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Experience
the Trades
Expo draws
record high
attendance

Students explore
potential careers in
manufacturing and

construction

By Faith Rae
frae@conleynet.com
262-513-2644

WAUKESHA — A record turnout of
1,500 middle and high school students
in Waukesha Country attended the
inaugural Experience the Trades
Expo Tuesday, getting hands-on expe-
rience through exhibits that high-
lighted careers in construction and
manufacturing.

More than 40 skilled trade compa-
nies attended the event at the Wauke-
sha County Expo — Forum Building,
1000 Northview Road, to provide inter-
active activities for the students
including virtual welding, using an
imitation grinder, buffing the hood of
a car, building a secure structure, sur-
veying with a robotic station and
more.

It’s all about excitement, engage-
ment and awareness, according to
Senior Vice President for Public Poli-
cy of the Waukesha County Business
Alliance Amanda Payne.

“Workforce is the number one chal-
lenge for most of our businesses here
in Waukesha County,” said Payne.
“And that’s especially true in manu-
facturing and construction indus-
tries.”

Manufacturing is starting to come
back, according to President and CEO
of Waukesha County Technical Col-
lege (WCTC) Richard Barnhouse. As
times have changed over the past 40
years, the industry has more become
advanced and needs workers with
highly technical skills.

“The ultimate key though, is that
students in high school right now are
entering into a world that’s about to
change radically with robotics, artifi-
cial intelligence and machine learn-
ing,” said Barnhouse. “We like to part-
ner with WCBA to get the message out
to students who are coming through
high school that they’ve got this unbe-
lievable fabric of opportunities.”
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‘The earlier the better’

In Waukesha County, dual enroll-
ment is a successful program that is
growing, according to Payne. Students
have the opportunity to enroll in their
local high schools as well as WCTC.

“I think the earlier the better,” said
Barnhouse, adding that in some cases,
by the time a student hits eighth
grade, they are already being shep-
herded down one path. “I think it’s
important for students in middle
school to have their eyes opened up.”

The WCBA hopes to expose stu-
dents to a career path that they had-
n’t considered before as part of their
strategy to build on a strong talent
pipeline for industries in Waukesha
County.

By allowing students to engage with
the business community, Payne and
the WCBA hope students will gain
awareness of the local companies that
surround them and are actively pro-
viding job opportunities for a growing
industry.

Hands on

The event ran from 9:30 a.m. to 1:30
p.m., giving students plenty of time to
try all the activities. Businesses with
exhibits provided a number of hands-
on experiences, training and guid-
ance, allowing the students to take
charge and explore the skill on their
own.

Brent Kostrzewa with the Walbec
Group, an umbrella group of smaller
companies the produce high-quality
construction materials, felt the event
was primarily about outreach and
sparking interest in the youth.

The Walbec Group exhibit wel-
comed students to sit on top of a roller,
a construction machine. Helping stu-
dents up and watching them smile

with joy is part of the experience.

“It just gets them thinking,” said
Kostrzewa. “Even just sitting on
equipment like this, maybe they’ll
remember that, or they’ll see this on
the road and equate that to what we
do.”

Cameron Walsh, a seventh-grade
student in Hartland, sat on top of the
roller and learned how to terminate a
jack at another station. Walsh told The
Freeman that his favorite part was the
hands-on element.

“Instead of having someone talking,
it’s fun to actually do it,” said Walsh,
adding that he likes to build stuff
around the house and potentially sees
himself taking up a career like this
one day.

“It’s an industry that we absolutely
need students to be a part of,” said
Katherine Rose, associate recruiter at
Milwaukee Tool.

Sam Hoffman, associate talent man-
ager at Milwaukee Tool, said he saw a
lot of smiles throughout the day. “It’s
just one of those things where they
see their parents use it, then they try
it for the first time and it’s just kind of
a thrill,” said Hoffman.

Students Olyvia Hall and Haylee
Smukowski said their favorite part
was hammering a nail into a block of
wood.

“It was helpful. I learned how to
hammer a nail faster,” said Smukows-
ki, adding that even though she wants
to go into marine biology, she felt the
skill will help her in the future when it
comes to building and repairing
things on her own.

“The earlier you get a student with
multiple points of view towards what
their career can be, the better off they
are and the better off we are in
Waukesha County,” said Barnhouse.
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