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CALABASAS, Calif.— Americans across the political spectrum overwhelmingly support
skilled trades education in high school, but school systems face major barriers in
providing the courses that give students a path toward these essential, high demand
careers, according to new research from Harbor Freight Tools for Schools, which
includes a public opinion poll and a study of skilled trades programs in high schools
nationwide.
The skilled tradespeople the research focuses on—who keep vital communications
networks running, manufacture lifesaving medical equipment, repair vehicles and build
the roads we travel on—have been deemed “essential” workers during the coronavirus
pandemic. They will likely be just as critical to America’s economic recovery, and, as the
research shows, the need and opportunity to train this future workforce—starting in high
school—is an urgent one.
The study and poll together comprise the first comprehensive look at American high
school skilled trades education—courses that emphasize building and repair, such as
construction, electrical, automotive, heating, air conditioning and plumbing, and that
lead to middle-class jobs that often do not require a four-year college degree.
“This crisis underscores the degree to which we depend on skilled tradespeople,” said
Eric Smidt, founder of Harbor Freight Tools and The Smidt Foundation. (Harbor Freight
Tools for Schools is the foundation’s flagship program.) “These studies demonstrate
that Americans want skilled trades education, but far too often students don’t have
access to skilled trades classes in their high schools. When we teach trades in high
school, we give students a head start on the road to fulfilling, good-paying careers that
our country desperately needs.”
Conducted prior to the pandemic, the studies arrive as the nation faces massive layoffs,
a looming and deep recession, and a preexisting shortage of tradespeople, who make
up a workforce that is on the brink of retirement. Expanding the pipeline of trades
professionals, the studies note, is urgent because even without job growth, trades
positions are among the hardest to fill.
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The first study, a poll of nearly 6,000 voters, parents of high school students, and
students themselves, conducted by NORC at the University of Chicago, showed a
“remarkably positive view of skilled trades classes.” The poll found:
•
•
•
•
•

79 percent of parents believe their child would be more prepared for a career if
they had the chance to study a trade in high school,
72 percent of students say high schools could do a better job of giving them
chances to learn real-world skills,
At least 7 in 10 voters, parents and students want employers to do more to
support skilled trades education,
8 in 10 voters support more funding for high school skilled trades education, and
80 percent of voters described the trades as “important”.

The second study, conducted by JFF, an independent workforce development nonprofit
organization, analyzed federal and state data on skilled trades programs, students,
student outcomes, and teachers, and interviewed state career and technical education
leaders in each of the 50 states and the District of Columbia.
The interviewees nearly universally agreed that a lingering stigma against the trades
discourages student participation, contrasting the results of the opinion poll. The
seemingly paradoxical result demonstrates that educators haven’t yet seen positive
public opinions for the trades translate into more resources and respect for programs,
said Danny Corwin, executive director of Harbor Freight Tools for Schools.
“Today’s skilled trades education is about offering all students more paths to a secure,
fulfilling future doing essential work, and it’s clear that Americans want and need this
training,” Corwin said. “Providing pathways for young people to solid jobs is going to be
even more important as communities across the country suffer the economic fallout
from COVID-19, and begin to rebuild our economy and infrastructure.”
In addition to the perceived stigma, the largest challenge facing skilled trades education,
study authors note, is an absence of data so significant that they deem it a “data desert
with a few oases.” Thirty-eight states representing 81 percent of all high school students
responded to requests for data, but only five states were able to provide data in every
category requested.
“We’re making policy in the dark,” said John White, a former Louisiana state
superintendent who was interviewed for the study.
Despite the data challenges, the report captures several key baseline findings:
•

Of the more than 11 million public high school students in the 32 states that
provided skilled trades enrollment data for the 2016-2017 school year, 872,452
or 8 percent, took a skilled trades course. (Fifteen million students are enrolled in
high school nationwide.)
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•

•
•

In those same states, students concentrating in trades—taking two or more
courses in sequence, indicating strong interest—would fill less than 10 percent of
the 975,000 projected job openings from 2018 to 2028, many of which are driven
by retirements.
Students who complete a concentration have higher graduation rates than the 85
percent national average for high school students overall.
Against the backdrop of a nationwide teacher shortage across many subjects,
trades teachers represent an aging workforce, with a higher median age than
teachers overall.

The research also found promising models across the country that demonstrate the
opportunities that come with aligning local labor markets and skilled trades education
offerings—something that will be even more crucial in the face of economic recession.
Carmakers in South Carolina and Kentucky, an airline in Arizona, the construction
industry in Oregon, and the New York City plumbers’ union, among others, have
teamed with school systems to offer training and apprenticeships. Students can earn
industry-based credentials—required for students who want to obtain jobs in the
trades—in many states, while Nebraska, Tennessee and Louisiana have successful
programs to address worker shortages by aligning trades education with job forecasts.
“Every student should have the chance to explore multiple pathways, including
attending college, earning a two-year degree or industry certificate, pursuing an
apprenticeship or finding a job right after graduation,” Corwin said. “College and career
should never be an either-or, especially not as we face unprecedented economic
uncertainty and dislocation. We need to maximize opportunity for the students and
families who need it most, and high school skilled trades education is one critical way to
do that.”
To read the NORC and JFF reports, and for more about the research, visit
https://harborfreighttoolsforschools.org/what-we-do/research/. Video, photos and b-roll
available upon request.
About Harbor Freight Tools for Schools
Harbor Freight Tools for Schools is a program of The Smidt Foundation, established by
Harbor Freight Tools Founder Eric Smidt, to advance excellent skilled trades education
in public high schools across America. With a deep respect for the dignity of these fields
and for the intelligence and creativity of people who work with their hands, Harbor
Freight Tools for Schools aims to drive a greater understanding of and investment in
skilled trades education, believing that access to quality skilled trades education gives
high school students pathways to graduation, opportunity, good jobs and a workforce
our country needs. Harbor Freight Tools is a major supporter of the Harbor Freight
Tools for Schools program. For more information, visit us
at harborfreighttoolsforschools.org/ and on Facebook, Instagram and Twitter.
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