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The skilled trades have long been ignored and under-valued in society. This article explores the 
potential problem with maintaining the status quo and the impacts it will have on future 
generations. It considers the steps educational institutions and leaders can make in addressing 
the skilled trades shortage and how changes to the current graduation requirements in Manitoba 
can lead to greater career pathways for all students. The goal is to include skilled trades training 
in the conversation along with improving numeracy, literacy, and information technology across 
all grade levels.  
 
 

For the past several decades, a shortage of qualified skilled trades people has begun to 
emerge. As this problem continues to build, creative solutions will need to be explored to 
address this shortage. High school students, a demographic that may have been previously 
overlooked, could offer a practical solution to this burgeoning dilemma. However, students face 
several obstacles, and are somewhat reluctant to consider a career in the skilled trades even 
when jobs are plentiful. These obstacles must be addressed to convince young people that a 
career in the trades is worth exploring. They include overcoming the stigma that is attached to 
the skilled trades, a flawed credit system that does not recognize skilled trades equally, a slow 
response time to skill shortages, and a lack of work-based learning opportunities available to 
students. Practical solutions to overcome these obstacles include better training and awareness 
to address the stigma attached to working in the trades, changing how high school credits are 
earned, improving response time to skill shortage gaps, and creating partnerships with industry 
partners to increase work-based learning opportunities. 

 
Training and Awareness 

 
The stigma that is associated with working in an area of the skilled trades is deeply 

entrenched in society. Often, those who are interested in the skilled trades are viewed as 
inferior students. This stigma goes beyond a superficial level, and even extends into higher 
education, where some academia either ignore or are unaware of the possible career pathways 
in the skilled trades (Rothwell, 2016). There are several misconceptions that must be addressed 
to conquer the stigma for students to feel like the skilled trades are a career worth exploring 
further. Perhaps the biggest misconception is that individuals who pursue skilled trade careers 
are unsuccessful students compared with their fellow students who plan on attending university 
(Suttles, 2020). Other misinformation includes the misbelief that all skilled trades work is dirty, 
only males can perform the work, and wages are significantly lower than careers that require a 
university degree. These beliefs even extend overseas. For example, in Britain there exists a 
lack of political inclination to view skills training equally with a university education (The 
Guardian, 2020). These are all fundamentally wrong assumptions that are often passed down 
from generation to generation, and require a more concentrated awareness campaign to 
counter.  

The school system, specifically educators and administrators, began this process of 
weakening the skilled trades training in favor of students attending university (Walsh, 2017). 
Schools often use a simplistic strategy to deliver the necessary information on skilled trades. 
One such strategy is using a signup sheet for students to self-register to hear about the trades, 
rather than requiring all students to get the information to make an informed decision. This is a 
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flawed process because many students have no prior knowledge of skilled trades, and may not 
know what they are missing until it is too late. All students need to hear about these 
opportunities at a younger age, when many are contemplating career aspirations. Students are 
also ill informed of possible career options that do not require a university degree to make 
career decisions. Hearing about these opportunities may encourage those students not 
engaged in learning, or struggling to attend regularly, to find a purpose (Mader, 2019). 
Increasing awareness also means that parents need to be better informed of the many career 
options for students, because they are a huge influence on their child’s career aspirations. 
Parents whom I have encountered over the years were not aware of the many varied options, 
and were still stuck in the belief that a university degree was the only path to a good career. 
Sadly, a degree is no assurance of a rewarding career (Walsh, 2017). There is a responsibility 
of elected government officials and school leaders to counter this stigma with a concentrated 
effort in promoting the trades in all schools, starting at a young age. Perhaps a starting point 
would be to tailor more information sessions to parents and caregivers to overcome this stigma 
by raising the profile of skilled trades. The skilled trades have evolved, and those previously 
held misconceptions must be countered for any meaningful change in attitude to happen. 

 
Changing Credit Requirements 

 
There is a legitimate reason to believe that a flawed high school credit system strongly 

impacts the skilled trade shortage problem that currently exists. Although there is plenty of 
blame to go around, the K-12 school system has contributed to a skills deficiency in young 
workers that plagues the trades (Cappelli, 2015). The present-day school system in Canada has 
changed very little over the past 50 years, and does not lend itself well to promoting skill 
acquisition that is necessary for enhancing students’ capabilities in skilled trades. Logistics such 
as the length of the school day, lecture style instructional methods, and graduation requirements 
remain relatively unchanged. Educational standards like these provide little benefit to those 
students who are better suited to working in the trades, and more for students preparing for 
university. Examples include Michigan, where students pursuing skilled trades are required to 
complete the same graduation requirements as students planning on attending university 
(Walsh, 2017). Here in Manitoba, similar requirements exist. All students, regardless of pursued 
career path, must complete 30 credits, 17 of which are compulsory (Manitoba Education and 
Training, n.d.). Additionally, the curricular outcomes of courses such as math or English fail to 
consider the type of skills that are required for the trades. These requirements need to be re-
evaluated to recognize the specific learning that students gain through skills-based training.  

There is an argument to change the way students can graduate. Many employers have little 
faith in a traditional high school diploma, and routinely require additional training beyond just 
grade 12. Allowing students to “work” toward graduation outside the traditional classroom can 
only be viewed as a win-win. Providing opportunities like these may reach disengaged students, 
and increase graduation rates (Mader, 2019). Requiring students who are interested in pursuing 
a skilled trade to complete the same courses requirements for graduation is not fair or equitable. 
One change could involve allowing students to complete compulsory credits, such as math or 
English, at their respective work experience placement. There is an assumption that those skills 
are not developed on the job, whereas in fact “on-the-job-training requirements are significantly 
higher for skilled technical workers” (Rothwell, 2016, p. 48). Teachers would still assess the 
skills gained at work experience as a suitable alternative to having a student attend class at 
school, and miss out on a meaningful work experience. Many of the skills that students learn 
through skills-based learning involve reading, writing, and mathematics, just in a different 
capacity. Maintaining the current 30 credits to graduate is not realistic in today’s work world, and 
this cookie cutter approach does not work for all students. 
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Responding to Skill Shortages 
 

In my experience, schools lack the ability to respond quickly to current skilled trade 
shortages. It can take years for new programs and curriculum to be developed, shops to be 
built, and staff to be found. Generally, there is a reluctance to attempt to change any programs 
found in schools, even if they are not meeting the current skills shortage demand. Far too often, 
a school’s infrastructure, teacher experience, and popularity are the sole determining factors of 
which programs are offered in a school (Hoftijizer et al., 2018). Administrators, often with no 
trade experience, decide on what programs to offer in schools, without consultation from 
industry representatives. These are often chosen based on how expensive they are to run, not 
whether they fill a skill shortage. This can lead to vocational programs that vary quite 
substantially in quality, without meeting the entry requirements for post-secondary skilled trade 
programs (Green & Pensiero, 2016). Decisions like this, void of industry input, could mean that 
students are taking programs that are perhaps not in demand, and offer little hope of 
employment upon completion.  

Addressing how schools respond to skills shortages requires collaboration amongst various 
stakeholders. It means starting with a common goal, and involving all industry partners in the 
creation of programs to ensure that all are bought in to the process (Hoftijzer et al., 2018). It 
also means having industry partners do some of the training on behalf of local schools in a cost-
shared proposal if schools cannot secure the necessary funding. This, unfortunately, is quite 
common because most school funding is outdated and based solely on student numbers 
(Hoftijzer et al., 2018). This funding model is detrimental to skills programs because class size 
numbers are usually restricted for safety purposes. Perhaps the future of skilled trades training 
means an acceptance of cost sharing to fund these trade classrooms, due to the initial cost and 
magnitude of such programs. If in return, these industry partners want to advertise in the school 
system, then we must be willing to accommodate this request. These skilled trade areas want a 
skilled force to meet the demand they are seeing, and we must be willing to partner with them 
for students to be well prepared. 

 
Creating Partnerships 

 
The last two years of remote learning due to Covid-19, has exaggerated the current 

shortage of skilled trade workers. Most work-based learning opportunities were cancelled or put 
on hold during this time. The decision to halt these work experiences created further obstacles 
for those interested in the trades because much of the learning for the skilled trade programs 
takes place on actual job sites during work experience. Students learn specific skills such as 
working in teams, problem solving, and communication skills (Hoftijizer et al., 2018). The 
vocational teachers I work with indicated that they struggled to replicate this type of hands-on 
learning during remote learning. This prevented skilled trade students from developing creative 
solutions and “learning by doing” (Battistelli et al., 2019, p. 364). These are essential skills that 
all skilled trades students require to progress through their apprenticeships. 

The decisions to halt work placements put skilled trade students at a disadvantage. The 
learning that takes place away from the classroom is unique, and gives potential employers a 
chance to see both a student’s ability and work ethic. Students discover very quickly that the 
learning environment differs quite substantially between schools and work (Schaap et al., 2012). 
Without these work-based learning opportunities, the skills shortage problem will only worsen, 
and the consequences will be far reaching for all of us. To increase work-based learning 
opportunities, educational leaders and provincial government authorities need to remove 
barriers that hinder an employer’s ability to have students on the job, and provide incentives for 
partnerships (Hoftijizer et al., 2018). Work-based learning provides many benefits to students 
beyond just graduating from high school. Recent studies have shown that working in the trades 
has assisted those in long-term addiction facilities because it benefits them both physically and 
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mentally (Best et al., 2016). With the ever-increasing number of students who struggle with their 
mental wellness, skilled trades training could potentially offer an alternative to other treatments. 
Recent decisions like Apprenticeship Manitoba’s (n.d.) decision to increase the trade ratio from 
one-to-one, to two-to-one is the first step to creating more work-based opportunities for high 
school students.  Furthermore, various levels of government must take additional steps, such as 
providing more monetary incentives for employers to offset the financial strain they feel when 
employing young workers. Without these incentives, many employers cannot afford to wait until 
young workers provide a cost benefit to their bottom line. 

 
Conclusion 

 
Much of the focus in recent years has revolved around educational topics such as 

numeracy, literacy, and information and communication technology. Forgotten in much of this is 
a skilled trade shortage that has continued to build to record levels. With an aging skilled 
workforce, coupled with a rising demand for skilled workers, the skilled trades shortage problem 
does not appear to be going away anytime soon (Günther, 2014). To assume that enough 
students will eventually find their way to a career in the skilled trades without intervention is a 
flawed way of thinking. Regardless of a student’s desired occupational path, everyone should 
be exposed to unique and diversified training (Baartman et al., 2018). If we are serious about 
addressing a skills shortage, then we need to breathe new life into skilled trades training, 
including work-based training, in all schools as a first step (The Guardian, 2020). The 
educational system needs to be a leader in this initiative. Skilled trade careers deserve the 
same recognition as other careers. If the problem is ignored any longer, it may become too big 
for any meaningful change to happen. Failing to act could have dire consequences for all of us, 
because skilled trades people are who keep our vehicles running, build our homes, and 
maintain the infrastructure that we all depend upon.  
 

References 
 

Apprenticeship Manitoba. (n.d.). Regulation update. Retrieved November 19, 2021, from 
https://www.manitoba.ca/wd/apprenticeship/pdfpubs/pubs/whatsnew/general_regulation_up
date.pdf 

Baartman, L. K. J., Kilbrink, N., & de Bruijn, E. (2018). VET students’ integration of knowledge 
engaged with in school-based and workplace-based learning environments in the 
Netherlands. Journal of Education and Work, 31(2), 204-217. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2018.1433821 

Battistelli, A., Odoardi, C., Vandenberghe, C., Di Napoli, G., & Piccione, L. (2019). Information 
sharing and innovative work behavior: The role of work-based learning, challenging tasks, 
and organizational commitment. Human Resource Development Quarterly, 30(3), 361-381. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/hrdq.21344 

Best, D., Beswick, T., Hodgkins, S., & Idle, M. (2016). Recovery, ambitions, and aspirations: An 
exploratory project to build a recovery community by generating a skilled recovery 
workforce. Alcoholism Treatment Quarterly, 34(1), 3-14. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/07347324.2016.1113105 

Cappelli, P. H. (2015). Skills gaps, skill shortages, and skill mismatches: Evidence and 
arguments for the United States. ILR Review, 68(2), 251-290. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0019793914564961 

Green, A., & Pensiero, N. (2016). The effects of upper-secondary education and training 
systems on skills inequality. A quasi-cohort analysis using PISA 2000 and the OECD 
survey of adult skills. British Educational Research Journal, 42(5), 756-779. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3236 

 



28                                              BU Journal of Graduate Studies in Education, Volume 14, Issue 3, 2022 

The Guardian. (2020, February 16). The guardian view on apprenticeships: Failing the young 
[Editorial]. https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/feb/16/the-guardian-view-on-
apprenticeships-failing-the-young 

Günther, B. (2014). The cultural aspects of MINT recruitment. Diplomica Verlag. 
https://public.ebookcentral.proquest.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx?p=1640412 

Hoftijzer, M., Stronkowski, P., & Rozenbaum, J. (2018). Getting out of school and into the 
workplace: Strengthening work-based learning in upper secondary technical education in 
Poland’s Świętokrzyskie region. World Bank Group. 
https://doi.org/10.1596/9781464813221 

Mader, J. (2019). In one state, students are ditching classrooms for jobs: How “work-based 
learning” is getting Vermont kids ready for careers before they graduate. Tech Directions, 
78(6), 23-26. 

Manitoba Education and Training. (n.d.). Schools in Manitoba: Going to school in Manitoba. 
Retrieved November 19, 2021, from 
https://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/k12/policy/gradreq/docs/grad_req_en.pdf 

Rothwell, J. (2016). Defining skilled technical work. Issues in Science and Technology, 33(1), 
47-51. 

Schaap, H., Baartman, L., & de Bruijn, E. (2012). Students’ learning processes during school-
based learning and workplace learning in vocational education: A review. Vocations and 
Learning, 5(2), 99-117. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12186-011-9069-2 

Suttles, C. (2020). We face this every day: Skilled trades still stigmatized among young adults.  
The Times. https://www.timesonline.com/news/20200112/we-face-this-every-day-skilled-
trades-still=stigmatized-among-young-adults  

Walsh, D. (January 30, 2017). State works at new view: Skilled trades matter. Crain's Detroit 
Business Print Version.  

 
 
About the Author 
 
Steve Proskurnik is studying for his M.Ed. in educational administration. He is a school 
counsellor in a Winnipeg high school, with interest in the areas of work-based learning and 
skilled trades training. In his spare time, Steve enjoys travelling with his wife and two adult 
children. 
 
 

 


