
 
 
Boat School Launches Marine Systems Training 
 
The Northwest School of Wooden Boatbuilding (“the Boat School”), long known for teaching 
craftsmanship while teaching traditional and contemporary wooden boatbuilding, is launching 
new programs to address the region’s need for skilled marine systems technicians. Enrollment 
is now open on the school’s website for the its new 6-month Marine Systems program that 
starts October 1st.  Online enrollment is also available for the new one-week intensives covering 
Marine Electrical Systems, Marine Diesel Engines, Marine Corrosion, and Marine Hydraulics.  
The 6-month program has been approved for Federal Financial Student Aid, and there are only 
7 seats left in the program that starts this Fall.   The Northwest School of Wooden Boatbuilding 
is accredited by the Accrediting Commission of Career Schools and Colleges (ACCSC), an 
accrediting agency recognized by the U.S. Department of Education. 
 
The school’s Lead Instructor for Marine Systems, Kevin Ritz, is a master technician with years of 
experience running his own marine systems company and teaching marine systems classes 
across the country. He has served as an electrical investigator for multiple agencies involving in-
water and onboard fatalities across the nation, and also as a corrosion consultant nationally.  
He is now heading up NWSWB’s new programs.  “I feel a strong affinity for the Boat School 
because of its long tradition of teaching workmanship,” says Ritz. “Workmanship and safety go 
hand in hand. There’s a beauty in a well installed and well thought out electrical system.  You 
can see the craftsmanship. It’s pure and right. It gets the job done without any extra fluff.” 
 



The school’s competency-based approach to education blends theoretical knowledge with 
hands-on practice and awareness of appropriate industry standards. “Our program is a bridge 
between conceptual learning in a classroom and on-the-job training in a boatyard,” says Kevin. 
“In the workplace you don’t have the luxury of setting up a constructive learning environment 
where students can learn from their mistakes and see how to correct them. I wish I’d had this 
training when I started out!” 
 
Ritz taught the inaugural Marine Corrosion 5-day Intensive in Sydney, B.C. the week of March 
12th to a dozen veteran technicians and marine surveyors. The course covers fundamentals of 
corrosion and how to conduct a competent Marine Corrosion survey on vessels of differing hull 
types. Marine Surveyor Kelly Thody valued his time in the class. “[This was] an excellent course 
on an often-controversial and misunderstood subject. The instructor provided real world 
examples, in test tanks, and on board yachts, proving the concepts from the classroom time 
and showing the students how to execute the inspections and solve the faults.”  
 
Fellow Boat School instructor Walt Trisdale, described by Ritz as “remarkable, multitalented, 
and utterly brilliant with engines” focuses on the mechanical side of the training, such as 
engines, hydraulics, and steering. Trisdale is a familiar figure in Port Townsend boatyards.  Since 
2005 he has owned a boat repair business in town, working on engine and transmission repairs 
and rebuilds, re-power systems design and installation, hydraulics design and repair, propulsion 
and steering, welding and fabrication, and custom machining on everything from Alaskan 
fishing vessels to small sailboats.  
 
The Boat School is investing over a half-million dollars in its new programs thanks to community 
support.  Washington State’s Department of Commerce launched the new programs with an 
initial $100,000 grant, which was subsequently matched by over $200,000 of gifts from 
foundations and individuals.  Additional funding was provided by Craft3, a regional nonprofit 
that makes loans to stimulate workforce development in the communities they support. 
“What’s really compelling to us is how the Boat School is marrying skills that employers need 
today with the traditional craftsmanship that has existed for so long in the Northwest,” explains 
Carl Seip, VP of Communications and External Affairs at Craft3. “When you think about 
workforce development and bringing a new generation into the maritime industry, the school is 
perfectly suited to do that. The people who graduate from this program are going to join the 
workforce and contribute to the success of both the state and the maritime industry in the 
state.” 
 
During the task analysis phase of curriculum development, Ritz is inviting colleagues from 
across the country to share their input on key skills and procedures to teach in various specialty 
areas. “I am honored that so many experts have volunteered their time to help us design the 
best possible program,” says Kevin. “In our workshop with marine electricians we had over 500 
years of experience gathered around the table.”   Ritz and the Boat School’s Executive Director, 
Betsy Davis, have been learning from faculty at the Ohio State University Center on Education 
and Training for Employment about best practices for building competency-based training, 



based on the Center’s experience working with thousands of companies and colleges both 
nationally and internationally since 1984.    
 

The school is also partnering with faculty at Neah Bay High School to adapt portions of the 
marine systems curriculum for high school students.  Neah Bay High School is located on the 
northwestern-most tip of the U.S. mainland in Neah Bay, Washington. “Most of our students 
have vast maritime experience,” says Principal Jennifer Sikes. “By the time they hit high school 
they are working on boats as deckhands, catching fish, and helping their family keep the boat 
running. They understand that when things go wrong out on the water they don’t have 
someone to come to their assistance. It’s extraordinarily practical for our students to have 
experience with systems.” 
 
With the enthusiastic support of Principal Sikes and shop teacher Bill Monette, a longtime 
friend of Boat School instructor Trisdale, the pilot program was launched with a two-day 
workshop at the Neah Bay marina. “For anyone to keep high school kids’ attention for eight 
hours-a-day on a Saturday and Sunday after they’ve been in school all week, you know the 
students were engaged in what they were learning,” says Monette.  “It’s the way the Boat 
School has the course set up. Students can get their hands on the motors and the wiring. They 
can move it, turn it, drain it. It’s a great way to learn and remember.” 

 

For Trisdale, it’s a satisfying way to pass down what he has learned over 40 years as a maritime 
mechanic. “I’ve worked on heavy equipment from the arctic to the Antarctic and I’ve worn a lot 
of hats. But it’s time for me to switch gears and spend more time teaching. So many people are 
retiring. There’s a real need for young people to enter the trades. That’s how the Boat School 
got involved. That’s how I got involved. And that’s how the staff and students at Neah Bay got 
involved. We’re doing something important together.” 
 
The Boat School still seeks contributions of equipment from marine manufacturers and 
distributors to kick-start the new programs, For example, the school still needs a complete 
navigation system (chart plotter, radar, AIS, depth sounder, autopilot, vhf radio) for Boat School 
students to practice working with. 
 
Ann Avary, director of the Northwest Center of Excellence for Marine Manufacturing and 
Technology, sees the Boat School’s new Marine Systems Program as supporting workforce 
development. “The diverse maritime industry in Washington State provides family-wage jobs 
on the Olympic Peninsula and across the state. The industry needs a well-trained technician 
workforce to be competitive and grow. The school’s plan to expand curricula to include vessel 
systems aligns perfectly with industry demand and the skill sets needed to enter the marine 
trades workforce.” 
 
 
PHOTOS 
As part of the Diesel Engine Intensive, instructor Walt Trisdale looks on as Drew Mickle practices 
removing and replacing the engine’s alternator and starter. Photo courtesy of Rick Myers. 



 
As part of the Marine Electrical Systems Intensive, instructor Kevin Ritz shows the effect of using 
the wrong gauge wire. Photo courtesy of Rick Myers. 
 
 
 

 


