Too Good To Be True?

The Implications of Workforce Pell for
High School Students

Policy Recommendations
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The U.S. Congress created the Workforce Pell Grant program (Workforce Pell) with broad bipartisan support

to expand access to short-term training programs. The goal of the program is to help learners and workers
secure good jobs without the time and expense of pursuing longer, and often more costly, traditional

higher education degrees and credentials. Most discussion of Workforce Pell focuses on its implications for
postsecondary institutions and adult learners. Far less attention is paid toward its potentially significant effects
on K-12 education.

The creation of a federally subsidized pathway into short-term workforce credentials could alter the decisions
students, families, counselors, and state policymakers make about high school and postsecondary education,
even though high school students are not eligible to receive Workforce Pell Grants. If short-term credentials
can lead directly to jobs, students and families may question whether pursuing an associate or bachelor's
degree is worth the time and cost. School districts, counselors, state policymakers, and employers may
likewise reconsider how they advise students and design college and career pathways.

Evidence raises questions about whether the decision to take advantage of Workforce Pell would serve
young people well. People who hold many of the most common short-term credentials frequently earn less
than workers with only a high school diploma. Meanwhile, by 2031, 66 percent of good jobs will require a
bachelor’s degree.! Therefore, the decision to pursue a short-term credential instead of a bachelor's degree
could reduce the economic prospects for many young people.

This brief adds to All4Ed's existing work on Workforce Pell. It offers recommendations for state policymakers
on how to protect high school students from being steered toward credentials with limited long-term value,
and on how to strengthen the quality of Workforce Pell implementation more broadly.

1. The Georgetown Center on Education and the Workforce defines a good job based solely on income, with rather low thresholds: (1) workers
ages 25 to 44 years: minimum annual earnings of $43,000; median annual earnings of $74,000 and (2) workers ages 45 to 64 years: minimum
annual earnings of $55,000; median annual earnings of $91,000.
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https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/cew-the_future_of_good_jobs-fr.pdf
https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/cew-the_future_of_good_jobs-fr.pdf
https://all4ed.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Too-Good-To-Be-True.pdf

What Is Workforce Pell?

The federal Pell Grant program is the Department of Education’s largest funding stream for
undergraduate students from low-income families. In FY 2025, over 7.5 million students received $40
billion through the program. Historically, Pell Grants required enrollment in programs of at least 15 weeks
and 600 hours. Under the One Big Beautiful Bill Act (PL 119-21), Congress created Workforce Pell Grants,
which follow the same income-eligibility rules but can fund shorter workforce programs that meet the

following criteria:

- Length: 8-15 weeks (150-599 hours)

+ Alignment: tied to industry sectors or occupations that are high-skill, high-wage, or in-demand, and

lead to a recognized postsecondary credential

- Transferability: prepares students for, and provides transferable academic credit toward, a certificate

or degree program

+ Completion: at least a 70 percent completion rate within 150 percent of normal time to completion

- Placement: at least a 70 percent job placement rate in relevant occupations by the second quarter

after completion

- Cost: less than the program's “value-added earnings” (i.e,, the difference between what a student
earns after completing the program and 150 percent of the federal poverty level ($23,940 annually for

a single-person household in 2026)

- Approval: approval of the Governor (after consultation with the State Workforce Board) and Secretary

of Education

Recommendations

Public education serves many purposes; it is more
than job training. Education holds inherent value as
personal enrichment. It is also a public good and has
societal value, as an educated public is necessary
for a healthy democracy. Public education also has
economic value for the individual and for society, as
it leads to economic mobility and a strong national
economy. It is important for policymakers to keep in
mind the totality of what public education contributes
to individuals and our communities. Students are
future workers, but they are not simply cogs in a
wheel. As we seek to support students and prepare
them for the future, public education should open
horizons of opportunities for students and help them
achieve their full potential, filled with choice and
purpose.

We offer two categories of recommendations to

help Workforce Pell live up to its promise of helping
students and workers increase their earning potential.
The first category focuses on K-12 education systems
specifically, while the second category addresses the
quality of Workforce Pell programs more generally.

For K-12 Education Systems

Refine Accountability Systems?

Incentives matter, and accountability systems are

one of the most important ways in which policy

can incentivize behavior. The fact that most states
incorporate at least one CCR measure into their
accountability systems demonstrates important
improvement over the No Child Left Behind era where
test scores played an outsized role in education.
However, CCR indicators need improvement. States

2. Additional recommendations for strengthening college and career indicators are available in other All4Ed publications, including Let's
Measure Ready and Undermeasuring: College and Career Readiness Indicators May Not Reflect College and Career Outcomes.
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https://all4ed.org/publication/lets-measure-ready/
https://all4ed.org/publication/lets-measure-ready/
https://all4ed.org/publication/undermeasuring/
https://www.congress.gov/crs_external_products/IF/PDF/IF13253/IF13253.2.pdf

should adopt policy that rewards districts and schools
for preparing students for both college and a career.
Students should be prepared for the full array of
postsecondary education opportunities available,
from short-term certificates to four-year bachelor's
degrees. If a student chooses to pursue a short-term
credential, it should be a true choice, not an option

of last resort due to inadequate preparation for an
associate or bachelor's degree.

In addition, states that choose to include industry-
recognized credentials in their accountability systems
should do so cautiously. According to an analysis

by American Enterprise Institute and the Burning
Glass Institute, there are more than 1.1 million
credentials available; however, only the top decile
lead to significant wage gains (i.e., approximately
$5,000 annually). Credentials Matter finds that only

18 percent of credentials earned by K-12 students

were in demand by employers. States should only
incorporate industry recognized credentials in

accountability systems that are (1) in-demand, (2)
stackable toward other credentials of value, and (3)
lead to meaningful wage gains.
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Increase School Counseling Capacity

The American School Counselor Association
recommends a student-to-school-counselor ratio of
250:1. The national average is 372:1, with

state averages as high as 570:1. Policymakers

should not only increase the number of school
counselors, but they should also create systems

for more effective college and career navigation.
While technology can be a helpful tool, artificial
intelligence is not a substitute for human support. An
important element of such systems is timely labor-
market information. School counselors should be
equipped with information regarding the expected
earnings of the full range of industry sectors and
occupations, along with the educational requirements
associated with them. Effective systems should
empower students and families to make informed
choices about students' educational trajectories. This
is especially important for students experiencing
homelessness or in foster care, who often lack
access to the technology and adult support needed
to complete the FAFSA and pursue postsecondary
applications. Counseling systems should include
training and resources specific to homeless youth and
youth with foster care experience, given their



https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Holding-New-Credentials-Accountable-for-Outcomes.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/ExcelinEd.CredentialsMatter.Phase2_.Report.2020Update.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/ExcelinEd.CredentialsMatter.Phase2_.Report.2020Update.pdf
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/ExcelinEd.CredentialsMatter.Phase2_.Report.2020Update.pdf
https://www.schoolcounselor.org/getmedia/efe644ea-e26c-4531-82e9-ddbab422227a/24-25-Ratios.pdf
https://all4ed.org/publication/a-vision-for-equitable-pathways-enhancing-support-and-innovation-in-college-and-career-counseling/
https://all4ed.org/publication/a-vision-for-equitable-pathways-enhancing-support-and-innovation-in-college-and-career-counseling/
https://all4ed.org/publication/the-power-of-one-balancing-human-intelligence-and-artificial-intelligence-in-college-and-career-counseling/

governing Workforce Pell; however, states have wide
latitude to strengthen implementation standards
above the federal floor. Below are key opportunities
to enhance the quality of Workforce Pell.

Raise the Bar on Credential Quality

To qualify for Workforce Pell, federal law requires
that a short-term credential align with one of three
standards for labor market alignment: high-skill,
high-wage, or in-demand. This is a low bar. Demand
alone says nothing about job quality. For example,

a commercial driver's license or certified nursing
assistant credential leads to “in-demand” jobs
because these jobs have high turnover, not because
they pay well or offer room for advancement. States
should require that eligible credentials meet at least
two of the three standards, and ideally all three. This
will ensure that a program'’s alignment with employer
demand is paired with evidence that completers earn
a living wage.

In addition, states should treat the federal value-
heightened need for consistent, informed guidance. added earnings test as a floor, not a ceiling. The
federal standard compares program completers'’
earnings to 150 percent of the poverty line ($23,940

Monitor Data Carefully

Especially considering the nation’s history of tracking, ~annually for a single-person household in 2026).

policymakers should closely monitor Workforce Again, this is a low standard that could allow

Pell implementation to ensure it opens doors rather Workforce Pell Grant recipients to earn less than

than widens gaps. For example, policymakers someone with only a high school diploma. States
should collect data to ensure that students of should adopt more rigorous wage standards and
color and students from low-income families are publish contextual benchmarks such as the state

not encouraged to secure short-term credentials median wage for high school graduates alongside any
while White and affluent students matriculate to value-added earnings figure.

four-year colleges after high school. In addition,
policymakers should monitor high school graduation
rates to ensure students who are over-aged and

Adopt Policies That Ensure
Credentials Do Not Lead to Dead Ends

under-credited are not encouraged to drop out of Most short-term credentials are currently offered
high school, earn a general equivalency degree, and  through noncredit programs that rarely connect to
then secure a Workforce Pell Grant and short-term accredited postsecondary degree and credential
credential. Finally, policymakers should investigate programs. According to Community College Research
the earnings resulting from short-term credentials Center, only § percent of noncredit completers go on
supported by Workforce Pell Grants to ensure this to enroll in credit-bearing postsecondary programs,
program truly supports economic mobility. and under 5 percent of the U.S. workforce holds a

, stackable credential. Left unaddressed, this risks
For WOI'/?fOI’CQ Pell /mplementatlon trapping Workforce Pell recipients in a single low-

The U.S. Department of Education conducted wage credential with no upward mobility, particularly
considering that Pell's six-year lifetime limit means

time spent on a short-term program can foreclose the

negotiated rulemaking and issued regulations
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https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/stackable-credentials-awards-for-future.html

financial aid a student would need later to complete a
degree.

States should require that eligible programs stack
toward credit at more than one institution, with at
least one public institution of higher education, so
that credit mobility does not depend on a single
provider's internal pathway. States should also
strengthen statewide transfer and articulation
agreements, adopt credit-for-prior-learning policies,
and streamline program approval processes so that
stacking is administratively realistic.

Incentivize Continued Education
Within the Bounds of the Federal Rule

In its comments on the proposed rule, All4Ed
recommended that students who continue their
education be excluded from a program's job
placement rate calculation so that institutions

are not penalized for outcomes Congress itself
intended by requiring credentials to be stackable.
The U.S. Department of Education declined this
recommendation, choosing instead to keep
continuing students in the placement rate calculation
out of concern that excluding them would encourage
institutions to design programs that route students
into further education rather than the workforce.

This policy, however, does not prevent states from
building their own incentives to encourage Workforce
Pell recipients to seek further education after
securing their short-term credential. States should
ensure Workforce Pell completers receive targeted
counseling on how to apply their credential toward
additional education. In addition, they should create
supplemental funding or scholarships for Workforce
Pell completers who enroll in an associate or
bachelor's degree program.

Support for Unaccompanied
Homeless Youth and Youth in Foster
Care: Align Financial Aid Timelines
With Program Timelines

Unaccompanied homeless youth and students

who are or were in foster care must have their
independent student status determined before they
can receive federal aid, and the Higher Education
Act allows financial aid administrators up to 60 days
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after enrollment to make that determination. These
young people have no family resources to fall back
on and no way to cover tuition while a determination
is pending. Without confirmed aid, they cannot begin
a program at all. A 60-day window designed around

a semester calendar becomes a barrier to entry

when the program itself may run only eight weeks.
Moreover, the 60-day time period runs from the date
of enrollment, offering no assurance to a student who
cannot enroll until aid is confirmed. States should
direct institutions to make these determinations no
later than 30 days after a student applies for aid,
rather than after enrollment, and to prioritize students
seeking to enroll in Workforce Pell-eligible programs
so that a pending determination does not prevent
participation.

Strengthen Longitudinal Data Systems
To Drive Quality and Progress

States cannot enforce guardrails using data that
does not exist. Research finds that only about three-
quarters of states collect data on their noncredit
programming, and even among states that do, data

collection is often inconsistent. Definitions vary from

state to state, and basic details like instructional time
and format can be missing or unclear.

States should develop the data infrastructure
needed to track wage and employment outcomes
years after program completion, as well as data

on whether Workforce Pell Grant recipients stack
credentials or finish a degree. In addition, states
should adopt outcome indicators aligned with the
Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act, including
employment rates, median earnings, credential
attainment, and measurable skill gains, and should
disaggregate this data by race and income to guard
against the tracking dynamics that historically shape
who ends up in short-term programs versus degree
programs.


https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/pdf/NPEC/data/NPEC_Paper_Noncredit_Enrollment_and_Related_Activities.pdf
https://sites.rutgers.edu/state-noncredit-data/wp-content/uploads/sites/794/2025/03/EERC_SNDP_Noncredit-Taxonomy-2.0-2.2025.pdf
https://sites.rutgers.edu/state-noncredit-data/wp-content/uploads/sites/794/2025/03/EERC_SNDP_Noncredit-Taxonomy-2.0-2.2025.pdf
https://dataqualitycampaign.org/resource/data-governance-101-toolkit/

Conclusion

The promise of Workforce Pell could turn into a pitfall without a concerted focus on quality and opportunity.
While the program has the potential to expand opportunity for students and workers who cannot afford,

or do not want, a two- or four-year degree, Workforce Pell and the short-term credentials it supports are

not a substitute for the degree pathways that still lead to the strongest outcomes for most students. The
recommendations in this brief offer a starting point for ensuring Workforce Pell does not convert high school
education into a job training program. Absent additional guardrails and mindful implementation, the aspiration
of Workforce Pell to expand opportunity for young people will prove too good to be true.

O @ALU4Ed 0 facebook.com/All4ed

About AlLl4Ed

Founded in 2001, All4Ed is a national nonprofit that drives transformation in education-to-career systems to ensure that
every young person thrives in learning, work, and life. We work with federal and state policymakers, K-12 and higher
education leaders, and cross-sector partners to advance equitable, learner-centered pathways organized around four
domains of thriving: knowledge and capability, economic security and mobility, connection and belonging, and purpose
and agency. Through policy advocacy and activation, technical assistance, and thought leadership, we move ideas from
legislation to implementation, strengthen state and regional pathways ecosystems, and challenge assumptions about
what pathways are for. www.all4ed.org
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