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Nearly everyone believes in the value of a trades education - for someone else's children. But few are the educated baby boomers who can resist flinching when their own children look toward a future as a tool-and-die maker, an aviation technician or a chef.

It's an intriguing point of change in our society. Parents whose vision of the good life includes a university degree and a desk job are being challenged by offspring with a different vision of a happy, productive life. The parents are not taking it well. When one such university-educated mother in New Brunswick learned that her son had dropped out of university to become an electrician, she evoked her immediate reaction with a single tart phrase: "Restrained horror."

The parents need to get over it, as their children might say, for two reasons.

The first is that the young who are turning toward the trades are responding to the economic and social signals that are all around them. The economy is growing desperate for skilled tradespeople. People working in the skilled trades are older on average than the work force as a whole; as they retire, the economy will be starved for their skills. Today's immigrants are not bringing in those skills; 41 per cent of new immigrants have university degrees, while only eight per cent have trades qualifications. So the field is open.

Not so the field for young people with bachelor's degrees. Young people look around and see all the thirty-something university graduates still living with their parents (roughly 30 per cent of young adults who leave home return within five years), and struggling to find their niche in the world. Huge numbers are being funnelled toward an insufficient number of doors.

The second reason is that these young people may actually like working with their hands. They may have an aptitude for it. They may not share their parents' prejudices against it. Perhaps they do not believe that their boomer parents have enjoyed their careers. Sadly, many post-secondary classrooms are chock-a-block with students who have little desire or aptitude for their chosen course of study. Even so, parents who preached to their children to "love what you do" now wish they had added, "but make it a profession!"

The challenge to those parents is not huge, but it is growing. In 1991, there were roughly 200,000 registered apprentices in Canada. The number then dropped steadily for several years. But it has risen sharply ever since and now stands at 250,000.

David McLean, a university dropout and budding electrician whose family was profiled in The Globe's Careers section last month, is a harbinger. His father is an MBA who worked as a computer systems analyst; his mother, a freelance writer (the one who used the phrase "restrained horror"), is also a university graduate.

Their expectation was that he would go to university. And he did, for one year. Then a summer job led him to become an apprentice in film-set lighting, which in turn led to a job as a freelance film-set electrician in Vancouver's movie industry. He is doing a second apprenticeship that will qualify him as an electrician in the construction industry.

To some young people, a BA is an unpalatable meal. Even if swallowed, it sits undigested in the gut. Mr. McLean's long-term prospects are excellent, and he loves his work. No cause for horror here. The real horror is that parental prejudice against the trades should lead so many young people to drift unhappily for years.
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