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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

While much of recent economic growth is concentrated in digital and professional ser-
vices, the industries that keep the physical economy running—from construction and
manufacturing to transportation, utilities, and maintenance—face a very different set of
pressures. These sectors and the skilled workers who power them, also known as skilled
trades, employ millions of people and underpin businesses and communities worldwide,
but their productivity and growth have often lagged behind the rapid advances made in
newer, technology-driven sectors.

As demand for skilled workers continues to grow, there’s an opportunity to rethink how
we talk about trades and highlight them as valuable career paths. To better understand
how to reach today’s students and those who influence them about the possibility of a fu-
ture in trades, Ford partnered with the Ad Council Research Institute (ACRI) to conduct a
mixed-methods research study. The goal of the study was to understand what drives and
what hinders consideration of the trades, and to translate that into actionable guidance
for a potential national public education perception effort reaching students, parents,
counselors, and other trusted adults.

In addition to qualitative interviews with n=51 participants (28 students, 23 parents), the
study included a 20-minute online survey fielded in June and July 2026 to n=5,712 par-
ticipants (3,009 high school students, 2,501 parents of high school students, 202 school
counselors). Key findings from the survey include the following.



1. The real choice isn’t college vs. trades—
it’s what comes after high school.

The central opportunity is to move the conversation
beyond a binary choice between college and trades.
Students and parents are primarily motivated

by the outcomes they associate with a good life:
financial security (59%), personal fulfillment (44%),
earning potential (42%), and stability (39%). These
aspirations create a strong foundation for position-
ing the trades as a pathway to the same broader
definition of success that families already value.

At the same time, college remains the default
post-high school pathway. It is the most familiar
path (56%) and the one most expected by families
(42%), while relatively few teens are actively con-
sidering the trades (9%). The challenge, therefore,
is not necessarily to persuade students to reject
college, but to expand their understanding of what
a successful long-term future can look like and
establish trades as a credible, familiar opportunity.

Other key data points:

o Trades receive some consideration as a post-high
school option (38% students, 48% parents), but
only about 1in 9 teens are planning to go into
the trades after high school (11% students, 12%
parents).

¢ Notably, male students are twice as likely as
females to say they’re planning to go into the
trades (14% boys, 7% girls); parents of boys vs.
girls are similarly split (16% parents of boys, 9%
parents of girls).

2. Trades don’t have a value problem; they
have a knowledge problem.

When students and parents understand what the
trades offer, the proposition is compelling. Hands-
on learning, practical skills, earning potential, finan-
cial independence, job stability, and real-world ca-
reer readiness align closely with the attributes they
associate with a good job and a successful future.

The primary barrier is therefore less about negative
perceptions of the trades than about limited knowl-
edge. Compared with college, students and families

have less understanding of what trade careers
exist, how to enter them, what the training process
looks like, and what opportunities can follow. This
knowledge gap makes the trades harder to imagine
as a concrete next step. Effective efforts must move
beyond inspiration to provide a clear, tangible road-
map from high school to training, employment, and
long-term career growth.

Other key data points:

o The majority of teens and parents associate a
trades program with a positive outlook: careers
can start sooner, the industry is in demand,
workers are professionals, and trades deserve
the same level of respect as other pathways.

e Some responses point to uncertainty and neg-
ative perceptions, however: Nearly two-thirds
of both students and parents say trade school
options aren’t explained well in school (59%
students, 61% parents), nearly half think career
growth opportunities in the trades are limited
(46% students, 45% parents), and some say pay
in trade jobs is lower than jobs requiring a college
degree (44% students, 40% parents).

3. Stigma and stereotypes linger, and
trades aren’t as respected as other paths.

Trades are generally viewed positively and com-
mand a meaningful degree of respect, but they
haven’t yet achieved the same status or prestige
as careers in fields like health care or technology,
where 50% and 46% of students respectively say
they'd feel respected by others if they pursued a
career in that field (compared to 33% of students
for trades). This gap is particularly pronounced
among higher-income families, suggesting that
social expectations and traditional definitions of
career success continue to influence how pathways
are evaluated.

Lingering stereotypes and concerns about judg-
ment can create an additional layer of friction.

As a result, communications must do more than
explain the practical benefits of trades. They should
help normalize trades as an intentional choice and
broaden the definition of what a prestigious or suc-
cessful career can be. The most resonant messages

are those that connect trades to outcomes families
already value: long-term financial independence,
meaningful work, hands-on experience, and career
readiness.

Other key data points:

e 61% of teens acknowledged there are stereo-
types about the kind of people who work in the
trades, and 59% said people are sometimes
judged negatively for working in the trades.

o Two in five students (40%) said women are not
encouraged to pursue trade careers.

o Data from parents were similar: 63% agreed
there are stereotypes about the kind of people
who work in the trades, 60% said people are
sometimes judged negatively for working in the
trades, and 42% believe women are not encour-
aged to pursue trade careers.

4, Student decision making is influenced
by family, school counselors, teachers,
and mentors.

Although teens see themselves as the primary
decision-makers about their futures, they do not
make these choices in isolation. Parents are the
most influential members of their decision-making
network (76%), followed by other family members
(50%), counselors (39%), and teachers (38%). Any
effort focused exclusively on students is therefore
unlikely to shift consideration at scale.

Awareness efforts are already reaching students
through school events and resources, but exposure
to trades is less consistent and prominent than
college-focused pathway options. There is also

a disconnect between the resources counselors
believe are available and what students report
seeing or knowing about. For example, a much
higher percentage of school counselors say schools
provide resources to help prepare students for life
after college— including counselor meetings (87%),
college fairs (75%), career days (72%), trade school
fairs (32%)—than what students report (48% coun-
selor meetings, 45% college fairs, 40% career day,
22% trade school fairs). This suggests that simply
increasing the volume of information may not be
enough. School counselors represent an especially

important opportunity. While 79% say they discuss
trades with students, only 54% recommend them,
compared with 88% who recommend universities
and 69% who recommend colleges. Counselors cite
limited familiarity, confidence, time, and resources
as constraints on their ability to advise students
about trades. In addition, 73% believe they influ-
ence less than half of the students they advise. This
points to a broader ecosystem challenge: students
need awareness, parents need confidence to
support the option, and counselors need the knowl-
edge and tools to make trades a viable recommen-
dation.

Other key data points:

e Notably, trade school representatives rank fairly
low as a career influencer among all three groups
(students, parents, counselors).

e Beyond family, counselors, teachers, and men-
tors, students turn to other trusted adults about
a third of the time: college admissions reps
(40%), employers (30%), coaches/club advi-
sors (30%), and alumni/solder students (28%).
Friends/peers/classmates are also somewhat of
an influence among students (37%).

5. Communications should speak to the
benefits of trades, plus tell them exactly
how to pursue them.

The strongest opportunity is to pair inspiration
with action. Communications should challenge the
assumption that college is the only default route
to success while making the trades feel concrete
and attainable. Messages should foreground the
benefits that matter most (hands-on experience,
earning while learning, financial independence,
stability, and real-world career readiness) and then
show students and families exactly what comes
next. A successful national effort should therefore
build awareness among students, equip parents
to advocate for the option, and give counselors the
confidence and resources to recommend it.

Other key data points:

o Students were more likely to choose messaging
that provided more concrete details about the
trades process and career path (69% vs. 31%).



INTRODUCTION

The U.S. economy is changing rapidly. As growth increasingly centers on digital and white-collar industries,
the critical industries and skilled workers that build, power, move, and maintain the physical world (often
referred to as skilled trades) face a different reality. These industries support millions of skilled jobs and busi-
nesses across the globe, yet many are struggling to keep pace with productivity gains and growth in newer
industries.

Skilled trades are roles that require specific hands-on skills, technical knowledge, or specialized training rather
than a traditional four-year college degree. This often comprises industries like construction, manufacturing,
energy, public services, transportation and logistics, service, and health care.

Despite its critical role, skilled trades are facing persistent labor shortages and declining productivity, putting
the nation’s economic growth and resilience at risk. According to recent research from JLL, skilled trades job
postings have doubled over the past decade, yet by 2030, an estimated 2.1 million positions could remain
unfilled, potentially costing the economy as much as $1 trillion each year.

First, it'simportant to understand what'’s causing the gap between growing demand and dwindling supply. For
one, skilled tradespeople tend to leave the field before the traditional retirement age due to demanding work
and physical stamina. The average construction worker in the U.S. is in their early 40s, and only about one in
five electricians is over age 55. As one source puts it, “Every experienced tradesperson who retires without a
trained replacement in the pipeline adds to a gap that new graduates alone can’t close overnight.”

Besides an aging workforce, waves of retirement, and increased demand spurred by emerging indus-
tries, decades of stigma, stereotypes, and school program cuts have contributed to declining rates of
new skilled workers entering trades.

As demand for skilled workers in trade industries continues to grow, America has an urgent opportunity to
strengthen and reimagine the pathways that connect young people to these essential careers. This moment
presents an important question: How can we ensure that today’s students see the trades not simply as jobs
that need to be filled, but as valuable pathways to a successful future?

For many students and families, the challenge begins with familiarity. The traditional college or university
pathway remains deeply embedded in how Americans think about life after high school. By comparison, ca-
reers in the trades can be harder to see and understand, from what opportunities exist, to how someone
enters a trade, to what a career can look like over time. And while trades offer many of the attributes students
and families say they want in a career, lingering stereotypes and perceptions around status can create addi-
tional barriers to consideration.

PURPOSE &
METHODOLOGY

To better understand these dynamics, Ford partnered with the Ad Council Research
Institute (ACRI) to explore how today’s students and the people who influence them think
about the trades in a post-high school pathway.

The goal was to understand what drives and what hinders consideration of the trades, and to translate that
into actionable guidance for a potential national public education perception effort reaching students, par-
ents, counselors, and other trusted adults.

In this study, ACRI conducted mixed-methods research to:

Evaluate familiarity, considerations, intentions,
and perceptions of post-high school options.

Identify key influences and information sources
shaping post-high school decisions.

Identify barriers, concerns, and knowledge gaps
related to pursuing a trades pathway.

Evaluate impact of messaging on exploring a
trades option.

The findings in this report provide a deeper look into how students and their trusted adults perceive the
trades, and how to best develop messaging to build understanding and motivate them to consider the trades
as a long-term career.

Throughout the report, any differences by segment or other demographic group are noted if they meet or
exceed any of the following. If there is no mention of such differences, any data points or findings did not meet
these thresholds.
- Sample, cohort, and/or subject population size reflects an N>200
- Over/under index data points reported reflect the following:
- Greater than 10% due to sample size and response proportionality (highlighted in blue)
- 5% variance (greater than or less than) from the total sample (highlighted in gray)

This study consisted of two research phases: a two-day online qualitative discussion board
conducted April 28-30, 2026 and a quantitative survey fielded June 22 - July 8, 2026.


https://www.jll.com/en-us/insights/building-tomorrows-workforce-today
https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat18b.htm
https://www.tws.edu/blog/skilled-trades/3-reasons-why-there-is-a-shortage-of-skilled-trade-workers/
https://ptt.edu/whats-the-no-1-factor-contributing-to-the-skilled-labor-shortage/
https://qz.com/college-for-all-vocational-decline-trades-shortage-071026

Phase 1: Phase 2:

Qualitative Online Discussion Board Quantitative Online Survey

A two-day asynchronous online qualitative discussion board was conducted April 28-30, 2026 with n=51 par- A 20-minute online survey, offered in English, Spanish, and Mandarin, was fielded June 22 - July 8, 2026
ticipants, consisting of both students and parents. The phase included two days of active discussion, with the among n=>5,712 participants (3,009 high school students, 2,501 parents of high school students, 202 school
board open for seven days. Respondent qualifications included: counselors).

Languages: English and Spanish DEMOGRAPHICS OF SURVEY RESPONDANTS

Race/ethnicity: Mix, with general U.S. representative

School Counselors
High School Students: ages 13-17* ?zgé) \

Parents: Mix of employed in trades and not employed in trades

STUDENTS n=28 PARENTS n=23

Language: Language: Parents of _
English n=23 English n=18 High School gtlg: Scthool
Spanish n=5 Spanish n=5 Students Lelaile

43.8% 52.1%

Track: Industry: (2,501) (3,009)
Degree track n=15 Inthe trades n=9
Trades track n=9 Not in trades n=14
Undecided n=3
Gap year n=1

The primary objective of the qualitative phase was to anecdotally identify students’ and parents’ perceptions
of the trades as a viable career path. Results from the qualitative phase were used to inform the subsequent
quantitative survey.

n = 5,712 participants | 20-minute online survey offered in English, Spanish, and Mandarin

*Mix of college track, vocational and trades track, and undecided track



FINDINGS

1. THE REAL CHOICE ISN'T COLLEGE VS. TRADES—IT’S WHAT COMES AFTER.

2.TRADES DON'T HAVE A VALUE PROBLEM; THEY HAVE A KNOWLEDGE PROBLEM.

3. STIGMA AND STEREOTYPES LINGER, AND TRADES AREN'T AS RESPECTED
AS OTHER PATHS.

4.STUDENT DECISION MAKING IS INFLUENCED BY FAMILY, SCHOOL COUNSELORS,
TEACHERS, AND MENTORS.

9. COMMUNICATIONS SHOULD SPEAK TO THE BENEFITS OF TRADES, PLUS TELL
THEM EXACTLY HOW TO PURSUE THEM.



Section 01 Summary

1. THE REAL CHOICE ISN'T COLLEGE VS. TRADES—IT’S WHAT COMES AFTER
HIGH SCHOOL.

College tends to be the post-high school path students and parents are most familiar with and are planning
to pursue, but it isn’t the main objective. For students and families, the ultimate goal is not a particular edu-
cational pathway; it’s a secure, fulfilling, and successful future. The opportunity is to make trades part of that
broader vision of success, rather than positioning them as an alternative to college.

Section 01 Findings
College is the default path among students and parents.

Of all post-high school options, students say they’re most familiar with the steps, requirements and processes
involved with universities (61%) and colleges (56%). Parents are most familiar with the process of entering the
workforce after high school graduation (71%), followed also by universities (65%) and colleges (63%). About
half of respondents are familiar with vocational or trade schools (49% students, 54% parents).

How familiar are you with the steps, requirements, and process involved in each of the
following post-high school opportunities?

STUDENTS

Total Teens

14-15 Years Old
Lower HH Income
Higher HH Income
Financially Unstable
Conservative
Independent

Hispanic
5 N
@ Financially Stable

...
R 16-17YearsOld
&

@ White/Caucasian
=1

@ Middle HH Income

=
i
w
3
3
3
@
a
&
5
2
5
o
3
&2

4-year university (bachelor's degree) 61% 65% 1%

2-year college (associate's degree/

o 65% 42% 61% 56% 61%
certificate)

56% 62% 59%
Entering workforce 51% 51% 51% 48% 53% 48% 56% 58% 43% 54% 41% 43% 55% 53% 57% 41% 56% 51% 54%
Vocational or trade school 49% 48% 50% 41% 50% 41% 52% 56% 39% 38% 39% 42% 54% 49% 55% 39% 54% 50% 50%
Internships 42% 4% 43% 4% 43% 37% 49% 42% 38% 36% 32% 46% 49% 28% 48% 43% 46%

Joining the military 42% 39% 45% 42% 4% 39% 48% 48% 42% 44% 36% 37% 44% 44% 41% 34% 51% 40% 43%

Apprenticeships 36% 35% 37% 35% 36% 33% 38% 29% 35% 24% 28% 39% 40% 25% % 36% 38%

21% 38% 32% 34%

16% 24% 27%

Starting a company/business 32% 31% 33% 33% 31% 26% 40% 32% 31% 29% 27% 32% 36%

Year of service 24% 23% 26% 24% 24% 21% 30% 26% 19% 17% 19% 26% 28%

PARENTS

Have 16-17 Year Old
Woman/Mom
Younger Parents
Older Parents
Hispanic

Lower HH Income
Middle HH Income
Higher HH Income
Financially Stable
High School or Less
Trade School

Some College
College Grad or Higher
Not Employed
Conservative
Independent

Teen Girl
£ Financially Unstable

N
§ Total Parents

I

g Have14-15Year Old
=

E White/Caucasian

s
N
«
9
b3
2
S
N
®
@
2
@
@

Entering workforce % 1% 2% 70% 3% 0% 1% 72% 48% T5% 67% 67% 73% 74% T5% 68% 66% 75% 73% T2% 74% 62% 73% Ti% 4%
4-year university (bachelor's degree) 65% 65% 67% 64% 61% 73% 64% 61% 62% Ti% T2% 73% 67% 63% |50% 68%74% 56% 44% 49% 57% 1% |49% 70% 62% 74%
f;’:;irc':::)ege(ass°°iate'5degree/ 63% 63% 63% 64% 61% 68% 65% 63% 60% 68% 71% 49% [E N 61% 55% 67% 69% 68% 59% 49% 52% 67% T2% 61% 53% 65% 62% 70%
Vocational or trade school 54% 53% 55% 53% 50% 60% 57% 52% 51% 57% 64% |371% [l 49% 52% 55% 56% 60% 46% 50%53% 53% 57% 45% 57% 56% 52%

Internships 47% 46% 49% 45% 43% 53% 50% 44% 42% 55% LW 55% 48% 46% 31% 49% 56% 55% 36% 40% 30% 43% 55% 52% 33% 50% 46% 51%

Joining the military 42% 43% 44% 41% 371% 51% 44% 41% 39% 49% [Eri/8 31% RGN 43% 37% 46% 46% 48% 36% 41% 40% 44% 43% 44% 36% 41% 41% 42%

V8 32% 29% 32% 42% 46% 46% 29% 35% 40% 39% 42% 44% 21% 44% 38% 43%

40% EUZ8 26% 30% 33% 40% 43% 44% 29% 37% 30% 36% 41% 43% 26% 42% 38% 38%

Apprenticeships 39% 39% 43% 36% 33%42% 37% 36% 42%

Starting a company/business 38% 38% 40% 36% 33% [EIFY 43% 35% 35%

Year of service 26% 25% 21% 25% 23% 30% 28% 24% 22% [ELVBLVE 19% 25% 24% 22% 26% [ry/Iry8 20% 26% 14% 22% 30% 29% 18% 27% 26% 30%

. - overindex - underindex



University/college remains the top consideration for students and parents after high school (students 61%

university, 46% college; parents 65% university, 54% college), along with entering the workforce directly When you think about life after high school options, what are you considering
(53% students, 56% parents). A degree path at a university is also the expected option post-high school (42% [for your teen]??

students, 44% parents).

Trades receive some consideration (38% students, 48% parents), but only about 1in 9 teens are planning to

go into the trades after high school (11% students, 12% parents). Notably, male students are twice as likely as STUDENTS PARENTS
females to say they’re planning to go into the trades (14% boys, 7% girls); parents of boys vs. girls are similarly

split (16% parents of boys, 9% parents of girls).

59%

How likely are you to consider each of the following options for life after high school
[for your teen]?

STUDENTS

Financially Unstable

...

& 14-15 Years Old
16-17 Years Old

&

@ White/Caucasian
Hispanic
Lower HH Income
Middle HH Income
Higher HH Income

5

@ Financially Stable
Conservative
Independent

s
[0
8
g Total Teens

2
S
2
[
2
M
5
8
&

|
N

4-year university (bachelor's degree)

Entering workforce

2-year college (associate's degree/

o 51%
certificate)

Internships 25% 35% 32% 42% 46% 28% 41% 40% 40%

Vocational or trade school 38% 34% 38% 41% 35% 41% 34% 45% 39% 34%

20%
16%
12%

Apprenticeships 3 3 3 3 3 19% 26% 29% 35% 33% 38% 24% 40% 32% 31%
College Enter the Trade Community  Join the College Enter the Trade Community Up to my
Starting a company/business 2%  38%  31%  32%  34%  38% | 24%  38%  35%  31% Workforce School College Military Workforce School College  child/Their
Choice

Joining the military 21% 14% 17% 18% 1% 18% 17%

Year of service 19% 12% 14% 17% 9% 16% 18%

PARENTS z ; c g, £ ¢ £ f o2 7 4 i - “ I’'m considering going to college, but I'm not “ Encouragement of attending college! Help her
g £ § s 8oz § I O T O jori is pai '
: 3 3 g S £ 5 & ¢ z £ E 3§ 3 £ 5 3 ¢ I N B sure what to major in. My college is paid for get on her feet for the real world in terms of
B H % e § ¢ 5 2 i 5 3 & 2 2 2 = ¢ kb s 8 & % i i
I : g P s i 3 E ¢ E 2 p 2 E R EE oS $ 5 ¢ 3 because my father is a veteran. supporting herself.
n= 2501 1208 1223 1086 1477 24 40 28 718 1398 34 641 163 592 39 834 92 584
- Female student, 17 years old - Male parent, 38 years old
4-year university (bachelor's degree) 65% 80% 52% 62% 61% 76%
e s6% [ s s6% S5% 58% 62% 39% 50% 4T% G2% S6% 49% ST% 55% G2% 58% 60% 49% 56% 55% 59% 6% Si% “ | would like to start at community college for “ My teen is college bound as his desired career
2-year colloge (associate's degree two years and then transfer to a four-year involves a college degree to be successful.
year coflege (associate's degree, 52% 53% 55% 54% 54% 51% 51% 52% 59% 60% 38% [ 52% 54% 54% 54% 51% 50% 49% 60% 58% 54% 56% 47% 55% 54% 54%
certificate) COI | ege
) - Female parent, 67 years old
Vocational or trade school 47% 53% 44% 47% 50% 52% 45% 47% 49% 54% 28% 56% 43% 50% 49% 46% 50% 47% 49%50% 45% 50% 44% 50% 48% 48%
- Female student, 15 years old
Internships 43% 44% 46% 43% 48% 46% 44% 4% 54% 53% 45% 48% 45% 37% 46% 53% 51% 37% 41% 41% 41% 51% 49% 33% 46% 46% 48% ‘ Trade SChOOlS, apprenticeships, entrepre-
“ | am thinking about the military or technical neurship, and direct workforce entry.
Apprenticeships 40% 44% 39% 38% 47% 44% 39% 40% 44% 47% 30% Er3/N 33% 38% 42% 46% 46% 35% 40% 41% 41% 42% 44% 33% 43% 41% 43% h | | d d b ” . f .
.SC ooltolearna Fl’a € and maybe college | it - Male parent, 48 years old
Startingacompany/business 32% 36% 33% 32% 38% [LX¥/N 28% 28% 23% LY 38% 35% 33% 36% 38% 30% 36% 27% 35% 34% 37% 21% 35% 36% 34% Is not too expenslve.
Year of service 18% 22% 18% 18% 23% [PLUM 17% 16% 14% 19% 22% 17% 20%24% 15% 22% 13% 16% 22% 22% |13% 19% zo% - Male student, 16 years old

19% 21% 20% 17% 20% 23% 23% 15% 21% 16% 18% 21% 22% 14% 23% 18% 21%

Joining the military 19% 22% 17% 16%23% 17% 17%

M - overindex - underindex 1 This question was open-ended; responses were coded for most prevalent themes.



And which, if any, of the following options are you planning [would you like your child] to

follow after high school?

STUDENTS

Total teens
n= 3009

4-year university 42%

Entering workforce

2-year college

Vocational or trade school

Starting a company/
business

Joining the military

Internships

Apprenticeships

Year of service

Other

“ | am in a program that allows me to take
college courses along with my high school
classes. | will be at least halfway to having my
associate’s degree when | graduate from high
school. The field | want to go into requires a
minimum of a bachelor’s degree. To make
the most of the field | planto go clearto a
master’s degree.

- Male student, 17 years old, plans to attend a university after
high school

“ This is my choice because | have no other
option. | feel like my family paid the way for
me to go to a four-year university and that’s
what they expect of me after high school.

- Female student, 16 years old, plans to attend a university
after high school

PARENTS

Total parents ofteenboy of teen girl
n= 2501 1278 1223

4-year university 44%

2-year college

Vocational or trade school

Entering workforce

Starting a company/
business

Internships

Joining the military

Apprenticeships

Year of service

Other

“ A guarantee of a stable job that won’t
g0 away.

- Male student, 17 years old, plans to enter the trades after
high school

“ | wanted to start working sooner while
learning valuable skills that employers are
always looking for.

- Female student, 16 years old, plans to enter the trades after
high school

The goal isn’t “college vs. trades,” it’s a fulfilled and stable life.

Teens and parents are ultimately focused on financial security (59%) and earning potential (42%), personal
fulfillment (44%), and stability (39%), rather than choosing a particular education pathway. This creates an
opportunity to position trades around the outcomes students want, not the pathway itself.

Job security is obviously one of the things that “ | want to be in a career where | enjoy what | do
every parent wants for their child. and am excited every day to go to work.”

- Female parent, qualitative participant - Male student, 17 years old, qualitative participant

What’s most important when considering options for life after high school
[for your teen]?

STUDENTS

Total Teens PARENTS

=002 Total Parents
Having a stable, reliable income 59% n=2501
Having a stable, reliable income
Feeling proud of the work | do 44%
Feeling proud of the work they do
Ajob that is interesting 42%
Job security
The potential to earn a high income over time 42%
Having good benefits
Job security 39%
Opportunities to grow and move up in a career
Opportunities to grow and move up in a career 36%
The potential to earn a high income over time
Having good benefits 36%
Earning enough to cover basic living expenses
Following work | care about 34%
Having a job that offers flexibility
Having a job that offers flexibility 33%
Following work my teen cares about
Earning enough to cover basic living expenses 31%
Being able to avoid or minimize debt
A job that helps contribute to society 20% . L. )
Ajob that is interesting
Being able to avoid or minimize debt 20% A job that is secure from being taken over by Al/
automation
A job that is secure from being taken over by Al/ 19%
automation ° A job that helps contribute to society
Owning a business 18% Owning a business
Physical activity / work lifestyle 14% Physical activity / work lifestyle
A job thatis seen as prestigious or high-status 13% Ajob that is seen as prestigious or high-status
Other 1% Other




Section 01 Implications

1. THE REAL CHOICE ISN'T
COLLEGE VS. TRADES-IT’S
WHAT COMES AFTER

HIGH SCHOOL.

What does it all mean?

Their priorities are long-term financial security, stability, fulfillment, and earning potential.
The opportunity is to position the trades around these desired outcomes, rather than asking people
to reconsider college outright.

How can this data be used?

Organizations should lead with the outcomes students and families care about (long-term financial

independence, meaningful work, stability, and career opportunity) and show how trades can deliver them.

The goal isn’t to make trades the alternative to college; it’s to make them a visible, credible option among
the many pathways.

16

17



Section 02 Summary

2. TRADES DON'T HAVE A VALUE PROBLEM; THEY HAVE A KNOWLEDGE PROBLEM.

The benefits of trades closely align with what students and parents want from a career, from hands-on experi-
ence and practical skills to earning potential and stability. What's missing is familiarity: people need a clearer
understanding of the careers available, how to enter them, and what a trades pathway can lead to.

Section 02 Findings
Trades have a compelling value proposition...when people understand them.

To both students and parents, a “good job” is one that’s enjoyable, stable, earns good money and benefits,
and allows for growth. 2

STUDENTS PARENTS

34%
26%
20% 21%
10% 10% . 11%
9% 9%
7%
8%

High  Enjoyable Job Good Career Career that Enjoyable High Job Career Good
Salary Job Stability Benefits tha Helps Allows Job Salary Stability ~ that Allows  Benefits
People Growth Growth

“ A job that makes me happy and fulfilled be- ‘ | think of something he loves to do, that he
cause | have seen too many adults miserable feels passionate and happy doing, that allows
because they hate their job. him to be a better person every day and that

gives him good money so he can achieve all

his goals in life.

“ A stable WeII-paid jOb with growth because it - Female parent, 42 years old
gives long term security.

- Female student, 16 years old

“ A good job for my teen means stable income,
career growth, good benefits and work they
enjoy. It should provide long-term security
and opportunities to learn and develop.

- Male student, 15 years old

- Male parent, 51 years old

When provided a definition of trades, teens and parents both resonated with phrases like hands-on learning
and practical skills, while also recommending wording around earning potential and job stability. Many of
the terms teens and parents resonated with in the trades definition also coincide with what they define as a
“good job.”

2 This question was open-ended; responses were coded for most prevalent themes.



Which of the following specific words or phrases in this description do you agree with
the most about how a trade career is described? And which of the following specific
words or phrases in this description do you not agree with describing a trade career?

Trades Definition Language Exercise
Respondents were asked to evaluate the definition based on what what they agreed and disagreed with.

STUDENTS

“A trade career is a hands-on job (38%) building, repairing, or maintaining the products and infrastruc-
ture we rely on every day (8%) — think electricians, plumbers, mechanics, and carpenters. Trade workers
learn primarily through doing (22%): in a trade school, an apprenticeship, or on-the-job training—often
while getting paid. (15%/12%)”

Teen respondents align with ‘hands-on job’ and ‘learning through doing’ being part of the trades definition.

AGREE: POLARIZING: DISAGREE:

Above average across all Above average for AGREE Above average across all

words/phrases & DISAGREE across all words/phrases
words/phrases

28% agree with nothing, 50% disagree with nothing.

Trades Definition Language Exercise (Parents)

Respondents were asked to evaluate the definition based on what what they agreed and disagreed with.

PARENTS

“A trade career is a hands-on job (43%) building, repairing, or maintaining the products and infrastruc-
ture we rely on every day (7%) — think electricians, plumbers, mechanics, and carpenters. Trade workers
learn primarily through doing (23%): in a trade school, an apprenticeship, or on-the-job training—often
while getting paid. (15%/14%)”

Similar to Teens, Parents also align with ‘hands-on’ and ‘learn primarily through doing’ as part of the trades
definition.

AGREE: POLARIZING: DISAGREE:

Above average across all Above average for AGREE Above average across all

words/phrases & DISAGREE across all words/phrases
words/phrases

25% agree with nothing, 53% disagree with nothing.

What else do you believe should be included to better describe a career in the trades or
enrolling in a career/technical education program?

STUDENTS

41%

13%

No Changes Additional Learning Salary/Pay
Types of Opportunity
Jobs/Careers  with Hands-
On Experience

“ In addition to hands-on training, | think it
should mention that many trade careers offer
industry certification, strong job demand,
competitive salaries, and opportunities to
advance or start your own business without
requiring a four-year college degree.

- Male student, 15 years old

“ | think it should mention that many people
that end up in these careers in the trade fields
often earn more money than people who've
earned degrees at four-year colleges and are
in debt for a long time.

- Female student, 16 years old

PARENTS

41%

12%

No Changes Additional Learning
Types of Opportunity
Jobs/Careers with Hands-
On Experience

“ Should include the high level of job security,
the potential for significant long-term
earnings, and the flexibility to pursue
entrepreneurship or business ownership in
specialized fields.

- Male parent, 38 years old

“ This a much-needed career. No one would be
able to get by day to day without these types
of careers being held.

- Female parent, 50 years old

2 This question was open-ended; responses were coded for most prevalent themes.



While perceptions are positive, compared to college, the biggest barrier to pursuing How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements about [your teen]
trades is knowledge. entering the trades or enrolling in a career/technical education program after
high school?

The majority of teens and parents associate a trades program with a positive outlook: careers can start soon-
er, the industry is in demand, workers are professionals, and trades deserve the same level of respect as other

pathways. ST“DENTS Total Teens

= 3009

PARENTS

LE 2501

Some responses point to uncertainty and negative perceptions, however: Nearly two-thirds of both groups
say trade school options aren’t explained well in school (59% students, 61% parents), nearly half think career
growth opportunities in the trades are limited (46% students, 45% parents), and some say pay in trade jobs
is lower than jobs requiring a college degree (44% students, 40% parents). Career growth opportunities in the trades are limited

Women are not encouraged to pursue trade careers Pay in trade jobs is lower than jobs requiring a college degree

Pay in trade jobs is lower than jobs requiring a college degree Women are not encouraged to pursue trade careers

Career growth opportunities in the trades are limited

Entering a trade career would continue family tradition 3 3 . -
Entering a trade career would continue family tradition

People are sometimes judged negatively for working in the trades
People are sometimes judged negatively for working in the trades
Trade school options are not explained well in school
Trade school options are not explained well in school
Trade jobs are for people like me
Trade jobs are for people like me
There are stereotypes about the kind of people who work in the trades

There are stereotypes about the kind of people who work in the trades

“ | feel that most my age are more inclined to go to college or look for more education after high school. Trade jobs offer flexibility
It feels like it's a stereotype or expectation that is put onto students. | feel that going to work after high T —
school can be a symbol that you don’t want to do anything more which is negative.

Trade jobs offer flexibility

Trade jobs offer good benefits Trade careers are not easily replaced by Al or automation

1would be proud if | went to trade school Trade jobs offer good benefits

- Male student, 17 years old, planning to enter the trades after high school, qualitative participant

1 would feel proud working in a trade career Allows people to avoid or minimize school debt

My parents / guardians would be proud if | went to trade school 1 would be proud if my teen went to trade school

feamingaitiadecanbepartcfithefimericanbrean Learning a trade can be part of the American Dream

Allows people to avoid or minimize school debt i )
People of all racial and cultural backgrounds are equally welcomed in the trades

“ | do highly respect [trade] workers, but these are not jobs that | would go into. Nothing is appealing to
me about the experience, and | don’t know if | would even want the experience. The people who are
interested in building and this kind of thing are not interested in going to college. | think this is a great R S G T T e e [
(0] ptIO n for th em. Trade skills are in demand and needed in many communities

I would be proud if my friends went to trade school

1 would feel proud if my teen works in a trade career

Trade careers help support families

Trade workers are professionals
- Female student, 18 years old, qualitative participant Trade workers are professionals

Trade skills are in demand and needed in many communities
Trade careers help support families

Allows people to start working sooner

Trade careers deserve the same respect as other post-high school options

Can lead to stable, well-paying jobs Can lead to stable, well-paying jobs

Trade careers deserve the same respect as other post-high school options

Allows people to start working sooner

“ My preference is that he pursue higher education and develops a career that gives him a bright future
and broadens his opportunities the most.

- Female parent, qualitative participant And while trades are generally viewed positively, both teens and parents have concerns or need more
information, like how to enter a trade, what careers are available, and what the path looks like compared
with college.

“ It's really hard to find information on trade schools here if you're even searching for them.

- Female parent, qualitative participant

% Top 2 Box, Agree Completely / Somewhat



And which, if any, of the following concerns do you have about [your teen pursuing] a Thinking about vocational or trade school, how familiar are you with the
career in the trades/getting ajob in the trades? following areas?

STUDENTS

PARENTS

Parents Teen Boy Teen Girl

STUDENTS

Financially Unstable

&

& Total Teens

)

&

&€ 14-15Years Old
16-17 Years Old

5

@ White/ Caucasian
Hispanic
Lower HH Income
Middle HH Income
Higher HH Income

5 :

@ Financially Stable
Conservative

S

e Independent

2501 1278 1223

a
a
&

2

5
2
@
®
R

AT 0] . R Job opportunities afterwards 39%
Unsure what | want to specialize in Physical safety at job 24%
Where the schools/programs are

located

38%

38% 35%

Unsure what | want my teen to

Worried about income potential R 16% Where to look for information 30% | 21%  29% 33%  38%  38% 24%  43%  31%  38%
specializein
What careers are available 3 3! 4 29% 35% 26% 33% 38% 38% 24% 37% 38%
Don’t know enough about it Worried about income potential 15%
How to apply 26%  25%  29%  29%  31%  36% 23%  40% 3%  32%
Physical safety at job :::\::: about long-term career 15% Future earnings potential 28%  40% | 21% @ 30% 36%  36% 22% 34%  33%
sansthofitmetocompictethe 25%  21% 24%  31%  34%  37% 22%  40% 3%  32%
program
7 H 9. H {+ . .
Doesn’t feel right for me Doesn’t feel right for my teen 15% :sz:;ob.?e/:::;::x:f connections s 33 2% 20% 4% 36% 2 P ...
The upfront cost to buy supplies The upfront cost to buy supplies o When career/specialty needs o be 20% | 2%  22%  28%  32%  38% 20% WO 33%  35%
/ tools / tools 13% P
Financial aid options available 24% 27% 29% 28% 32% 36% 34% 31%
Unsure about long-term career . . .
wth = Not interested in hands-on work 13% Class structure/schedule during the T o o
gro program
Tools or supplies required 24% 29% 24% 27% 31% 35% 32% 29%
I don’t even know where to start Cost / student debt 13%
Credential requirements 3 25%  23%  25%  26%  31%  34% 2% 29%
Didn’t even consider it as an option t know enough about it 13% Scholarships available E! 2 3 23%  21%  24%  21%  29%  33% 30%  29%
Social experience during the program 26% 25% 19% 26% 31% 32% 31% 31%
Cost / student debt Lack of guidance at school 12%
Cost of the program 21% 25% 23% 24% 28% 33% 29% 27%

Less respected than a college/
university option

Not interested in hands-on work 11%

I don’t even know where to tell

(+)
my teen to start 10%

Lack of guidance at school

PARENTS

Have 16-17 Year Old
Woman/ Mom
Younger Parents
Older Parents
Hispanic

Lower HH Income
Middle HH Income
Higher HH Income
Financially Stable
High School or Less
Trade School

Some College
College Grad or
Higher

Employed
Conservative
Independent

Didn’t even consider it as an
option

Not

Less respected than a college/

X . 9%
university option

...
§ Have 14-15 Year Old
=

E White/ Caucasian

£
R
2
3
N
&
2
&
2
2
&
4
=
o
&
o
4
8
®
3
13
8
S

I don’t see others like me in the
trades

I don’t see others like my teen in 38% 41% 40% 26% 48% 41% 40% 49% 41%

the trades

Job opportunities afterwards 43% 42%

8%

What careers are available 43% 42% 37% 40% 38% 28% 50% 39% 4 42% 42% 43% 46% 34% 471% 42% 44%

Worried about how others might
view this choice

Worried about how others might

0,
view this choice % Where to look for information 43% 43% 39% 49% 40% 39% 24%40% 39% 45% 44% 49% 33% 41% 42% 43% 46% 33% 46% 41% 45%

How to apply 4% 1% 38% 47% 38% 37% 23% 48% 39% 39% 43% 42% 471% 35% 40% 41% 40% 44% 33% 45% 39% 43%

Other Other 1%

Where the schools/programs are
located

41% 40% 37% 46% 45% 37% 38% 38% 41% 43% 32% 43% 39% 44%

19% 31% 38% 42% 42% 47% 33% 40%

Nothing, | do not have any
concerns

Nothing, | do not have any
concerns

28% Future earnings potential LY 42% 39% 41% 39% 34%44% 37% 37% 46% 25% 56% 36% 35% 44% 42% 41% 31% 40% 37% 40% 44% 29% 45% 38% 40%

Length of time to complete the

40% 39% 35% 47% 44% 36% 36% 35% 41% 43% 30% 44% 371% 42%

23%35% 36% 41% 43% 46% 32% 39%

program
I - overindex - underindex m'l?::;;:::{:rp:dc'a'ty“eedsm LR 30% 36% 38% 37% 33% 44% 43% 33% 34% 42% 20% 42% 30% 37% 34% 38% 41% 28% 41% 36% 39%
Tools or supplies required E1DA 38% 36% 39% 35% 31% 42% 33% 33% 43% 19% 2 29% 39% 36% 35% 41% 26% 41% 31% 31%

Financial aid options available 37% 36% 34% 42% 41% 34% 32% 22% B3 37% 33% 38% 40% 28% 41% 36% 38%

Support/networking connections
available afterwards

About a third of teens and just under half say they understand the e m— = sess 3%

processes and requirements for vocational and trade schools. hepragram © cneduleduring 5oy, ELTERS

Social experience during the
program

Understanding is higher among Black students and teens from financially stable or conservative households, as A 20 [T
well as fathers, Black and Al/AN parents, and parents with trade experience.

36% 33% 31% [EXYN 42% 31% 33% 25% 40% 36% 32% 36% 39% 26% 40% 33% 38%

31% XY 39% 33% 32% 25% 35% 30% 37% 39% 26% 40% 33% 36%

32% 41% 41% 30% 31% 22% 35%

31% 35% 38% 27% 40% 34% 34%

43% 31% 35% 38% 24% 39% 32% 36%

34%

29%

41% 30% 31%

35% 33%

30% 40% 37% 31% 30% 35% 32% 34% 36% 40% 26% 34% 40% 30% 35% 37% 25% 37% 32% 36%

Cost of the program kXYY 33% 33% 33% 33% 29%38% 29% 29% 26% 31% 32% 36% 39% 24% 33%29% 33% 36% 26% 38% 31% 32%

% Top 2 Box, Extremely / Very Familiar M - overindex - underindex



Section 02 Implications

2. TRADES DON'THAVEA
VALUE PROBLEM;

THEY HAVEA
KNOWLEDGE PROBLEM.

What does it all mean?

Students and parents respond to the practical benefits of trades, including hands-on learning, earning poten-
tial, job stability, and real-world skills. The bigger challenge is making those benefits—and the pathways to
achieving them—easy to understand for consideration.

How can this data be used?

Organizations should clearly explain what careers are available, what the path into them looks like, how
people can get started, and where those paths can lead. Communications should focus on helping people
see real people working in the trades, including role model opportunities and direct career paths within
the trades.
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Section 03 Summary

3. STIGMA AND STEREOTYPES LINGER, AND TRADES AREN'T
AS RESPECTED AS OTHER PATHS.

Trades are respected, but they still do not carry the same perceived prestige as careers in fields like health
care and technology. Persistent stereotypes and concerns about social judgment can make trades feel like

a less desirable choice, underscoring the need to redefine what a successful and respected career can

look like.

Section 03 Findings
Trades are somewhat respected, but they haven’t earned the same status

as “prestige” careers.

Trades have moderate respect among teens (33%), but health care (50%) and technology (46%) careers con-
tinue to carry greater prestige, especially among higher-income families. Overall parents are slightly more
likely to respect trades as a career (40%) than students. For both groups, boys/parents of boys are more likely
to see trades as a respected path (42% boys vs. 24% girls; 48% parents of boys vs. 31% parents of girls).

“Prestige” careers are those participants rank highly for being respected and/or admired.

In the qualitative, participants noted prestige continues to influence decisions, especially in social and family
contexts.Parents and teens feel pressure from peers, schools, and cultural expectations, which reinforces the
stigma around less common career paths. As a result, many still associate higher prestige with traditional
pathways like college.

In addition, the qualitative phase found that prestige is also starting to play a secondary role to practical
outcomes. Parents and teens increasingly prioritize personal fulfillment, job security, cost of education, and
work-life balance. They recognize that college is not the only path to success, and many teens actively ques-
tion traditional expectations. However, social pressure persists, creating ongoing tension between perceived
prestige and practical paths to success.

“ Prestige is not my main priority. | care “ Prestige or social perception should not
more about finding a path that he loves, matter at all, but we all know that it does on
feels comfortable with, and where he can some level.

realistically grow. With that being said, |
understand that there are certain universities
that are driven by status and that it can open
doors.

- Male parent, qualitative participant

- Male parent, qualitative participant



Which of the following would you feel [your teen would be] respected by others if you

had this type of career/job?

STUDENTS

Total Teens
3009

Healthcare 50%

Technology/IT 46%

Entrepreneurship / Starting

0,
Own Business g

Business / Corporate Roles 39%
Creative Fields 34%
Education / Public Service 34%
Trades / Hands-On Work 33%
Service Industry 15%
Other 4%

Not sure 4%

PARENTS

of teen Boy of teen Girl
1278 1223

Healthcare

Technology/IT

Entrepreneurship / Starting
Own Business

Business / Corporate Roles
Trades / Hands-On Work
Education / Public Service
Creative Fields

Service Industry

Other

Not sure

When asked about their perceptions around trade schools and careers, general outlook was positive (as
shown in Section 2), but some stereotypes remain. 61% of teens acknowledged there are stereotypes about
the kind of people who work in the trades, and 59% said people are sometimes judged negatively for working
in the trades. Two in five (40%) said women are not encouraged to pursue trade careers.

Data from parents were similar: 63% agreed there are stereotypes about the kind of people who work in the
trades, 60% said people are sometimes judged negatively for working in the trades, and 42% believe women

are not encouraged to pursue trade careers.

“ In most skill trades, you rarely see women in
owner positions. This is clearly a male domi-
nated field, male dominated profession. And
what feels risky about one of my kids maybe
wanting to choose a path like this, one of my
girls especially, is that the ceilings are higher
for males than females.

- Male parent, qualitative participant

“ In the south, these jobs are often praised and
make good money while on the east and west
coast they can be looked down upon.

- Male parent, qualitative participant

These findings emphasize that work needs to be done to mitigate lingering stereotypes and negativity to-

ward trades careers.

Section 03 Implications

3. STIGMA AND
STEREOTYPES LINGER,
AND TRADES AREN'T

AS RESPECTED AS
OTHER PATHS.

What does it all mean?

While perceptions are generally positive, lingering stereotypes and fear of judgement can make students and
parents hesitate to see trades as an aspirational choice.

How can this data be used?

Organizations should elevate real stories of achievement, financial independence, meaningful work, and ca-
reer growth to challenge outdated perceptions. The goal is to make trades feel not just respectable, but aspi-
rational, intentional, and worthy of choosing.



Section 04 Summary

4. STUDENT DECISION MAKING IS INFLUENCED BY FAMILY, SCHOOL COUNSELORS,
TEACHERS, AND MENTORS.

Students may see themselves as the primary decision-makers, but parents, family members, counselors,
and teachers all shape how they evaluate their options. Shifting consideration of trades will require
engaging this broader network, and giving each audience the knowledge and confidence to support trades
as aviable path.

Section 04 Findings
Students make the choice, but they don’t make it alone.

Teens see themselves as the primary decision-makers about their futures (94%), but they do not make
these choices in isolation. Parents are the most influential members of their decision-making network
(76%), followed by other family members (50%), school counselors (39%), and teachers (38%)--rankings
that are seen similarly among parents and counselors as well. Notably, trade school representatives rank
fairly low as a career influencer among all three groups.

How much influence does each of the following have (or will have) on your (your teen’s)
final decision about which option to follow after high school?

STUDENTS PARENTS

Total Teens Total Parents

3009 2501

Myself Parents / guardians

Parents / guardians Family members

Family members School counselors / guidance counselors

School counselors / guidance counselors Teachers

Teachers
Mentors

Mentors L. .
College admissions representatives

College admissions representatives .
Friends

Friends / peers / classmates

\\ nl'-ﬂh..q—._____

i 5 =
'.rrp_h

l"'"'-??u

Trade school representatives

Employers / supervisors

Employers / supervisors

Trade school representatives 25%
Coaches / club advisors

"F??'r“
Ty ==y
I L - Coaches / club advisors

Alumni / older students

Alumni / older students
Social media influencers

Military recruiters
Social media platforms

Union representatives

Military recruiters

Social media platforms

Professional athletes Union representatives

Professional athletes

Social mediainfluencers

Celebrities

Celebrities



Thinking about your students, how much influence do each of the following have on
their decisions about what to do after high school?

COUNSELORS Total

Counselor

n=202
The student / individual
Parents / Guardians
Family members
Friends / Peers / Classmates

Teachers

School counselors / guidance counselors

Social media platforms
Mentors

Coaches / club advisors
Social mediainfluencers
Alumni / older students
Professional athletes
College admissions representatives
Celebrities

Employers / supervisors
Trade school representatives
Military recruiters

Union representatives

Awareness efforts are working, but they aren’t as widespread as some may think.

School events and resources are important sources of information, yet teens are often less aware of these
opportunities than counselors believe they are. Trades-focused exposure is also less consistent and less
prominent than college-focused programming.

“ | feel like a lot of these vocational paths “ This should be available at the school’s
are not spoken about by parents or school guidance counselor’s office, but | feel that
counselors unless they have a family member they universally push higher education over
that has one of these jobs. the trades. The trades get a small corner
; . . of the office without much celebration or
- Female parent, qualitative participant X .
information.

- Male parent, qualitative participant

What types of events or opportunities has your high school provided (or will provide) to

help prepare you for life after high school?

STUDENTS

School counselor guidance or meetings
College fairs

Career day or guest speakers

Job fairs

Field trips/visits to college campuses
Financial aid or cost information provided
Dedicated courses or programs (e.g., CTE, vocational classes)
Internships or work-based learning

On campus visits from the U.S. Military
Trade school fairs

Field trips/visits to trade schools

Apprenticeship or trade program connections

Job shadowing opportunities (follow professional for a few hours/days)

On campus visits from local union/industry associations
Field trips/visits to local businesses/employers

Recent alumni panels/speaking events

Other

None of the above

I don't know

Total Teens
n=3009




What types of events or opportunities does your school provide to help prepare students

for life after high school?

COUNSELORS

School counselor guidance or
meetings

College fairs

Career day or guest speakers

Financial aid or cost information
provided

Field trips/visits to college campuses

Dedicated courses or programs

On campus visits from the U.S.
Military

Internships or work-based learning

Job fairs

Field trips/visits to local businesses/
employers

Recent alumni panels/speaking
events

On campus visits from local union/
industry associations

Field trips/visits to trade schools

Apprenticeship or trade program
connections

Job shadowing opportunities

Trade school fairs

Other

None of the above

Total
Counselor

n=202

87%

75%

2%

71%

70%

63%

63%

49%

48%

46%

44%

43%

42%

38%

34%

32%

4%

0%

Northeast

Midwest

n=40*

3% 5% 6%

. - overindex

- underindex

Where do school counselors fit in?

School counselors have an especially important opportunity to reach students about post-high school
options. The majority (79%) say they discuss trades with students, though only 54% say they often
recommend them, compared with 88% who recommend universities and 69% who recommend colleges.

“ “Itis a good option, especially in the Al era, where a career in trades can not be
easily replaced. Students need more information about trade schools.”

- Private school counselor, moderate tenure

Which of these types of jobs do you dis-
cuss with your students as options for
after high school?

COUNSELORS

Total Counselor
n=202

Education / public service

Health care

Technology / IT

Trades / hands-on work

Business / corporate roles

Creative fields

Entrepreneurship / starting own business

Service industry

Other

How often do you recommend each of the
following post high school opportunities?

COUNSELORS

Total Counselor
n=202

4-year university (bachelor's degree)

2-year college (associate's degree/
certificate)

Vocational or trade school

Internships

Entering workforce

Apprenticeships

Joining the military

Starting a company/business

Year of service




Why aren’t counselors recommending trades more often? Limited familiarity, con-
fidence, time, and resources were all cited as constraints on their ability to advise
students about trades.

| do not have any concerns about recommending a career in trades; however, many students typically
will automatically only consider traditional professions and routes to education.

- Private school counselor, longer tenure

How confident do you feel advising What, if anything, makes it difficult to
students on each of the following post- effectively support students in planning
high school opportunities? for after high school?

COUNSELORS

Total Counselor Total Counselor
n=202 n=202

COUNSELORS

Rapidly changing job/education

4-year university (bachelor's degree) S

2-year college (associate's degree/

T Parent expectations or pressure

Vocational or trade school Students not engaging early enough

Entering workforce Limited exposure to non-college options

Internships Limited time or large caseloads

Difficulty explaining all available

Apprenticeships pathways

Lack of resources or up-to-date

Joining the military information

Starting a company/business Other

Year of service None of the above

What would make you more likely to recommend a career in trades or enrollingina
career/technical education program?

COUNSELORS

More exposure to local trade/apprenticeship opportunities
More resources to share with students and families

More examples of successful individuals in trades

More information about career outcomes

Better understanding of available programs and pathways
Greater parent/guardian openness to these paths
Stronger relationships with employers or programs
Clearer information about costs vs. college

More time to discuss non-college options with students
Nothing, | already recommend these options as appropriate
Other

In addition, 73% believe they influence less than half of the students they advise. And while counselors’ per-
ceptions of the trades are generally positive, 88% acknowledge that there are stereotypes about the

kind of people who work in the trades—much higher than students or parents—and cite both stereotypes and
parent pushback as barriers to recommending trades.

All of these findings point to a broader ecosystem challenge: students need awareness, parents need
confidence to support the option, and counselors need the knowledge and tools to make trades a viable
recommendation.

Thinking about the most recent graduating class, approximately what proportion of the
student body did you personally advise about after high school options?

COUNSELORS Tota

Counselor
n=176

50% or less (net) 73%
51-75% (net)
76-100% (net)

Average

Median



How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements about a career in What, if any, concerns do you have about recommending a career in trades or enrolling

trades or enrolling in a career/technical education program?

COUNSELORS

Trade school is a valuable and credible post-high school option

Trade careers can offer meaningful and fulfilling long-term career paths

Students who pursue trade careers can achieve long-term financial stability

Trade careers offer strong job security in today's economy

I actively recommend trade school to students when it fits their interests and abilities

There are stereotypes about the kind of people who work in the trades

Trade careers are often misunderstood by students and families

Schools should place greater emphasis on exposing students to trade career options

Many students overlook trade careers due to social stigma or perception issues

Trade school options are not presented to students as often as they should be

Trade careers are seen as less prestigious than other career options

People of all racial and cultural backgrounds are equally welcomed in the trades

| feel well-informed about trade school opportunities

Trade school options can feel less structured or more difficult to navigate than other options

Parents in my district tend to discourage their students from pursuing trade careers

Students interested in trades have access to sufficient resources and information

Trade school is a better fit than college for most of the students | work with

Trade careers provide fewer opportunities for advancement compared to other options

in a career/technical education program?3

Total Counselor

n=202 COUNSELORS

16%

Need to recommend Parents don’t Need more Negative stigma Students/Parents
fit for student approve/there information on attached to trades prefer traditional
is pushback programs route

“ | don’t have concerns about the trade schools themselves, more about the fit for the students | work
with. The population is higher socio-economic/high achieving and trade schools are often looked
down upon and the recommendations are not usually well received.

- Private school counselor, shorter tenure

“ The social stigma associated with not going to college and pursuing a trade career.

- Public school counselor, longer tenure

“ A lot of times there are parental pressures and family pressures for students entering trade schools.
Oftentimes families and communities want students to pursue degrees and colleges.

- Public school counselor, longer tenure

3 This question was open-ended; responses were coded for most prevalent themes.



Section 04 Implications

4. STUDENT DECISION

MAKING IS INFLUENCED
BY FAMILY, SCHOOL
COUNSELORS, TEACHERS,
AND MENTORS.

What does it all mean?

Parents, family members, counselors, and teachers all influence how students think about their future, yet
each group has different levels of knowledge, confidence, and influence when it comes to trades.

How can this data be used?

Organizations should give parents the confidence to support trades, counselors the knowledge and tools to
recommend them, and students the information to explore them. A coordinated approach can turn trades
from an individual consideration into a pathway that the people around students actively recognize and rein-
force.
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Section 05 Summary

9. COMMUNICATIONS SHOULD SPEAK TO THE BENEFITS OF TRADES, PLUS TELL
THEM EXACTLY HOW TO PURSUE THEM.

Communications can spark interest by showing how trades deliver the outcomes students and families want,
but inspiration alone is unlikely to change behavior. The strongest approach will pair an aspirational message
with practical guidance that makes the path from high school to training to career feel clear, credible, and
achievable.

Section 05 Findings

In both phases of this study, the research team drafted, tested, revised, and optimized message frames based
on participant feedback after each phase to determine the best messaging frame(s) that would motivate each
audience to consider trades as a post-high school pathway.

A message frame is amessaging/narrative concept used to test various language and phrasing. This study tested
distinct message frames with each audience designed to introduce trades and their benefits, as well as address
any potential barriers or hiases.

QUALITATIVE MESSAGE FRAME TESTING

In the qualitative phase, parents and students were each shown two message frames. In-depth feedback on
the initial message frames during the qualitative phase informed strategic revisions, which were then tested
in the quantitative survey.

The testing of message frames was specifically intended to determine the key narratives, words, and phrasing
that most resonate with and motivate each audience to consider the trades.

PARENTS

Practicality

When you think about your chold’s future career, a few
things likely come to mind. Stability. Steady income.
Longevity. For students who prefer hands-on work, skilled
trades can be a legitimate and rewarding path with long-
term growth and high earning potential.

Trades are structured career paths built through appren-
ticeships, certifications, and technical programs. They
combine learning with paid, real-world experience. For
many families, it’s a practical way to help a student build
independence without taking on the unnecessary debt
that’s often seen with four-year degrees.

A career in the trades could be a smart path for you and
your student.

Reframing Success

Success doesn’t look the same for every student.

Many students are steered toward college by default, even
when it may not be the best fit. Trades offer a different ver-
sion of success, clear pathways, applied skills, and steady
progression.

Some students thrive in the hands-on learning environ-
ments found in the trades. They also offer paid training
and lead to steady career growth. The goal isn’t to debate
whether college or trades is “better”. It's to make sure
families see all the options and choose the path that best
fits your student.



STUDENTS

Security & Mobility Identity

A lot of people talk about a four-year college degree as the Think about where you see yourselfin 5 or 10 years. Building

only way to be successful. But it's not the only option. or creating something new? On a team of people, or inde-
pendently?

A job in the trades can help you start earning sooner, build

real skills, and avoid the student debt many experience with a If you like working with your hands, solving real-world prob-

four-year degree. You're learning work that people need every lems, or seeing the results of your work at the end of the day,

day, and that people are always going to need. Build a career, a career in the trades might be a great fit for you.

Trades can offer independence, great pay, and the chance
to build a career. Build skills. Earn money. Start your career
sooner. Consider the trades.

gain experience, and open doors to the future you want.

QUANTITATIVE MESSAGE FRAME TESTING

In the qualitative phase, parents liked messaging that directly addressed their concerns and focusedon
benefits but still wanted more specific details about trade careers. Similarly, students liked messaging

that was relatable and provided clarity around trade jobs but felt some of the messaging was biased or

overly pushy.

For the quantitative phase, the research team shared new message frames to each audience, addressing
concerns expressed in the qualitative. An additional frame was also written specifically for school
counselors.

STUDENTS

Identity

If you like working with your hands or solving problems, a
career in the trades might be a great fit for you.

Trade careers let you start learning by doing, and get paid
while doing it.

Every day, trade workers build and fixthe things people rely on.
It's work you can see, use and be proud of, with opportunities
to earn good money and even own a business someday.

All Paths Lead Forward

Right now, it can feel like everyone expects you to have your
future figured out—and that there’s only one “right” path after
high school. But the truth is, everyone’s path looks different.

Some people want careers that require years of schooling.
Others want careers where they can start working sooner,
solve real problems, build things, and work with their hands.
That’s what a career in the trades can offer.

Trade jobs let you start learning by doing, and getting paid
while you do it. They can lead to a long career, financial inde-
pendence for yourself and your family, and even owning your
own business. Choosing a trade doesn’t mean you have to do
one thing forever. Apprenticeships and vocational training can
open the door to different career paths over time. You don’t
need to have your whole life planned out right now. You just
need to know your options and choose a path that feels right
for you.

PARENTS

Practicality

Raising your child to take on the next chapter after high
school isn't easy. You want to support their independence
while helping them make decisions that will lead to stability,
opportunity, joy and a life they can be proud of.

For some students, a career in the trades can offer exactly
that. Trade careers allow them to begin learning through
hands-on experience, apprenticeships, technical programs,
and on-the-job training, often while getting paid to learn.

Along the way, they gain more than technical skills, build
confidence, learn discipline through real world experience
and benefit from built-in mentorship to help guide their fu-
ture. With trades, students aren’t just preparing for adult-
hood—they’re actively stepping into it.

When talking with your student about what comes next,

consider exploring every option that could help them suc-
ceed.

COUNSELORS

Reframing Success

When thinking about life after high school, many parents
overlook the trades because of outdated perceptions. Some
still see trade careers as less advanced, less successful, or
meant for a certain type of person.

But those misconceptions can prevent students from ex-
ploring careers where they may thrive, find purpose, and
build meaningful lives for themselves.

Trade careers are skilled, respected, and necessary ca-
reers that can lead to strong pay, business ownership, and
financial independence. They're especially rewarding for
students who enjoy hands-on learning, solving problems,
building practical skills, and seeing the results of their work
in the real world.

Through apprenticeships, vocational programs, and on-
the-job training, students can continue learning while get-
ting paid to gain real experience.

It's worth exploring all your child’s options so you can find
the path that fits them best, together.

Success doesn’t look the same for every student, and choosing a future path can feel overwhelming.

Some students thrive in hands-on environments where they can learn by doing, build practical skills, and gain indepen-
dence through real-world experience. Skilled trades offer one of those pathways. Through apprenticeships, certifications,
and technical programs, students can develop skills, earn while they learn, and build steady career momentum over time.

For students who prefer hands-on work, skilled trades can be a legitimate and rewarding path with long-term growth and
high earning potential. Trades offer a different route to success in today’s job market: clear pathways, applied skills, and
steady progression. Help your student understand all the options available and choose the path that best fits them.



QUANTITATIVE MESSAGING KEY FINDINGS

The right message makes trades feel like a smart, informed, intentional path to success.

Messaging centered on hands-on experience, earning while learning, financial independence, and real-world
career readiness motivates teens and parents to explore trades, especially when it broadens the definition
of what a successful future can look like. Counselors also liked messaging that focused on success not being
one-size-fits-all.

Which of the following specific words or phrases in this message do you like the most,
or are most motivating? And which of the following specific words or phrases in this mes-
sage do you not like, or make you less motivated?

Identity Message Language Exercise

Respondents were asked to evaluate the frame based on what they like and what they dislike about
the frame.

STUDENTS

“If you like working with your hands (19%) | or solving problems, (13%) a career in the
trades might be a great fit for you. Trade careers let you start learning by doing, (43%)
and get paid while doing it. (48%) Every day, trade workers build and fix (14%) the things
people rely on. It's work you can see, use and be proud of, with opportunities to earn good
money (40%) and even own a business someday.”

Teens gravitate towards “learning by doing” and the benefit of being paid good money while learning.
Some teens dislike the specific mention of working with your hands or building/fixing.

LIKES: POLARIZING: DISLIKES:

Above average across all Above average for AGREE Above average across all

words/phrases & DISAGREE across all words/phrases
words/phrases

All Paths Lead Forward Message Language Exercise

Respondents were asked to evaluate the frame based on what they like and
what they dislike about the frame.

STUDENTS

“Rightnow,itcanfeellike everyone expectsyoutohaveyourfuturefigured out(27%/17%)
—and that there’s only one “right” path after high school. (16%) But the truth s, every-
one’s path looks different (37%).

Some people want careers that require years of schooling. (15%) Others want careers
where they can start working sooner, solve real problems, build things, (10%) | and work
with their hands. (10%) That’s what a career in the trades can offer.

Trade jobs let you start learning by doing, (28%) | and getting paid while you do it. (32%)
They can lead to a long career, financial independence for yourself and your family, (26%)
and even owning your own business.

Choosing a trade doesn’t mean you have to do one thing forever. Apprenticeships and voca-
tional training can open the door to different career paths over time. You don’t need to have
your whole life planned out right now.

You just need to know your options and choose a path that feels right for you.”

Like Identity, teens gravitate towards “learning by doing” with the benefit of being paid and having fi-
nancial independence. Some teens dislike the specific mention about one “right” path or the years of
schooling for certain paths.

LIKES: POLARIZING: DISLIKES:

Above average across all Above average for AGREE Above average across all

words/phrases & DISAGREE across all words/phrases
words/phrases

3% like nothing, 22% dislike nothing.

3% like nothing, 20% dislike nothing.



Practicality Message Language Exercise

Respondents were asked to evaluate the frame based on what they like and what they dislike about
the frame.

PARENTS

“Raising your child to take on the next chapter after high school isn’t easy (16%). You
want to support their independence (39%) | while helping them make decisions that will
lead to stability (36%), | opportunity (33%), joy and a life they can be proud of. (32%)

For some students, a career in the trades can offer exactly that. Trade careers allow them to
begin learning through hands-on experience, (34%) apprenticeships, technical programs,
and on-the-job training, often while getting paid to learn. Along the way, they gain more than
technical skills, build confidence, (31%) learn discipline through real world experience and
benefit from built-in mentorship to help guide their future. With trades, students aren’t just
preparing for adulthood (8%) | —they’re actively stepping into it. (11%)

When talking with your student about what comes next, consider exploring every option
that could help them succeed. (10%)”

Parents gravitate towards the benefit of independence, leading to stable opportunities, pride in work,
and having hands-on experience. Some dislike the language around preparing for this next chapter
with their child.

LIKES: POLARIZING: DISLIKES:

Above average across all Above average for AGREE Above average across all

words/phrases & DISAGREE across all words/phrases
words/phrases

Reframing Success Message Language Exercise

Respondents were asked to evaluate the frame based on what they like and what they dislike about
the frame.

PARENTS

“When thinking about life after high school, many parents overlook the trades because of
outdated perceptions (19%). Some still see trade careers as less advanced (27%), | less
successful (31%), | or meant for a certain type of person (22%).

But those misconceptions can prevent students from exploring careers (11%) where they
may thrive, find purpose, and build meaningful lives for themselves.

Trade careers are skilled (37%), | respected (34%), | and necessary careers (29%) | that
can lead to strong pay (34%), | business ownership (27%), | and financial independence
(32%). They're especially rewarding for students who enjoy hands-on learning, solving prob-
lems, building practical skills, and seeing the results of their work in the real world.

Through apprenticeships, vocational programs, and on-the-job training, students can contin-
ue learning while getting paid to gain real experience (28%).

It's worth exploring all your child’s options so you can find the path that fits them best,
together.”

Parents like the description of trade careers and the benefit of being paid while gaining experi-
ence. Some dislike the negative associations highlighted for trades (less advanced, less success-
ful, pigeonholed).

LIKES: POLARIZING: DISLIKES:

Above average across all Above average for AGREE Above average across all

words/phrases & DISAGREE across all words/phrases
words/phrases

3% like nothing, 26% dislike nothing.

3% like nothing, 18% dislike nothing.



Counselor Message Language Exercise

Respondents were asked to evaluate the frame based on what they like and what they dislike about
the frame.

COUNSELORS

“Success doesn’t look the same for every student (61%), and choosing a future path can
feel overwhelming (20%).

Some students thrive in hands-on environments (47%) where they can learn by doing,
build practical skills, and gain independence through real-world experience.

Skilled trades offer one of those pathways. Through apprenticeships, certifications, and tech-
nical programs, students can develop skills, earn while they learn, and build steady career
momentum over time.

For students who prefer hands-on work (38%), | skilled trades can be a legitimate
(36%/13%) | and rewarding path (40%) | with long-term growth (45%) | and high earn-
ing potential (51%).

Trades offer a different route to success in today’s job market: (10%) | clear pathways
(9%), applied skills, and steady progression.

Help your student understand all the options available and choose the path that best fits
them.”

Success not being a one-size fits all really resonates with Counselors. Highlighting the hands-on envi-
ronment with the benefits of long-term growth and high earnings.

LIKES: POLARIZING: DISLIKES:

Above average across all Above average for AGREE Above average across all

words/phrases & DISAGREE across all words/phrases
words/phrases

4% like nothing, 28% dislike nothing.

Inspiration needs to come with a roadmap.

The most effective communications not only challenge the college “default” option perception, but also make
the path forward tangible. Messages should clearly illustrate to teens and parents what trades offer and how
to pursue them.

To this end, students were more likely to choose the “All Paths Lead Forward” message (69%) over the “Iden-
tity” message (31%) because it provided more details about the trades process and career path.

“ This description gives more details about “ It's more detailed and explains what trade
what a trade school will actually be like. and vocational education is.

- Female student, 17 years old, on why she prefers the “All
Path Leads Forward” message

- Male student, 17 years old, on why he prefers the “All Path
Leads Forward” message

Parents were more evenly split between their two message frames (49% “Practicality,” 51% “Reframing Suc-
cess”), but each were drawn to their respective choice because of information and motivation on both.

“ This message is interesting because it
gives students information they may not
know about trade school, especially about

appren_tlceshlps while gettmg pald at the - Female parent, 48 years old, on why she chose the
same time. “Reframing Success” message

“ It was written in a way that was easier to
understand and describes the vocational
school route better and more detailed.

- Male parent, 43 years old, on why he chose the
“Practicality” message



Section 05 Implications

5. COMMUNICATIONS
SHOULD SPEAK TO THE
BENEFITS OF TRADES
PLUS TELL THEM EXACTLY
HOW TO PURSUE THEM.

What does it all mean?

People need to see both the opportunity and the path forward. The messages that resonate most connect
trades to the outcomes students and families want, but inspiration is most powerful when it is paired with
clear, practical information about how to get started.

How can this data be used?

Organizations should show what a successful career in the trades can look like while making the next steps
easy to understand, from exploring careers and finding training to entering the workforce and building a fu-
ture. The goal is to turn “I could see myself doing this” into “l know how to get started.”

54

CONCLUSION

The research generated from this study points to an opportunity that goes beyond sim-
ply increasing awareness of the trades. Students and families aren’t necessarily looking
for an alternative to college; they’re looking for a pathway to financial security, stability,
fulfillment, and a good life. The trades can offer those outcomes, but people need to rec-
ognize their value, understand how to pursue them, and feel confident that choosing a
trade is a smart and intentional decision. What’s needed, then, are more opportunities
to educate students and their influential adults—through real stories and experiences—
about skilled trades, what they can provide to students as a long-term career, and how to
get started in that pathway.

The research also makes clear that students do not navigate these decisions alone. Par-
ents, family members, counselors, teachers, and other trusted adults all help shape what
students see as possible. Reaching students therefore requires engaging the broader
network around them, and giving that network the knowledge, language, and confidence
to support the trades as a legitimate pathway.

Ultimately, the opportunity is not simply to change minds about the trades. It is to expand
the set of futures that students can see for themselves and ensure that the trades are
recognized as a credible, compelling, and achievable pathway to a successful life—while
strengthening the skilled workforce that the future of the U.S. depends on.
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