drawer and one hinged door. In addition, students participate in a three-credit elective               
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which could cover topics ranging from marquetry, parquetry and relief carving to cabinet-making,             

advanced turning, and photographing your work, or the opportunity to pursue an independent             

study or Business Practices and Marketing for Artisans. 

 

In the third semester, students complete a chest of drawers using web-frame construction, and              

dovetail drawers. In addition, the student has the choice of six credits of electives as outlined above                 

or may participate in the Chairs class with instructor permission.  

 

In their fourth and final semester, students can complete a chair design project. If they have already                 

completed a chair, or choose not to complete a chair, they may opt to take Advanced Furniture                 

Design where they will complete a challenging project worthy of their final semester. Students who               

complete the chair are challenged to build a chair that is aesthetically pleasing from all sides, be                 

made to an extremely high quality, and incorporate complex angle joinery. In addition to the design                

project in their final semester, students participate in a Portfolio and Presentation class where they               

will develop their web-site which includes development of their personal brand and a digital              

portfolio of their work completed while studying at Vermont Woodworking School, and present             

their body of work at a presentation to the school community and invited guests at the conclusion                 

of the semester.  

 

Each semester, all students participate in a peer critique process and are mentored and encouraged               

to challenge themselves and offer up their best work. Each semester ends with an open studio                

where the community is invited in to view students' completed pieces.  

 

The minimum time commitment to enroll in the Immersion Program is one semester, but students               

may re-apply to stay for up to four semesters. 
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Course Listings 
 

Foundations of Furniture Making I 

135 Hours, 9 credits 

Instructor: Terre Morrison or Mario Messina 

 

Course Description: 

This course introduces the student to the worlds of craftsmanship, fine woodworking and             

furniture-design. The student will acquire good habits for the safe use of woodworking machinery              

and hand tools and a strong knowledge of the foundational skills. Students will also gain an                

understanding of the concepts and terminology involved in woodworking and furniture making.            

Students will explore and develop a basic understanding of hand drafting, milling, project timelines,              

wood turning, and finishing principles. Each student will establish these skills through the design              

and construction of an Arts & Crafts style nightstand with a dovetail drawer. 

 

Prerequisites/corequisites:  None. 

 

Design Studio I: Small Table 

90 Hours, 6 credits 

Instructor name: Mario Messina or Brian Bright 

 

Course Description: 

This studio-based furniture making class introduces students to the design considerations of            

designing while applying furniture-making principles. Each student will take on the challenge of             

conceptualizing, designing and making a unique table piece. This course will also help students to               

solidify their ability to manage a furniture-making project successfully. Students will also be             

introduced to the critique process by participating in faculty-led peer critiques. Students will             

expand their knowledge of sketching, drafting, model-making and design by hand. Instructors will             

introduce students to Solidworks, a modeling software, and students will use this software to model               

and create working drawings. 

 

Prerequisites/corequisites : Foundations of Furniture Making I (or may be taken at the same time) 
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Foundations of Furniture Making II 

135 Hours, 9 credits 

Instructor name: Brian Bright 

 

Course Description: 

In this concept to completion class, students will design and build a wall-hung cabinet to present at                 

a final critique. Through taking on this project, students will learn the essentials of case construction                

and complex joinery. Students will also learn advanced furniture-making elements that will allow             

them to stretch their imagination with the addition of bent laminations, and veneering techniques.              

In addition to final critiques, students will participate in faculty-led design critiques as they prepare               

to make their concept a reality.  

  

Prerequisites/corequisites:  Foundations of Furniture Making I and Design Studio I: Small Tables.  

 

 

Business Practice and Marketing for Artisans | Elective 

45 Hours, 3 credits 

Instructor name: David Hurwitz 

 

Course Description: 

Students will learn the basics of running your own business, including bookkeeping and filing              

methods required for self-employment, and how to price your work. This will include a section on                

developing a system of tracking hours for each job, and how to utilize that information for pricing.                 

We will discover how to develop a good portfolio, including basics of how to photograph your work                 

in a professional manner, how to work with and edit digital images of your work, and how to create                   

an online portfolio. Learn best practices of working with galleries, selling your work on the web,                

handling commissions for custom work, and working with interior designers. Learn effective tools             

for marketing and promotion beyond websites and the internet, the different types of shows for               

selling your work, the details and logistics of participating in a show, including booth design. Learn                

the best methods for shipping your work, different approaches for setting up your first woodshop,               

general business planning and scheduling your work. 

 

Prerequisites/corequisites:  Foundations of Furniture Making  
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Design Studio II: Casework 

90 Hours, 6 credits 

Instructor name: Brian Bright 

 

Course Description: 

In this studio furniture design course, students will learn to apply the design considerations, and               

furniture making principles of cabinet making to a creation of one’s own design. Students will               

solidify their ability to manage a furniture-making project from concept to completion. Students             

will look to master their knowledge of sketching, drafting, model-making. In addition, students will              

use Solidworks 3-D modeling software to model and create working drawings. Students will             

participate in a faculty-led peer critique at the end of the design phase and at the end of the                   

semester. 

  

Prerequisites/corequisites: Foundations of Furniture Making I, Design Studio I, Foundations of           

Furniture Making II (may be taken at the same time) 

 

Design Studio III: Chairs 

90 Hours, 6 credits 

Instructor Name: Mario Messina 

 

Course Description: 

Students will learn to design and build a well-made quality side chair. The chair must be                

aesthetically pleasing from all sides, incorporate compound angle joinery, be comfortable and well             

proportioned. Students will begin their design process by researching current and historical chair             

designs, and creating sketches of three potential designs. The final design chosen can be a               

derivative but not a copy of a classic chair, or a coherent blend of design elements from a number of                    

styles to create something more unique. Students will hand draft full-scale drawings, proof out              

joints samples used in the design, build a full scale mock-up that you can sit in and modify, and                   

present all of this on week five at the design critique. Throughout the course there will be classes on                   

various techniques used in chair construction. 

 

Prerequisites: Foundations of Furniture Making I, Design Studio I, Foundations of Furniture Making             

II, Design Studio II. 
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Thinking and Achieving Through Craft  

45 Hours, 3 credits 

Instructor name: Rick Mastelli 

  

Course Description: 

This interdisciplinary course delves into craft—today, traditionally, and across cultures—from          

technique to meaning, comparing it with art, design, and other endeavors. Through reading, writing,              

discussion, and critical analysis we will examine theory, tenets, and craft work itself, as well as how                 

craft is represented in various media. With a focus on contemporary woodworking and furniture              

making, but looking into and receptive to what can be learned from other craft disciplines, the                

course aims to discover how the fundamentals of craftsmanship might be more generally             

understood and applied. We will consider all kinds of craft publications—books, articles,            

documentaries, how-to DVDs. All participants are expected to contribute, bringing ideas, writings,            

and visual materials (including our own handmade objects) for discussion and portfolio            

development. 

 

Prerequisites/corequisite s: One semester of instruction at VWS 

 

Elective: Special Topics 

45 - 90 Hours, depending, 3-6 credits 

Instructor: Assigned Faculty 

Course Description: 

Students will learn additional woodworking or design techniques. Past electives have included:            

Solidworks, Intro to Lamps, Marquetry and Parquetry, Hand Tool Building,  or Advanced Turning.  

 

Prerequisites:  Foundations of Furniture Making I, Design Studio I  

 

Portfolio and Presentation 

90 hours, 6 credits 

Instructor Name: Rick Russell 

Course Description: In this class, students prepare for a digital final presentation of their work.  In 
Students must create and launch a web-site which includes an online portfolio of their completed 
work, and illustrate their personal brand; In addition students complete a presentation of all their 
work while at Vermont Woodworking School.  This presentation is coordinated and advertised by 
the student and is given to the school community and invited guests at semester’s end.  
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