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ursuing a four-year 
degree in enology or 
viticulture has been, 

for  many students, 
the most direct way to gain 
entry into the wine industry. 
But that path isn’t the sole 
option for individuals making 
a career transition or those 
whose primary interest is 
acquiring the skills neces-
sary for wine production.

New certificate programs 
and two-year “associate 
of applied science” (AAS) 
degrees in viticulture and 
enology (V&E) have sprung 
up across the country at 
community colleges and 
state universities in New 
York, North Carolina, Texas, 
Missouri, Michigan and Ohio. 
Many are the direct result 
of the Viticulture and Enol-
ogy Science and Technology 

Progressive 

viticulture and 

enology programs 

offer more than 

workforce training 

Alliance (VESTA), a dynamic 
collaboration among uni-
versities and as many as 18 
community colleges, state 
agricultural agencies and 
industry partners created to 
bring much-needed training 
to under-served winegrowing 
regions.  

VESTA’s curriculum, fund-
ed by the National Science 
Foundation and administered 
by Missouri State Univer-
sity, offers students online 
coursework in grapegrowing 
and winemaking, along with 
hands-on field and laboratory 
experiences at local vine-
yards and wineries.  

Chris Lake, director of 
the Southern Oregon Wine 
Institute (SOWI) at Umpqua 
Community College in Rose-
burg, and a primary VESTA 
grant recipient, sees the High 

Marks for  
Community  
Colleges 
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The Southern Oregon Wine 
Institute at Umpqua Commu-
nity College offers a one-year 

certificate program as part of a 
two-year associate’s degree.
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the-art teaching winery, which 
allows graduates to rent space and 
produce wine through an alternat-
ing proprietorship.   

“What we’re building at SOWI is 
far more than workforce training,” 
said Lake.  “This is economic devel-
opment in a community with 17% 
unemployment.”  

According to Lake, measuring 
the success of certification and 

two-year programs at community 
colleges – where enrollment fluctu-
ates and graduation rates are his-
torically low – relies on markers for 
success within the local industry.  
“Seventy-five percent of SOWI stu-
dents have found work in the area 
and we have a 20%-30% gradua-
tion rate, which is above average,” 
he said. “Students who have start-
ed their own wineries in the region 
have a significant touch and broad-
er impact across the industry.” 

Walla Walla Community Col-
lege’s Center for Enology & Viti-
culture is directed by Dr. Alan 
Busacca, an expert on the role geol-
ogy and soil play in wine.  Busac-
ca, who is six months into his role 
at WWCC, spent 25 years as a 
research professor at Washington 
State University before entering 

initiative as vital to seeding entre-
preneurship and growing the wine 
industry in Oregon. “A blend of 
online and hands-on learning is 
proving to be a very effective model 
for community college instruction,” 
he said. “While we offer traditional 
face-to-face classes, students can 
find the mode of instruction they 
prefer and work that into their lives. 
Some come from two hours away 
to attend labs.”   

SOWI’s one-year certificate pro-
gram, the first year of the two-year 
AAS degree, includes an introduc-
tion to grapegrowing, basic prin-
ciples of soil science, vineyard 

practices and supervised practical 
work experience. The program’s 
second-year curriculum emphasiz-
es enology.

Lake points to the industry’s 
great need for improving employ-
ees’ skills as they move up the lad-
der, saying, “A winery has many 
roles that are tasked with a narrow 
range of skills and certificate pro-
grams fulfill that need.”  

Lake routinely polls his students 
about their long-term goals and 
finds that more than 75% eventu-
ally want to own their own vineyard 
or winery. Many begin pursuing 
their dreams at SOWI’s state-of-

Chris Lake of the Southern Oregon Wine 
Institute says a combination of online 
and hands-on learning is an effective 
model for community college education.

The teaching winery at SOWI’s Danny Lang Center allows graduates to rent space for 
wine production.

+ Hands-on, technical training programs are the most effective means of making 
a career transition into the wine industry.

+ Graduates of two-year viticulture and enology programs have high job-place-
ment rates.

+ VESTA’s certificate programs include online lectures and hands-on training. 

+ Teaching wineries at community colleges are natural business incubators for 
local industry.

AT A GLANCE
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the wine business.  He’s seeing an increase in the 
number of applicants who already have well-devel-
oped wine evaluation skills and on-premise work 
experience looking to get hands-on training.  “These 
students want to experience winegrowing in action 
and to understand the impact of winegrowing and 
winemaking techniques.”

The school’s intense two-year program, started in 
2000, has an impressive track record of 400 gradu-
ates and draws students from as far away as Hong 
Kong and New York. “Once students complete our 
program, they have all of the skills needed to man-
age a vineyard, make wine or start their own busi-
ness,” Busacca said. “They’re fully prepared to take 
on the entry- and mid-level opportunities in the wine 
industry.”  

And possibly more; 30 of the Center’s graduates 
are now head winemakers or winery owners. 

For students looking to retool their skill sets in 
order to enter the industry, Busacca said a hands-
on technical training program is the most effective 
means of making a career transition, adding, “An AAS 
degree carries more weight than other trade certifica-
tions, and our graduates have an 80% placement rate 
in the industry.”

The college, like many located in wine regions, 
has a bonded winery where students make, bottle 
and market the wines they produce. “When students 
go for job interviews, they can show the awards that 
their wines have won and we list our student wine-
makers on all the collateral we produce to sell the 
wines,” Busacca noted. 

The recent passage of a “sip and spit law” in Wash-
ington state allows students between the ages of 18 and 
21 to taste wine if they are enrolled in accredited wine-
making programs. “All of our teaching requires everyone 
to spit, but this new law shines a bright spot on the pro-
gram and our emphasis on responsible consumption,” 
Busacca said.

GROWTH IN CALIFORNIA

Due in part to the passage of Proposition 30, a person-
al income tax increase that prevented $6 billion in cuts to 
California’s school education budget in November 2012, 
community college programs in the state are growing. 
Merilark Padgett-Johnson instructs and coordinates the 
viticulture program at Santa Rosa Junior College (SRJC), 
which offers both a two-year major and a certificate 
program. “We’re expanding our program with two new 
viticulture courses next spring – Organic Viticulture and 
Grape Vine Physiology,” she said.   

Padgett-Johnson has 80 students enrolled in SRJC’s 
viticulture program, some of whom already posses a 
bachelor’s degree and want continuing education that will 
make them eligible for promotion. “We want to evolve 
our program and cater to a broader demographic and to 
develop courses in response to demand,” she said.

Alan Busacca of the Walla Walla Community College Cen-
ter for Enology & Viticulture is seeing a jump in applicants 
with established wine evaluation skills. Photo: Zach Mazur, 
Washington State University
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Instruction takes place at Shone 
Farm near Forestville and in the new 
Shone Farm Winery. “This is the 
real world,” Padgett-Johnson said. 
“We farm 79 acres of fruit commer-
cially and sell it to Sonoma County 
wineries. Students see how much it 
costs and where the fruit goes.”

SRJC offers certificate programs 
in both viticulture and wine studies, 
and Padgett-Johnson sees plenty 
of cross-pollination within the pro-
grams. She credits an active indus-
try advisory board, which gathers 
every semester to review the curric-
ulum and provide feedback on grad-
uates’ work performance keeping 
abreast of changing industry needs. 
“The majority of our students are 
here pursuing the AAS degree and 
a percentage will transfer to (UC) 
Davis or Cal Poly,” she said.

As a member of the VESTA 
faculty and a UC Davis graduate, 
Padgett-Johnson recognizes the 
need for hands-on training.  “At UC 
Davis, I learned at the book level, 
studying vineyard cycles and making 
management decisions. But once I 
was on the job, it was trial by fire.”

The neighboring Napa Valley 
region attracts international stu-
dents to the V&E program at Napa 
Valley College (NVC), headed by 

tory operations and tasting room 
logistics,” Krebs said. The school 
will also begin offering a series 
of six-week, one-unit classes that 
focus on various wine regions of 
the world.

TEACHING WINERIES FOR 
EMERGING REGIONS

In the Yadkin Valley of North 
Carolina, Surry Community College 
opened its teaching winery, the 
Shelton-Badgett NC Center for Viti-
culture and Enology, in 2010. The 
college began offering viticulture 
courses in 1999 and added enol-
ogy in 2001. It now offers a degree, 
diploma and a certificate in viticul-
ture and enology technology, under 
the direction of David Neil Bower III.  

Bower, a winemaker, researcher 
and consultant from upstate New 
York, is expanding enrollment in the 
school’s degree program and rais-
ing visibility for Yadkin Valley pro-
ducers. His program has expanded 
with new classes covering the busi-
ness side of winery management 
and online “boot camps” – one-day 
sessions of intensive instruction.

Last year, Surry received a 
$213,000 grant from VESTA to offer 
V&E courses online and partnered 
with the organization to host the 
first Southeastern Grape & Wine 
Symposium. The event drew an 
audience from across the South-
east, with attendees from Florida, 
Alabama, Virginia, Kentucky and 
Tennessee. “This year’s two-day 
conference concentrated more on 
wine quality and growing better 
grapes,” Bower said.    

Finger Lakes Community Col-
lege (FLCC) in Geneva, N.Y., is also 
working to develop local winemak-
ing and viticulture talent. FLCC 
launched its two-year V&E degree 
program in 2009 as part of the 
school’s Environmental Conserva-
tion and Horticulture programs. 
Developed in conjunction with local 
growers and winemakers – Antho-
ny Road Wine Co. donated a teach-
ing vineyard to the program – the 
AAS degree and one-year certifi-
cate program were the first of their 
kind in the Northeast. 

FLCC focuses on educating the 

Dr. Stephen Krebs and Bryan Avila.  
Krebs, who has taught at the col-
lege since 1986, directs viticulture; 
Avila joined the faculty in 2008 to 
teach winemaking at the school’s 
newly bonded winery.

NVC offers an AAS degree and 
certificate programs in three focus 

areas: viticulture, winemaking and 
sales and marketing. The school 
enrolls 1,000 students annually.

With an average age of 40, up to 
80% of NVC students are already 
working in the wine industry. Avila 
points to five major types of stu-
dents: people who work in the cel-
lar or tasting room, sommeliers 
who want more hands-on training, 
home winemakers, and adults look-
ing to change careers.  

“Our program is grape to table,” 
said Avila, who notes that the stu-
dents produce approximately 500 
cases of wine, which finds its way 
to lists in Napa Valley restaurants. 
The program recently hired a full-
time sales and event planning pro-
fessional to manage hospitality and 
wine sales.

NVC is also expanding its cer-
tificate programs. “We’re in the 
process of putting together several 
short, 12-unit certificate courses 
in areas like vineyard and labora-

Santa Rosa Junior College students watch a pruning demonstration at Shone Farm.
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local workforce, and in turn elevat-
ing the quality of wine being pro-
duced in the region. The program 
is designed to prepare students 
for the conditions unique to wine-
growing in the Finger Lakes.  “Our 
teaching vineyard is planted to 
about 50% vinifera and 50% native 
and hybrid varieties,” said FLCC 
educator Paul Brock.  

Brock instructs 50 students in 
viticulture at the school’s agricultur-
al park in Geneva. “We have close 
ties to Cornell,” he said. “We invite 
professors to come in and speak to 
classes and we go on field trips to 
their sites.”  

By next fall, the school will be 
able to offer students hands-on 
training in an 8,900-square-foot 
viticulture center that will include a 
teaching winery complete with an 
enology laboratory, aging rooms, 
wine storage, a crush pad and 
classrooms.

Brock anticipates that enroll-

might typically see for vinifera vari-
eties,” he noted.

Students also learn winemaking 
techniques including de-acidifica-
tion and how to build palate struc-
ture for interspecific grapes such 
as traminette and French- Ameri-
can hybrids.

Bell’s optimism about the local 
industry is palpable. “It’s a good 
time to be in the wine business – 
we’re on fire with riesling,” he said. 
“We’ve got to keep the momen-
tum going, and it all ties back to the 
next generation of winegrowers 
entering the industry with the right 
combination of formal education 
and hands-on skills.”

Deborah Parker Wong is the 
Northern California editor for The 
Tasting Panel magazine. She earned 
her WSET Diploma in 2009.

Comments? Please e-mail us at 
feedback@vwmmedia.com.

ment in his program will double 
once the new teaching winery is 
completed. Although the majority 
of his students are seeking sec-
ond degrees or changing careers, 
students are also entering the pro-
gram directly from high school, as 
it allows them to transfer into the 
four-year enology program offered 
at Cornell University. 

“The FLCC program is all about 
the pragmatic aspects of V&E,” 
said Peter Bell of Fox Run Winery 
in Penn Yan. “There’s a real need 
for people who have a basic level 
of training and can learn the rest 
on the job. Many of my interns 
at Fox Run have been part of the 
FLCC program.”

Bell pointed out that FLCC con-
centrates on vinifera and the native 
cold-hardy hybrids that are grown 
primarily in the Thousand Islands 
region. “Cold-hardy varieties pres-
ent their own specific set of chal-
lenges that are outside of what we 


