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CAREER-CONNECTED LEARNING 
 
 
 
In today’s bitterly divided Congress, legislation to bolster career-connected learning (CCL) is 
attracting unusually high levels of bipartisan support. With Republicans narrowly controlling the 
House and Democrats narrowly controlling the Senate, bipartisan bills are the only ones that 
can pass.  
 
CCL differs from a traditional college education by 
emphasizing skills development more directly relevant 
to the work people do in their careers. Also called 
workforce development, career development, skills 
education, or career and technical education (CTE), 
these programs often focus on preparing people for 
immediate employment in high-demand professions 
that require specialized skills and knowledge. Common 
careers that can be pursued through CCL include those 
in the construction trades, health care, and in newer 
industries like computer programming, Information 
Technology, and clean energy (see the call out boxes 
throughout for examples in each areas).  
 
This brief moves from a general to specific 
investigation of legislation to advance skills education that is being seriously considered in 
Congress. We start by reviewing the case for and against increased federal support for career 
development education broadly.  
 
The brief then moves to consideration of what is often called Workforce Pell or Short-Term Pell 
legislation. Although other types of career and technical education bills are being discussed, 
Workforce Pell currently has the broadest bipartisan backing and greatest prospects for 
passing. Bills in this category would provide greater financial support for Americans enrolling in 
recognized CCL programs by making them eligible for Pell Grants. These grants are the most 
common source of federal support for education beyond high school and do not need to be 
repaid.  
 
The review of Workforce Pell legislation starts with the general arguments for and against it. 
We conclude with a review of the case for and against the most important Short-Term Pell 
specifics where there is not yet agreement in Congress.  
 

Skills development programs in the 
construc�on trades include those 
for: 

• Plumbers 
• Electricians 
• HVAC (Hea�ng, Ven�la�on, 

and Air Condi�oning) 
professionals 

• Welding 
• Construc�on managers 

 
[Include pictures] 
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The Case for Greater Federal Support 
 
At the most general level, those who support workforce educa�on argue that it is an 
increasingly atrac�ve way to prepare Americans for meaningful and financially rewarding 
careers. They suggest that greater federal support is warranted because of the benefits to the 
individuals who enroll in the programs, to businesses, and to the na�on generally.  
 
Benefits to Graduates 
 
Supporters argue that three important benefits for those who graduate from these programs 
jus�fy increased federal support. 
 
First, they argue that research shows that skills educa�on increases graduates’ earnings. 
Proponents cite a range of studies finding that those who atain a cer�ficate from a program 
that prepares students for a given occupa�on have higher rates of employment and earn 
roughly 10% more than those with only a high school diploma. Advocates further cite studies 
showing that graduates themselves see their career educa�on program as more personally and 
financially rewarding. (See “What the Evidence Says” below) 
 
Second, supporters suggest that workforce development is an increasingly important 
alternative given significant increases in the cost of college. From 1980 to 2020, the average 
cost per year of full-time enrollment in an undergraduate program (including tuition, fees, and 
room and board) grew from an inflation adjusted $10,231 to $28,775, an increase of 181%. 
While the costs of CCL programs can vary widely, proponents note, they typically cost between 
$5,000 and $15,000, making them much less expensive than college. 
 
As the costs of college have increased, student loan debt has risen to become the second 
largest form of consumer borrowing in the US, trailing only home mortgage debt. In 1980, the 
graduating class owed an average of $12,831, adjusted for inflation. The class of 2021 averaged 
$31,100 in student loan debt, down from a peak of $34,398 in 2012 but still nearly 2.5 times the 
1980 number.   
 
Third, proponents argue that in addi�on to cos�ng less in terms of dollars, workforce 
development is also an atrac�ve alterna�ve because it takes much less �me. Millions of 
Americans—including those fresh out of high school and older workers in low paying jobs—
urgently need to get into higher paying and more meaningful careers. Supporters argue that 
comple�ng an expensive college degree simply isn’t feasible for those who can’t afford to give 
up work for four years. They suggest that it’s appropriate to give these Americans op�ons that 
are both shorter and that lead more directly to higher paying jobs. Advocates argue that once 
these workers have stabilized their financial situa�on, they may be in a posi�on to seek 
addi�onal creden�als and educa�on. 
 

https://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/5257787/StradaLuminaGallup_Report_FiNAL-1.pdf?utm_campaign=Gallup%20Report%3A%20Certified%20Value&utm_medium=email&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-9h0k7PZ6fg0BRFf8ilhJMtKrnXN-fqdx0Owlw55sQ2UVewVdKumaXctQuJzFs95gW6DR_OdQDXOyKYQKgRlPJAc7JKmw&_hsmi=74072828&utm_content=74072828&utm_source=hs_automation&hsCtaTracking=1354c347-29f4-4d06-a22f-3fa5cf2aac2d%7Cdf76db14-d0d1-472b-a716-bcbd1c1d7a34#page=4
https://www.forbes.com/advisor/student-loans/college-tuition-inflation/
https://www.midwesttech.edu/resources/careers/trade-school-vs-college-a-guide-to-weighing-your-options/
https://www.midwesttech.edu/resources/careers/trade-school-vs-college-a-guide-to-weighing-your-options/
https://educationdata.org/average-student-loan-debt-by-year
https://educationdata.org/average-student-loan-debt-by-year
David Meyers
This might work as a callout. Also, consider a graphic to go with it, showing rising costs/loans

Thomas, Jack - (jackthomas)
This seems to fit the paragraph above more, which is entirely about the financial costs and predicaments surrounding 4 year programs. It would perhaps make more sense to emphasize the opportunity cost to not working for four years while going to a traditional college program.��
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Benefits to Businesses 
 
Proponents argue that employers benefit significantly from CCL programs. Par�cularly with 
today’s worker shortages, the main benefit for business is a pipeline of skilled and produc�ve 
employees. The United States now has 8.8 million job openings, but only 6.4 million 
unemployed workers.  
 
Supporters note that a growing number of employers are priori�zing skills over degrees 
atained. They point to an Advance CTE report that found that 92% of surveyed employers were 
in favor of increased public funding for career and technical educa�on.  
 
Benefits to the Na�on 
 
Finally, proponents argue that greater federal support for CCL will generate four important 
benefits for the na�on. First, they suggest it would create more jobs and boost economic 
prosperity even beyond those who graduate from these programs. Democrats are more 
op�mis�c than Republicans about an ac�ve federal role in improving the prosperity of 
individuals and families. S�ll, conserva�ve and liberal economists agree that increasing 
individual produc�vity is one of the most fundamental drivers of a growing economy. When we 
produce more with the same investment of �me and money, the economy grows, new jobs are 
created, and everyone prospers. A core reason the United States is the leading economy in the 
world, economists agree, is because its workers are some of the most produc�ve.  
 
Since the GI Bill, bipar�san agreement on the economic wisdom of inves�ng in Americans’ 
produc�vity has been the founda�on for significant federal support for college educa�on. 
Supporters argue that workforce development programs can be a similarly sound investment in 
improving the na�on’s produc�vity. In fact, many argue that the return on investment for 
career-connected learning is o�en even beter than for college. On one side of the economic 
return equa�on, skills development programs are much shorter and less expensive for the 
student. On the other side of the equa�on, proponents suggest that these programs can s�ll 
lead to substan�al increases in earnings and produc�vity, par�cularly since they are so directly 
focused on preparing individuals for the work they will do and on industries where demand for 
workers is high.  
 

https://www.bls.gov/news.release/jolts.nr0.htm
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf
https://6bcd7c.p3cdn1.secureserver.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Help-really-wanted-WSJ-11-6-21.pdf
https://cte.careertech.org/sites/default/files/files/resources/EmployerResearchReport_100621_small.pdf
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/most-productive-countries
Thomas, Jack - (jackthomas)
The evidence suggests this too, at least the first half of this claim��

Thomas, Jack - (jackthomas)
so, could rephrase to 'evidence suggests that...'��
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Supporters argue that CCL’s boost to American 
prosperity is likely to be even greater going forward 
because it addresses the pronounced worker shortages 
men�oned above that the country currently faces. The 
lack of workers in many fields in every corner of the 
country, proponents argue, is ac�ng like a brake on the 
American economy. They suggest that the economic 
returns for greater produc�vity will be even greater in 
the near term because workforce development helps 
place workers in areas with cri�cal shortages of 
individuals with the required skills. 
 
Supporters argue that a second benefit to the na�on 
would be higher tax revenues and decreased social 
spending. These net economic benefits for everyone, 
proponents suggest, are the natural consequence of 
the increased produc�vity and earnings, as well as 
decreased unemployment, that result from workforce 
educa�on. For example, supporters cite a City and 
Guilds Group research review that reported that for 
every dollar invested in career and technical educa�on, 
the state of Washington received an addi�onal $9, and 
Tennessee an addi�onal $5, in increased revenues. 
Over a 36-year period, the review further reported, the 

cumula�ve effect of savings on social spending and increased tax revenue was $25,000 per 
student comple�ng a career and technical educa�on course. 
 

Proponents argue that a third national benefit is that greater federal CCL support would 
reduce the striking levels of income inequality in the US. In 2020, 52% of all income was 
earned by the top 20%, while the bottom 20% brought in just 3%. Supporters argue that the 
evidence that workers can significantly grow their earning power through career development 
means that it is a powerful source of upward mobility.  
 
 
A clear majority of Americans (61%) agree there is too much inequality in the United States. 
Still, Republicans and Democrats often disagree about the best ways to address it. Many 
Democrats believe that we should increase taxes on the wealthy to fund more social spending 
for those in need. Many Republicans argue that policies that take money from those who have 
succeeded through their own merit to provide benefits to those who may not have been as 
hard working is unfair. More importantly, Republicans argue, redistributive tax policies don’t 
address the root problems. In fact, conservatives contend, income redistribution policies create 
incentives at odds with what works for long-term individual and national prosperity.  
 

Much of the legisla�on under 
ac�ve considera�on in Congress 
focuses on growing the skills 
educa�on required for newer 
industries, including high-tech 
careers and for industries 
experiencing par�cularly 
pronounced worker shortages, 
including: 

• Computer programming 
and so�ware 
development 

• Biotechnology 
• Informa�on technology 
• Renewable energy 
• Cybersecurity 
• Ar�ficial Intelligence 
• Genomic medicine and 

gene�c counseling 
• Graphic design 
 

[Include pictures] 
 
 

https://www.cityandguildsgroup.com/%7E/media/CGG%20Website/Documents/CGGroupUS%20pdf.ashx
https://www.thebalancemoney.com/income-inequality-in-america-3306190
https://www.thebalancemoney.com/income-inequality-in-america-3306190
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2020/01/09/most-americans-say-there-is-too-much-economic-inequality-in-the-u-s-but-fewer-than-half-call-it-a-top-priority/#:%7E:text=About%20three-quarters%20of%20Democrats,needs%20to%20be%20completely%20rebuilt
Thomas, Jack - (jackthomas)
could comment on what they believe the root problems to be, but that might be too much info for the brief��
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Many Republicans and Democrats agree, however, that bolstering CCL is a wise option that 
rises above the long-standing partisan divide over income redistribution polices. They argue 
that by completing skills education programs, workers can generate greater income for 
themselves while also taking well-earned satisfaction from making more meaningful 
contributions to society.  
 
In fact, supporters argue that federal policy that focuses disproportionately on support for 
college education to the neglect of workforce development contributes to income inequality. 
They suggest that simply by supporting skills education proportionately to its worth we can 
provide more Americans with opportunities for upward economic mobility through their own 
merit. 
 
Some argue that investing in career development is wiser policy than forgiving the student 
loans of those with four-year and graduate degrees. They point to evidence confirming that 
those with college and graduate degrees have higher earning power than those without those 
degrees, putting most in a reasonable position to repay the loans as they agreed to do. 
Subsidizing those with higher earning power by forgiving student loans, critics of the program 
argue, increases income inequality. To qualify under the Biden Administration’s student loan 
forgiveness plan that was blocked by the Supreme Court, individuals must earn less than 
$125,000 and married couples less than $250,000. 
 
 
Proponents further argue that CCL is par�cularly well suited to the challenges of income 
inequality unique to the United States. Among developed na�ons, the US has one of the highest 
levels of income inequality as well as one of the lowest levels of investment in career 
development programs.  
 
The causal connec�on between the two, supporters argue, is growing. The rise of new 
technologies in a global marketplace has created higher demand for skilled labor, and those 
posi�ons come with higher wages. Supporters argue that these reali�es of the high-tech, global 
economy make skills development an increasingly �mely and effec�ve means of addressing 
rising income inequality in the US.  
  
 
Supporters argue that the fourth benefit of greater workforce development support is that it 
will beter recognize the important roles these careers play in our na�onal life. Proponents 
from across the par�san divide argue that for too long federal policy has emphasized college to 
the exclusion of the many other important training opportuni�es that do not require a college 
degree. They observe that in the eighty years since passage of support for college educa�on in 
the GI Bill we’ve never goten above 40% of Americans obtaining four-year degrees. Yet, the 
federal government provides over $110 billion per year in on-going funding for grants, work-
study, and loans for college students. In contrast, they observe, the federal government 
provides less than $7 billion per year in on-going funding for workforce development and skills 
educa�on, including $5.3 billion through the Workforce Innova�on and Opportunity Act (WIOA) 

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/who-owes-the-most-in-student-loans-new-data-from-the-fed/
https://studentaid.gov/debt-relief-announcement
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2023/educational-attainment-data.html#:%7E:text=In%202020%2C%2037.5%25%20of%20people,difference%20is%20not%20statistically%20significant
https://studentaid.gov/about
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R44252
Thomas, Jack - (jackthomas)
Would it be worth diving into the new EO on student debt forgiveness since the Biden admin has adopted other routes to forgiving college loans. This could give the members a more current picture of policies surrounding education��
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and $1.4 billion through the Strengthening Career and Technical Educa�on Act for the 21st 
Century (Perkins V).  
 
 

Federal Support for Educa�on and Training A�er High School 
For the less than 40% who obtain four-year degrees Over $110 billion 
For the more than 60% who do not obtain four-year degrees Less than $7 billion 

 
Advocates note that going to college is also privileged within our K-12 system. They suggest that 
this results in many high school graduates for whom college was not a good fit was�ng �me and 
money in college, o�en without finishing but s�ll burdened with student loan debt. Instead, 
supporters argue, these high school grads could have been pursuing another career through 
skills educa�on programs that would have helped them secure well paying jobs sooner for much 
less �me and money.  
 
Proponents suggest it’s high �me we as a na�on give the respect due to the majority of 
Americans who don’t get a degree but who make important contribu�ons to our country. They 
suggest greater respect starts as a mater of federal policy, one that includes increased support 
for educa�onal programs that focus directly on preparing these Americans for their careers. 
 

 

The Case Against Greater Federal Support 
 

The case for an increased federal role generally in growing the number and quality of CCL 
opportuni�es has atracted greater bipar�san support in Congress than the case against. 
Nevertheless, the opposi�on that remains is sufficient to make passing legisla�on challenging. 
Those against the federal government playing a more significant role offer four main reasons. 

Diverts People from College 
 
First, opponents argue that a significant change in federal policy to make workforce 
development a more atrac�ve alterna�ve to college would be a mistake. They contend that a 
college educa�on remains the best path to realizing the American Dream. We should 
encourage our ci�zens to get a degree, they suggest, whether they come from low-, middle-, or 
high-income families and whether they come from families with no or with extensive college 
experience.  
 
Because college graduates have higher average earning power, opponents suggest that the 
emphasis on college is warranted as prepara�on for one’s career. Furthermore, they argue that 
the benefits of a college educa�on go well beyond narrow training to complete tasks at work. 
In college, opponents contend, one develops more generalizable competencies like cri�cal 

https://www.aeseducation.com/blog/what-is-perkins-funding#:%7E:text=Perkins%20V%20is%20an%20act,for%20CTE%20education%20each%20year.
https://www.aeseducation.com/blog/what-is-perkins-funding#:%7E:text=Perkins%20V%20is%20an%20act,for%20CTE%20education%20each%20year.
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thinking, effec�ve communica�on, and an ability to engage diverse perspec�ves construc�vely. 
They suggest that these broad capabili�es are cri�cal to individuals’ success not only in their 
professional lives, but also in their personal lives and in their responsibili�es as ci�zens in a 
system of self-government. Opponents of greater federal CCL support suggest that these broad 
competencies are even more important with today’s biter par�sanship. That includes giving 
ci�zens the tools to recognize today’s rampant misinforma�on for what it is. A survey by the 
American Enterprise Ins�tute found that college graduates are more civically engaged than 
those without a college degree. 
 
Opponents also argue that while more than $110 billion in annual federal support for college 
students may seem substan�al, it’s actually far less support than we used to provide when 
the rapidly increasing costs of college are taken into account. For example, opponents observe 
that the maximum Pell Grant covers just 28% of the average costs of four-year public college, a 
significant drop-off from the peak of 79% in 1975. They argue that given the superiority of a 
college educa�on, the federal funding priority should be restoring support to its original 
purchasing power rather than on career connected learning. They argue that given the 
superiority of a college educa�on, the federal funding priority should be restoring support to its 
original purchasing power rather than on career connected learning. 
 

Finally, opponents argue that we should be proud of our contrast with the European model. 
They observe that in Europe ci�zens are segregated into either a trade or a college track early 
on. Opponents note that those from lower income and less educated backgrounds, as well as 
people of color and immigrants, are dispropor�onately segregated into the workforce 
development route with litle opportunity to change course later. They argue that we should not 
embrace this kind of discrimina�on in America. Instead, opponents suggest that we should 
maintain or increase our emphasis on college, including by priori�zing it over skills educa�on so 
that more, not fewer, go to college.  

 
Career-Connected Learning is Too O�en Low Quality and Ineffec�ve 
 
Opponents of increased support for CCL argue that workforce educa�on programs are too 
frequently low in quality. They cite studies demonstra�ng that many cer�ficate programs do 
not deliver the promised placement in higher paying jobs. Opponents note that a high 
propor�on of programs in career educa�on are offered by for-profit ins�tu�ons, which are 
especially poor performing, or are in fields at the lowest end of the earnings scale (see “What 
the Evidence Says” below). Addi�onally, opponents note, research shows that good informa�on 
isn’t readily available to poten�al students to help them pick which programs will effec�vely 
boost their earnings and which won’t. 
 
 Opponents argue that the most serious consequence of poor-quality workforce programs is 
that they can actually leave students worse off financially. If the program fails to place 
students in higher paying jobs, those students are nevertheless saddled with student loans they 
can’t afford to repay.  

https://www.americansurveycenter.org/research/the-college-connection-the-education-divide-in-american-social-and-community-life/#:%7E:text=Americans%20with%20a%20college%20degree%20demonstrate%20a%20greater%20propensity%20to,informal%20social%20outlets%20as%20well.
https://theconversation.com/despite-400-boost-pell-grants-fall-far-short-of-original-goal-to-make-college-more-affordable-for-low-and-middle-income-students-181232
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/1.2-Pgs-40-54-What-Works-in-Career-and-Technical-Education.pdf#page=11
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Earnings Do Not Con�nue to Rise as Rapidly as for College Graduates 

While some opponents acknowledge that some workforce skills educa�on programs can 
produce significant ini�al increases in earnings, they argue that their earnings then tend to 
plateau. The more general educa�on provided in college, they suggest, establishes a founda�on 
for graduates to con�nue to grow in responsibility and earnings throughout their career. 
 

Increases Federal Spending When We Should Be Cu�ng It 
 
Opponents point to record levels of federal spending, as well as the debt and deficits that go 
with it, as another reason we should not increase federal support for CCL at this �me.  

The increase in federal spending has contributed, opponents argue, to a significant rise in 
infla�on, making goods and services much more expensive. The Federal Reserve is working to 
combat infla�on by increasing interest rates, which opponents observe then raises two more 
problems. First, it obviously increases the cost for individuals and businesses to borrow money. 
Second, higher interest rates mean that interest payments on the federal debt are growing 
significantly, crowding out federal opportuni�es for high-priority investments or reduced taxes.  

Sufficient Increases in Federal CCL Increases Have Already Been Made 
 
Some argue that now is not the �me to increase federal workforce development spending 
given new investments have already been made over the last several years. A bill signed by 
President Trump in 2018 and another signed by President Biden in 2021 both included CCL 
funding. The 2018 bipar�san Strengthening Career and Technical Educa�on for the 21st Century, 
also known as “Perkins V”, is the latest in an on-going program that was first established by a 
1984 bill to support career and technical educa�on. The 2018 law provides $1.4 billion each 
year in on-going funding for high school and post-secondary job training programs, an increase 
of about $300 million per year compared to the previous Perkins bill. 
 
The 2021 bipar�san Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act that CommonSense American 
helped pass is projected to create 700,000 jobs per year that will be needed to improve the 
na�on’s infrastructure. Many of these new jobs will need to be filled by skilled workers. The law 
allocates nearly $15 billion per year for five years of one-�me funding for job training and other 
workforce development programs.  

Addi�onal CCL Beter Le� to Businesses 
 
Opponents also argue that workforce development is a par�cular form of educa�on in which 
businesses should take a more prominent role. If a program is specifically orientated to making 
workers more produc�ve, and if the economic benefits for businesses are as high as claimed, 
they argue, then business should make the investments needed to foster the addi�onal skills 
educa�on. 

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/fiscal-policy-and-excess-inflation-during-covid-19-a-cross-country-view-20220715.html
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/fiscal-policy-and-excess-inflation-during-covid-19-a-cross-country-view-20220715.html
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/2353
https://www.congress.gov/bill/98th-congress/house-bill/4164
https://www.everycrsreport.com/reports/R44542.html
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3684
https://www.transportation.gov/bipartisan-infrastructure-law/q4-what-kinds-jobs-will-bipartisan-infrastructure-law-create#:%7E:text=The%20Bipartisan%20Infrastructure%20Law%20is,jobs%2C%20and%20100%2C000%20transportation%20jobs
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What the Evidence Says 
 
Supporters and opponents each cite research they claim supports their arguments about the 
effec�veness of career-connected learning in placing graduates in higher paying jobs. So, what 
does the evidence actually say? 
 
A rigorous review of 17 exis�ng studies and subsequent analysis using three separate 
government datasets was performed by the Urban Ins�tute. The review notes that given the 
great variety in programs, there is substan�al variability in how effec�vely they place graduates 
in jobs that pay beter. S�ll, on average the review found a 10% increase in earnings across the 
data. This comprehensive review of much of the exis�ng evidence also confirms several factors 
associated with poorer outcomes. In general, the shorter the program, the less graduate’s 
earnings increase. Programs provided by for-profit ins�tu�ons tend to generate less value than 
those from community colleges, and significant differences exist in the returns to cer�ficates 
depending on the field of study. 
 
One of the studies most o�en cited by opponents of CCL is one published by the Brookings 
Ins�tute a�er the Urban Ins�tute review was conducted. The recent Brookings study 
inves�gated short-term programs eligible for federal student loans. The study’s results indicate 
that graduates of these short-term cer�ficate programs do not earn more than the average 25-
34-year-old with just a high school degree. This study examines the results for a sample 103 
short-term programs, of which 74 are for-profit ins�tu�ons, 25 public ins�tu�ons, and four 
private non-profits. Of the 103 programs assessed, 47 were in cosmetology, which is one of the 
fields where earnings increases are the lowest. Addi�onally, for-profits were found to offer 
cer�ficates that led to generally lower earnings than those offered by public ins�tu�ons. Given 
the sample of programs studied, the Brookings Ins�tute study findings are basically consistent 
with the Urban Ins�tute’s findings discussed above. 

 
Do you support or oppose greater federal support for career-connected learning? 
 
Rela�ve to support for college, do you think federal support for career-connected learning 
is too litle, too much, or about right? 

 

Workforce Pell Grant Legisla�on 
 
The approach to advancing CCL that is currently gaining the broadest bipar�san support is 
Workforce Pell Grants, also known as Short-Term Pell. We start our Workforce Pell review with 
considera�on of the basics of the Pell Grants as they work today and the arguments for and 
against the basic idea of extending it to cover shorter-term workforce educa�on. Then we move 
to the specifics of Workforce Pell legisla�on. 

https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/103370/should-the-federal-government-fund-short-term-postsecondary-certificate-programs_0_0.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/quick-college-credentials-student-outcomes-and-accountability-policy-for-short-term-programs/
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The Exis�ng Pell Grant Program 
 
For decades, Pell Grants have been the primary way that the federal government supports low- 
to moderate-income Americans ge�ng college degrees. More than six million college students 
receive one every year, but Pell Grants are available only to a small minority of workforce 
development students. That is because students are only permited to use Pell Grants to help 
pay for a career educa�on program if it provides at least 600 hours of instruc�on over a period 
of not less than 15 weeks, among other requirements. Most workforce development programs 
are shorter than that. Created by the Higher Educa�on Act in 1965, Pell Grants are provided to 
students with financial need who have typically not yet received their first bachelor’s degree. 
Unlike loans, Pell Grants do not need to be repaid. 
 
Today, it is es�mated that 30% - 40% of undergraduate college students receive some Pell Grant 
funding. The maximum Pell Grant for an academic year is $7,395 for a maximum of 12 
semesters. It is es�mated that 97% of recipients had a family income of $60,000 or less in 
2020-21 when Pell Grants provided more than $26 billion in aid for an average of about 
$4,250 per student. 
 
Consensus Elements of Workforce Pell Legislation 
 
Drawing on three bills that have already been introduced, key members of Congress from both 
parties are actively negotiating legislation that would aim to increase significantly the number 
of students who can use Pell Grants to help fund completion of a career development program. 
The name “Short-Term Pell” arises from the focus on reducing how long a program must be to 
qualify. The other common name of “Workforce Pell” for this legislation comes from the focus 
on making the grants eligible for more programs focused specifically on developing skills 
needed for one’s job. Currently, Pell Grants are only eligible for programs in which one earns 
credits towards a degree or a certificate. Under the proposed legislation the many non-credit 
programs in workforce education would also be eligible.  
 

https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R45418#:%7E:text=The%20federal%20Pell%20Grant%20program,have%20been%20awarded%20since%201973.
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/TrendGenerator/app/answer/8/35
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R45418#:%7E:text=The%20federal%20Pell%20Grant%20program,have%20been%20awarded%20since%201973.
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R45418#:%7E:text=The%20federal%20Pell%20Grant%20program,have%20been%20awarded%20since%201973.
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The Republican and Democratic lawmakers who 
support Workforce Pell agree on three fundamental 
elements. First, there is bipartisan consensus on the 
basic question of just how much shorter programs 
should be and still qualify for a Pell Grant. Even many 
rigorous programs that provide entry to high-skill, 
high-paying jobs where there are worker shortages are 
shorter than the current minimums. For example, a 
typical full-time computer coding boot camp runs for 8 
– 12 weeks for a total of 320 – 480 hours of 
instruction. 
 
Each of the three bills already introduced would 
reduce the total hours required from 600 to 150 hours 
of total instruction time. Each bill would also reduce 
the time over which those hours are offered from not 
less than 15 weeks to not less than 8 weeks.   
 

The second fundamental element on which most 
members of Congress agree is that the size of a Pell 
Grant should remain proportional to the cost and 
length of the program, as it is today. Since the 
workforce education programs that would qualify are 
generally shorter and less expensive than a college 
degree, the average Short-Term Pell Grant would also 
be lower than the current Pell Grant average of about 
$4,250 per student. The US Department of Education 
conducted an experiment on extending Pell Grants to 
the same 150 hour, eight-week minimum. It found 

that the average Pell Grant for students in these programs was $1,312.  
 
Third, there is bipartisan agreement that new programs eligible for Short-Term Pell should 
include provisions to ensure that the training successfully prepares graduates for, and places 
them in, high-skill, high-wage, or in-demand jobs. 
 
The Case For Workforce Pell 
 
Supporters argue that the main reason to pass Workforce Pell legislation is that more 
Americans would be able to get higher paid and more meaningful jobs as a result. They 
contend that by making these programs more affordable, those who would benefit most will 
enroll in greater numbers. Proponents point to the finding in the Department of Education 
experiment that 10% more students completed 150 – 600-hour workforce education programs 
when Pell Grants were made available to them.  
 

In healthcare, career development 
programs include: 

• Cer�fied nursing assistants 
(CNAs) 

• Licensed prac�cal nurses 
(LPNs) 

• Surgical technician 
• Radiology technician  
• Emergency medical 

technicians 
(CMTs)/paramedics 

 
[Include pictures] 
 
 

Typical costs of 150 – 600 hour 
workforce educa�on programs: 

• $3,000 - $15,000 at 
Community and Technical 
Schools 

• $5,000 - $25,000 at For 
Profit Ins�tu�ons 

• $1,000 - $10,000 for 
Online Programs 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/2021001/pdf/2021001.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/2021001/pdf/2021001.pdf
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Republican and Democratic supporters also observe that this is a case where the federal 
government can provide meaningful support that would require little to no increased 
appropriations. This rare circumstance arises because the Pell program is already running a 
surplus of roughly $14 billion. Supporters observe that for a program that typically receives 
more than $20 billion in funding each year, adding eligibility for shorter-term career 
development programs would barely make a dent in the surplus.  
 
One estimate by the Department of Education is that the new Pell Grants for short-term 
workforce development programs would total at most about $500 million per year. Another 
assessment by the Congressional Budget Office estimated that the cost of extending Pell Grants 
to programs between 300 – 599 hours of instruction (rather than the 150 – 600 hours of 
instruction currently being considered) was $343 million per year. Assuming that the total 
would be less than $500 million per year, that would be less than 4% of the current surplus, 
which could fund extended Pell Grants for 28 years without additional appropriations. 
 
Supporters argue that it is difficult to find federal legislation that could have such a large impact 
on everyday Americans without requiring a similarly large increase in funding. They suggest that 
the benefits of bolstering CCL generally discussed above would be realized through Workforce 
Pell without contributing to the federal debt and deficit problem. Those benefits include: 
 

• For Students—Tens-of-thousands more individuals would be able to afford programs 
that will significantly increase their earning power 

• For Businesses—More high-skill, in-demand positions would be filled 
• For the Nation—The economic benefits would be felt by all Americans because worker 

shortages in critical areas would be addressed, productivity and economic prosperity 
would increase, tax revenues would increase, and unemployment and social spending 
would decrease 

 
The Case Against Workforce Pell 
 
Opponents of Short-Term Pell reject supporters’ argument that the Pell program surplus means 
that there is litle to no real cost to extending Pell Grants to workforce educa�on. They suggest 
that the program’s history shows that future changes in the economy could easily consume the 
exis�ng surplus.  
 
Opponents on the le� further argue that the most appropriate and highest impact use of the 
surplus would be to restore at least some of the real purchasing power of Pell Grants for 
college, which, as noted above, dropped from 79% of the average cost of public four-year 
ins�tu�ons in 1975 to just 28% today. Some progressives have proposed doubling the maximum 
benefit of the Pell Grant as a first step to increasing affordability for those with the highest 
need. 
 

https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R45418#:%7E:text=The%20discretionary%20maximum%20award%20amount,mandatory%20funds%20total%20%241.163%20billion
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R45418
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/2021001/pdf/2021001.pdf#page=14
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/115th-congress-2017-2018/costestimate/hr4508.pdf#page=17
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Resistance to Short-Term Pell legisla�on also focuses on what opponents see as an 
inappropriate mix of college educa�on and skills training.  They observe that there are other 
federal programs (e.g., the $5.3 billion per year from Workforce Innova�on and Opportuni�es 
Act and the $1.4 billion per year from the Strengthening Career and Technical Educa�on for the 
21st Century (Perkins V) Act funds) that support workforce training. Pell Grants, they argue, 
have always been focused on suppor�ng college educa�on and should stay that way. If we 
want to provide greater financial support for CCL, then they suggest it should be done through 
programs dedicated to it. 
 
Some also oppose the general idea of Workforce Pell for the same reasons they oppose 
increased federal support for career-connected learning generally that we reviewed above, 
including:  

• It would divert too many from pursuing a college educa�on 
• The effec�veness of workforce development programs are too low, meaning that even 

with a Pell Grant many will be le� burdened with student loans that they are unable to 
pay back 

• Earnings increases plateau soon a�er comple�ng a program 
• Sufficient new federal investments in CCL have already recently been made 
• Financial support for skills educa�on is beter le� to the businesses who would benefit 

Much of the opposition to Short-Term Pell, however, is specific rather than general. This 
specific opposition mostly comes down to differences over the balance that should be struck 
between quality and access. Before reviewing those debates in the final section of the brief, we 
ask you to consider whether you support the general idea of Workforce Pell.  
 
 

Do you support or oppose extending the Pell Grant program to cover short-term 
workforce educa�on programs? 

 

Workforce Pell Specifics 
 

Since the congressional Short-Term Pell debate centers on finding the right balance between 
quality and access, so does our considera�on of specific legisla�ve provisions currently being 
debated. Below we review five different approaches to assuring adequate levels of quality. The 
preferences among Workforce Pell supporters range from using modest versions of one or two 
of these approaches to the robust use of all five. 

While everyone wants Pell Grants to support quality programs that successfully place students 
in higher paying jobs, more quality requirements may make workforce development less 
accessible in four possible ways: 

https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R44252
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R44252
https://www.aeseducation.com/blog/what-is-perkins-funding#:%7E:text=Perkins%20V%20is%20an%20act,for%20CTE%20education%20each%20year.
https://www.aeseducation.com/blog/what-is-perkins-funding#:%7E:text=Perkins%20V%20is%20an%20act,for%20CTE%20education%20each%20year.
Thomas, Jack - (jackthomas)
the comma after access is quite close to the box��

Thomas, Jack - (jackthomas)
(Without my comment modifying it, that is)��
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1. Fewer programs may qualify—Fewer qualifying 
is by design. The purpose of the quality 
provisions is to ensure that low-quality programs 
aren’t supported by Short-Term Pell. 

2. Fewer programs may apply—To become eligible 
for Pell Grants, workforce development program 
administrators must apply and demonstrate that 
they meet each quality standard that Congress 
requires. Many programs are already stretched 
for resources. The more cumbersome the 
process, the fewer programs may apply. Even if 
they do successfully apply, some may find the 
ongoing work of maintaining eligibility 
sufficiently burdensome that they forgo their eligibility. 

3. Programs may accept fewer of the students who need it most—Many of the students 
who would benefit most from workforce educa�on are also the most difficult to support 
and successfully place in higher paying jobs. If the quality standards are too high, it may 
create incen�ves for programs not to accept these more challenging students. 

4. May increase tui�on and fees—The administra�ve costs of documen�ng fulfillment of 
quality requirements may also be passed along to students in the form of higher tui�on 
and fees.  

As you review the five approaches to quality assurance described below, consider whether each 
requirement, alone or in combina�on with the others, strikes the right balance with 
accessibility. 

1. Excluding For-Profit Ins�tu�ons 

One means by which the first bill introduced in Congress aims to make certain that Pell eligible 
programs are high quality is to make all for-profit educa�onal ins�tu�ons who offer workforce 
development courses ineligible. That first bill is the Senate’s Jumpstart Our Businesses by 
Suppor�ng Students (JOBS) Act, versions of which were first introduced several years ago. The 
two other major Short-Term Pell bills were both introduced in the House. Each House bill would 
make for-profits eligible for Pell Grants if they, and all other career development programs, 
meet other quality requirements discussed below.  The first House Short-Term Pell bill is called 
the Promo�ng Employment and Lifelong Learning (PELL) Act. The second one is the Jobs to 
Complete Act. 
 
Many believe that Short-Term Pell legisla�on would have already passed were it not for the 
ques�on of how to treat for-profit ins�tu�ons. For-profit four-year programs can be more 
accessible than tradi�onal four-year public colleges or private non-profit colleges because they 
o�en have lower academic requirements for admitance and have more flexible schedules for 
working students. However, for-profit four-year college programs have had significant quality 
problems. The for-profit quality concerns are even greater for skills educa�on courses.  

 

Other common examples of 
professions that can be pursued 
through CCL include: 

• Automo�ve technicians 
• Criminal jus�ce and law 

enforcement 
• Culinary arts professionals 
• Cosmetologists 
• Commercial truck drivers  

 
[Include pictures] 
 
 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/161
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/161
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/496?s=1&r=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/1655?s=1&r=13
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/1655?s=1&r=13
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Case For   
 
Supporters of prohibi�ng for-profit ins�tu�ons from Workforce Pell eligibility argue that 
there are higher quality concerns with these ins�tu�ons for a good reason. They simply 
point to the considerable track record of poor for-profit performance. Many have preyed 
upon their students, par�cularly lower income and minority students, with well-documented 
records of low program quality along with low gradua�on and job placement rates. Many for-
profits have also frequently engaged in decep�ve prac�ces that mislead students on each of 
those points.  
 
As noted above, the Urban Ins�tute review of exis�ng studies and data confirmed the poorer 
performance of for-profits. Another study that proponents of excluding for-profits cite was 
published in the Journal of Human Resources. It found that cer�ficate seeking students at for-
profit ins�tu�ons are 1.5% less likely to be employed and have 11% lower earnings if they 
complete the program than students in similar programs at public ins�tu�ons like community 
colleges. This study also found that the students enrolled in for-profit colleges earn less pre-
enrollment than the median public ins�tu�on student. Addi�onally, the median cost of 
tui�on at for-profit ins�tu�ons was found to be significantly higher compared to public ones. 
The modest gains in earnings among for-profit cer�ficate students, according to the study, 
were o�en not enough to jus�fy the debt they incurred to enroll. While gradua�on rates at 
for-profits are higher, for-profit's opponents say that the impacts on students a�er 
gradua�on confirm that they do not provide the benefits that public cer�ficate-gran�ng 
ins�tu�ons do. 
 

Characteris�cs of Cer�ficate Students, by Type of Ins�tu�on 
 For-Profit Public 
Pre-enrollment earnings ($) 16,223 21,068 
Tui�on Cost 10,498 930 

Source: Journal of Human Resources Study 
 

Supporters of the for-profit exclusion also argue that the accessibility advantages that for-
profits claim over public and private non-profit colleges in the world of four-year college 
degrees don’t hold when it comes to shorter CCL programs. The public ins�tu�ons that are 
by far the most ac�ve in career development are community colleges. An es�mated 3.7 
million community college students are enrolled in non-academic-credit programs. 
Supporters argue that community colleges are generally as easy to get into and provide 
schedules that are as feasible for part- and full-�me workers as for-profit programs. 
Supporters of the for-profit exclusion further argue that community colleges are both much 
less expensive, as the Journal of Human Resources study found, and have a beter track 
record for quality.  
 
Proponents also argue that we can’t rely on the other quality requirements discussed 
below to screen out the poor performing for-profits. They argue that with a profit mo�ve 

https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/103370/should-the-federal-government-fund-short-term-postsecondary-certificate-programs_0_0.pdf
https://jhr.uwpress.org/content/54/2/342.short
https://6bcd7c.p3cdn1.secureserver.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/FINAL-survey-report.pdf
https://jhr.uwpress.org/content/54/2/342.short
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driving them, these organiza�ons have proven to be too agile and crea�ve about ge�ng 
around such provisions in the past.  
 
Some proponents of the for-profit exclusion agree that it may make sense at some point to 
make them eligible if they can meet other quality assurance measures. S�ll, supporters 
argue that it’s smarter to start Short-Term Pell with the ins�tu�ons like community colleges 
with the best track record. They suggest that it may then make sense to experiment with 
including for profits once experience is gained with the other quality requirements 
established.  

 
Case Against 

 
Opponents argue that simply excluding all for-profits, including those with beter track 
records, is counter-produc�ve and unfair. They argue that it’s beter to protect against poor 
quality by establishing the quality requirements discussed below that all programs—for-
profits and community colleges alike—must meet. Opponents reason that if a for-profit 
career development program can meet the same quality criteria that a community college 
can meet, then the interests of both quality and access are served. 
 
Opponents also suggest that the evidence does not consistently confirm that community 
colleges are superior in all respects to for-profits. For example, they observe that the U.S. 
Department of Educa�on documents a substan�ally higher gradua�on rate for students 
enrolled in shorter cer�ficate and/or two-year associate degree programs at for-profit 
ins�tu�ons (61%) than at community colleges (29%). 
 
 
Do you support or oppose excluding all programs offered by for-profit ins�tu�ons from 
Workforce Pell Grant eligibility? 

 

2. Excluding Totally Online Programs 

 
The Jobs to Compete Act aims to ensure quality in part by excluding totally online programs 
from Short-Term Pell eligibility. The JOBS Act and the PELL Act both allow totally online 
programs that meet their other quality requirements. 
 

Case For   
 
Supporters of prohibi�ng exclusively online programs argue that these programs are 
par�cularly prone to being poorer in quality. For example, they cite the study on for-profit 
performance published in the Journal of Human Resources. That study found that earnings 
and employment outcomes were even poorer for students enrolled in for-profit cer�ficate 
programs if the majority of the program was online.  

https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=40
https://jhr.uwpress.org/content/54/2/342.short
Thomas, Jack - (jackthomas)
The data on this study does not necessarily appear self-reported, and additionally does not have within-group dynamics that would initially suggest community colleges take more students who are less likely to graduate than for-profits do. My recommendation for framing is therefore to point out, if at all, that the two studies are not in fact contradictory. It can be true that both more students graduate from for-profit institutions and that they are less likely to find a job, and earn less after doing so compared to graduates from public institutions.��
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Proponents of the totally online exclusion also argue that the direct hands-on training cri�cal 
for many workforce educa�on programs cannot be effec�vely delivered online. For example, 
they suggest that it’s impossible for a student in a program to become a plumber, electrician, 
or welder to get the needed hands-on training online.  
 
Case Against 

 
Opponents argue that online programs are among the most cost-effec�ve for students. 
O�en by paying only $1,000 - $5,000, a student in an online program can obtain a creden�al 
that will get them a higher paying job. They argue that an addi�onal accessibility advantage 
is that the online program schedules are more flexible. Much of the work can be done at a 
�me and place convenient to the student and doesn’t require the added �me commitment 
of commu�ng. They argue that these considera�ons make the access tradeoff that comes 
with elimina�ng totally online programs especially stark.  
 
Opponents suggest that the fact that some types of programs aren’t appropriate for 100% 
online training doesn’t mean that all online programs should be prohibited. In fact, fully 
online programs may be quite appropriate for programs in growing fields like cybersecurity, 
IT, finance, and so�ware development whose core skillsets involve high levels of computer 
and technological fluency. The other approaches to quality assurance, they suggest, should 
be able to screen out programs that can’t be done effec�vely online. 

 
 
Do you support or oppose excluding all programs offered totally online from Workforce 
Pell Grant eligibility? 

 

3. Rigorous Administra�ve Approval Process 

 
Another approach to assuring that Pell Grants only support quality CCL programs is through a 
rigorous administra�ve process by which they would become eligible. All three major pieces of 
Short-Term Pell legisla�on already introduced require that at least two administra�ve boxes for 
quality be checked: 

• Accredited—Only providers who have been appropriately accredited to provide the 
workforce development programs they offer would be eligible 

• Meets In-Demand Industry Requirements—A program must provide training that 
meets the hiring requirements for employers in in-demand industries 

Beyond that, differences remain on what, if any, addi�onal administra�ve approval criteria 
should be included. Below is a list of some of the most important ones that have been 
proposed.  



18 
 

Addi�onal Administra�ve Criteria 

1. Leads to a Federally Recognized Postsecondary Creden�al—The Workforce 
Innova�on and Opportunity Act (WIOA) provides federal defini�ons of creden�als for 
various industries and occupa�ons. This proposal would require that a program meet 
these defini�ons so that graduates obtain a creden�al that will be recognized 
throughout the country.  

2. On State and Local Eligible Training Provider List (ETPL)—While there is wide 
agreement that Pell eligible programs must meet the hiring requirements for 
employers in in-demand industries, there are a range of proposals for how rigorous 
the administra�ve process should be to verify this. One proposal would require that 
the en�ty who provides a skills educa�on program be on a state’s and local area’s 
ETPL which must be maintained under WIOA. To get on the list, a program must first 
go through a formal process with the workforce board for the state in which it is 
offered. Then, it must also be approved by the local workforce board. The primary 
criteria by which state and local workforce boards are supposed to determine 
whether to include a program on the ETPL is whether there are sufficient high-skill, 
high-wage jobs available in that state or local area to jus�fy the program. 

3. Administra�ve Determina�on that Provides Training in “high-skill, high-wage, or in-
demand industry sectors or occupa�ons” found in the State or Local Area—This 
proposal would require an addi�onal administra�ve determina�on to the ETPL 
requirement above that programs provide skills for high-skill, high-wage, or in-
demand jobs found in that state or local area. The House’s Jobs to Compete Act 
would require this determina�on to be made by the accredi�ng agency, while the 
Senate’s JOBS Act would require the determina�on be made by an industry or sector 
partnership. 

4. Meets Applicable State Requirements for Professional Licensure—Each state 
establishes criteria that must be met to obtain a license required to be legally 
employed in many occupa�ons. This proposal would require that a career 
development program fulfill a state’s applicable educa�onal requirements for 
professional licensure. 

5. No Administra�ve Adverse Ac�on in Past Five Years—This provision would require a 
determina�on that the program hasn’t been found sufficiently inadequate in its 
performance that it has been suspended or terminated in the last five years by the 
federal government under provisions of the Higher Educa�on Act, by the state, or by 
the relevant accredita�on agency. 

6. Must Provide Counseling—This proposal would require programs to provide 
par�cipants with career counseling to help them achieve their educa�onal and 
occupa�onal goals. Counseling would include providing informa�on about the 
industries, occupa�ons, and cer�ficates for which it prepares students, and about 
sources of financial assistance.  
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7. At Least Half of Tui�on and Fees Go to Educa�onal Spending—Some program 
providers in the past have spent more than half the money earned from tui�on on 
items other than the direct costs of providing the educa�on. In the case of for-
profits, much of the revenue has o�en gone to providing a larger profit for owners. 
This proposal would ensure that this doesn’t happen with Pell eligible programs.  

 
Criteria 1-4 above are included in both the Senate’s JOBS Act and in the House’s Jobs to 
Compete Act. In part because the Jobs to Compete Act includes for-profits (while the JOBS 
Act prohibits them), its sponsors thought it important to add criteria 5-7 as well. The Jobs to 
Compete Act also includes direct performance indicators discussed below. The PELL Act 
does not include any of the seven criteria listed above, instead emphasizing the outcome 
performance requirements discussed below. 
 
Case For 

 
Supporters of the addi�onal administra�ve quality criteria argue that they each have a self-
evident quality to them. Look at each measure, they suggest. Would we really want to pay 
federal taxpayer dollars to subject students to programs that couldn’t meet each of them, 
they ask. They observe that a Pell Grant will only cover a por�on of the costs of the 
program. The students will be responsible for paying the rest. Advocates argue that 
students’ interests are advanced by atemp�ng to ensure that they aren’t le� paying for 
programs that don’t place them in higher paying jobs but do saddle them with debt. 
 
Case Against 
 
Opponents of the administra�ve criteria approach suggest that while each of the proposed 
requirements may sound good in theory, the challenge comes in the prac�cal 
implementa�on. They note that each addi�onal administra�ve criterion would require 
federal, state, local government, and/or accredita�on agencies to develop new regula�ons, 
procedures, data collec�on, reports, and forms to comply with them. They suggest that one 
should then imagine all the �me and effort it would take from thousands of government and 
accredita�on agency workers to execute the administra�ve processes once they’ve been put 
in place.  
 
More importantly, opponents suggest, imagine program administrators and teachers who 
are already busy and stretched thin. First, they would need to complete all the steps to 
apply for their program. If successful, they would then need to con�nue to collect data and 
file reports to stay eligible. Opponents observe that even some early Short-Term Pell 
supporters who helped cra� the ini�al bills introduced several years ago now express 
concern over the number and complexity of criteria that have been added. They worry that 
fewer programs are going to apply than we want if all or most of the addi�onal criteria are 
adopted, well-inten�oned as they may be. 
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Opponents also argue that some of the criteria are redundant. For example, they suggest 
that the requirement that a program be on the ETPL (#2) and the requirement of an 
addi�onal administra�ve determina�on that the program provides training for high-skill, 
high-wage jobs found in the area (#3) are duplica�ve. 
 
Finally, opponents suggest that this approach leads to a heavy administra�ve burden for 
ins�tu�ons even though the input criteria are only indirect indicators that cannot guarantee 
quality outcomes for students. Beter, they suggest, to directly measure the desired 
outcomes like gradua�on rates, job placement rates, and earnings increases. 
 
 
Do you support or oppose the general approach of assuring quality through administra�ve 
criteria requirements? 
 
Do you support or oppose requiring administra�ve criteria 1-4 listed above be met (those 
included in both the JOBS and the Jobs to Compete Act)? 
 
Do you support or oppose requiring administra�ve criteria 1-7 listed above be met (those 
included only in the Jobs to Compete Act)? 
 
Do you support or oppose requiring that a program lead to a federally recognized 
postsecondary creden�al (Criteria 1)? 
 
Do you support or oppose requiring that a program be offered by an ins�tu�on on the 
state and local Eligible Training Provider List (Criteria 2)? 
 
Do you support or oppose requiring an administra�ve determina�on that the program 
provides training in “high-skill, high-wage, or in-demand industry sectors or occupa�ons” 
for the state or local area (Criteria 3)? 
 
Do you support or oppose requiring that a program meets applicable state requirements 
for professional licensure (Criteria 4)? 
 
Do you support or oppose requiring that a program has had no administra�ve adverse 
ac�on in the past five years (Criteria 5)? 
 
Do you support or oppose requiring that a program provide career counseling (Criteria 6)? 
 
Do you support or oppose requiring that at least half of the tui�on and fees for a program 
go to educa�onal spending (Criteria 7)? 
 

4. Outcome Performance Requirements 
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Another quality assurance approach is to require that qualifying programs achieve certain 
direct measures of performance. Each of the two House bills incorporate this outcomes 
approach. The Senate’s JOBS Act does not include direct performance indicators. 

1. Gradua�on and Placement Rates—Both House bills require 70% comple�on and 70% 
job placement rates.  

2. Earnings Requirements—Both House bills also require that programs demonstrate that 
their graduates earn more money a�er the program, though each establishes different 
measures of increased earnings.  

• The Forthcoming Gainful Employment Rule—A new regula�on established by 
the Department of Educa�on called the Gainful Employment rule will likely be in 
effect by the �me any Workforce Pell legisla�on is passed and implemented. 
Under that new rule, post high school nondegree programs and all for-profit 
ins�tu�ons eligible for federal financial aid (including Pell Grants and student 
loans) would be required to meet two earnings requirements. First, programs 
must show that graduates’ payments on loans taken out for the program are no 
more than 8% of annual earnings or 20% of their earnings that are above 150% 
of federal poverty level. Second, at least half of a program’s graduates must have 
higher earnings than the median earnings of 25 – 34-year-old high school 
students in their state. The earnings requirements described below in both the 
PELL and the Jobs to Compete Act would be in addi�on to this new Gainful 
Employment rule. 

• Increasing Earnings by More than the Program Costs—The PELL Act establishes 
a requirement designed to be sure that graduates’ earnings increase enough to 
jus�fy what they paid to enroll in the program. Three years a�er finishing, 
students’ median earnings adjusted by region must exceed the 150% of federal 
poverty level for individuals and must do so by more than the program’s total 
published tui�on and fees. The current 150% poverty threshold for individuals is 
$21,870. To illustrate, a program whose students earned a median income of 
over $31,870 per year three years a�er comple�ng a program that cost $10,000 
would be Pell eligible. 

• Earning More than They Made Before—Instead of comparing increases in 
earnings to the cost of the program, the Jobs to Compete Act compares 
graduates’ earnings to what they made before the program. Within six months of 
finishing, a program’s students must show a median earnings increase of 20% 
compared to the median of what they were earning before. Addi�onally, within 
18 months of finishing, completers’ median earnings must be more than the 
median earnings for 25–34-year-olds with only a high school diploma or the 
equivalent in the state in which the program is offered. Currently, the na�onal 
median earnings for 25–34-year-olds with only a high school diploma working full 
�me and year round is $39,700. To illustrate, a program would qualify whose 
students had a median income of $30,000 before entering, more than $36,000 
six months a�er finishing, and more than $39,700 18 months a�er finishing (in a 

https://www2.ed.gov/policy/highered/reg/hearulemaking/2021/gainful-employment-and-transparency-fact-sheet.pdf?utm_content=&utm_medium=email&utm_name=&utm_source=govdelivery&utm_term=#page=2
https://aspe.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1c92a9207f3ed5915ca020d58fe77696/detailed-guidelines-2023.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cba/annual-earnings
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state whose 25-34-year old high school graduates mean income was equal to the 
na�onal median). 

 
Case For 
 
Supporters of performance measures argue that they are the most direct and effec�ve 
way to ensure the quality of eligible programs. They suggest that if the main aim of career 
development programs is to get students into higher paying jobs, then successfully achieving 
those outcomes should be the main factor determining eligibility for Pell Grants.  
 
Some advocates argue that if a high percentage of students successfully complete a program 
and get placed in a job earning substan�ally more, it shouldn’t mater if the program was 
offered by a for-profit ins�tu�on, exclusively online, or if it was able to meet extensive 
administra�ve criteria for quality. Conversely, they suggest, it maters litle if the program 
was not offered by a for-profit, was offered in-person, or was able to check all the 
administra�ve boxes if it s�ll isn’t effec�ve at placing people in higher paying jobs. 
 
While acknowledging that programs will have an increased burden to provide the relevant 
data with this requirement, some supporters argue that the outcome requirement approach 
is less burdensome than the administra�ve criteria approach. It will be easier, they suggest, 
to demonstrate compliance with a few outcome measures than to jump through many 
administra�ve hoops. 
 
Supporters of the PELL Act’s specific outcome approach argue that the most relevant 
earnings requirement is that the increased pay is enough to jus�fy what students pay for the 
program. They observe that this standard is especially important because skills educa�on 
program costs can vary widely, from less than $5,000 to more than $15,000. Those who 
must pay more should be able to expect more in earnings, they suggest. These supporters 
also argue that this earnings requirement is especially effec�ve at excluding for-profit 
programs that are not only considerably more expensive than community colleges but also 
don’t increase earnings by as much. 
 
PELL Act supporters also argue that the 150% of federal poverty threshold is important 
because of federal policy regarding repayment of federally supported student loans. Below 
that level, students are not expected to repay their loans. The more students’ incomes 
exceed that level, the more they’re required to pay. PELL Act supporters argue that its 
appropriate to expect that programs supported by Pell Grants can increase their graduates’ 
earnings by enough that they can be appropriately expected to start paying back their 
student loans. 
 
Supporters of the Jobs to Compete Act’s par�cular outcome approach argue that the most 
relevant earnings requirement is that there is a meaningful increase over what that person 
was making before. They suggest that this approach is especially warranted because 
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students’ prior earnings can vary from less than $10,000 per year to more than $50,000 per 
year. They argue that if a student was only earning $10,000 per year before, and is earning 
$12,000 per year just six months a�er comple�ng the program, that’s s�ll a success even if 
they remain below the 150% of federal poverty threshold of $21,870. 
 
Case Against 
   
Opponents generally fall into one of two opposite camps—that the proposed outcome 
requirements are (1) too high or (2) that they are too low. Those arguing that they are too 
high first observe that the new Gainful Employment Rule will provide sufficient assurance of 
success in placing students in higher paying jobs. Adding further outcome requirements is 
overkill, they argue, that will limit accessibility too much. In fact, some suggest the 
addi�onal earnings requirements are counter-produc�ve because they will create an 
incen�ve to discriminate. They suggest that programs are likely to conclude that the most 
disadvantaged students—including lower income, women, and people of color—will have 
the hardest �me mee�ng the earnings requirements. The result may be that programs will 
admit few of those students because they believe these students will have difficulty mee�ng 
the earnings requirements. 
 
Opponents who argue that the outcome requirements are too high also observe that 
program graduates will get the benefits of higher earnings over the remainder of their en�re 
career, not to men�on the benefits to their employers and society. For example, some 
suggest that three years is too short a period to expect a full return on the tui�on and fees 
investment in the case of the PELL Act. In the case of the Jobs to Compete Act, they suggest 
that six months is too short a �me to expect a 20% increase over what they were earning 
before entering the program. These opponents suggest that the Gainful Employment rule is 
more than sufficient. If addi�onal earnings increases beyond that are required, they suggest, 
the amount by which earnings must increase should be lower, or that the �me for achieving 
those gains should be longer, or both.  
 
Opponents who believe that the earnings requirements are too high frequently point to 
recent research conducted by the Urban Ins�tute which found that only 21% of workforce 
programs overall would meet the PELL Act’s outcome requirements. For-profit career 
development courses faired even more poorly than the overall figures, with only 8% 
mee�ng the earnings requirements. Workforce development programs offered by public 
ins�tu�ons, mostly community colleges, fared beter with 81% mee�ng the PELL Act’s 
earnings requirement.  
 
Although the study did not examine the more recently introduced Jobs to Compete Act, 
many argue that even fewer would qualify under its earnings requirements. With the short 
six-month window by which graduates would need to show a 20% increase in their earnings, 
along with the requirement that within 18 months they earn more than median earnings for 
25–34-year-old high school graduates, they contend that even fewer than 21% of programs 
would qualify.  

https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/2023-03/How%20Many%20Short-Term%20Training%20Programs%20Would%20Gain%20Access%20to%20Pell%20Grants%20under%20the%20New%20Proposal.pdf
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Finally, those who argue that the proposed outcome requirements are too stringent also 
note that similar requirements are not made of college degrees eligible for Pell Grants. It’s 
unfair, they suggest, to require job placement and earnings increases of career development 
programs that many majors at many four-year colleges couldn’t meet though they are Pell 
eligible. 
 
Other opponents argue that the proposed performance requirements are too low. If the 
educa�onal program is geared specifically toward quickly placing people in higher paying 
jobs, they reason, then they should be able to demonstrate the ability to do that to be Pell 
eligible. They reason that the biggest earnings boost should come right a�er gaining the 
new skills and qualifica�on. For example, some argue that programs should be able to 
demonstrate more than just barely mee�ng the PELL Act requirement that within three 
years earnings be more than 150% of the federal poverty level by the amount that the 
program costs in less than three years. Similarly, some argue that the Jobs to Compete Act’s 
requirement of a 20% increase in earnings six months a�er comple�ng a program isn’t 
enough to jus�fy paying $15,000 or $20,000 for a program. They argue that this is especially 
true if the graduates are only earning, for example, $4,000 more per year (if they were 
making $20,000 before the program and $24,000 within six months of comple�on, they 
would s�ll meet the 20% increase requirement). Opponents to this earnings requirement 
also note that examples like the one above make it clear that the requirement is too low 
when one considers that the student may in fact be worse off financially because many 
would now be carrying close to $15,000 or $20,000 of student loan debt.  
 
There are also those who support performance measures generally but oppose other 
specifics in the two proposed approaches. Some like the increasing-earnings-more-than-it-
costs approach in the PELL Act but argue that the inclusion of the 150% of the federal 
poverty level (currently $21,870) is an inappropriate floor given that there is such varia�on 
in how much par�cipants were making prior to the program.  
 
Some cri�cs of the earning-more-than-before approach in the Jobs to Compete Act argue 
that establishing the same percentage increase in earnings requirement regardless of how 
much the program costs doesn’t make sense. A person who completes a $20,000 CCL 
program should see a higher percentage increase in earnings than one who completes a 
$5,000 program, especially since they will likely have more in student loans to repay. 
 
An alterna�ve approach draws on strengths of each approach by considering the wide 
varia�on both in students’ prior earnings and in the costs of those programs. For example, a 
program could be required to demonstrate that within two years of gradua�ng students’ 
median earnings had increased over their median earnings prior to enrolling by more than 
the program’s costs. 
 
Do you support or oppose the general approach of assuring quality through outcome 
performance measures? 
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Do you support or oppose requiring that programs meet some minimum comple�on and 
job placement rate? 
 
Do you support or oppose requiring that programs have at least a 60% comple�on and job 
placement rate? 
 
Do you support or oppose requiring that programs have at least a 70% comple�on and job 
placement rate (as specified in both the PELL and the Jobs to Compete Act)? 
 
Do you support or oppose requiring that programs have at least an 80% comple�on and 
job placement rate? 
 
Do you support or oppose establishing minimum earnings requirements?  
 
Do you support or oppose establishing minimum earnings requirements beyond the new 
Gainful Employment rule? 
 
Do you think that the new Gainful Employment rule is too stringent, about right, or too 
lax?  
 
Do you support or oppose the addi�onal requirement beyond the new Gainful 
Employment rule that within three years annual earnings must increase by more than the 
amount that program costs exceed 150% of the federal poverty level (the PELL Act 
requirement)?  
 
Do you think that the PELL Act earnings requirement is too stringent, about right, or too 
lax?  
 
Do you support or oppose the addi�onal requirement beyond the new Gainful 
Employment rule that both (1) within 6 months annual earnings increase by 20% more 
than what students were making before the program and (2) within 18 months earnings 
be greater than the earnings of 25-34 year olds in the state who have only a high school 
diploma (the Jobs to Compete Act requirement)?  
 
Do you think that the Jobs to Compete Act earnings requirement is too stringent, about 
right, or too lax?  
 
Do you support or oppose the modified approach that draws on both Short-Term Pell 
proposed earnings requirements by requiring that within two years that graduates’ 
median annual earnings increase by more than the programs’ costs? 
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Do you think that the combined approach of an earnings requirement that within two 
years graduates’ median earnings increase by more than the programs costs is too 
stringent, about right, or too lax?  
 

5. Assuring Future Career Op�ons 

Both the Senate JOBS Act and the House Jobs to Compete Act aim to ensure that comple�ng a 
workforce educa�on program also boosts future opportuni�es beyond that program. The bills 
do this by requiring that programs eligible for Short-Term Pell have mechanisms through which 
comple�on leads to credits that can be applied to a future program in which the par�cipant 
might enroll to earn a cer�ficate or degree in a related field or voca�on. The House PELL Act 
does not have such a requirement. 

Case For 
 
Supporters argue that it’s important that Workforce Pell doesn’t take us toward features of 
the European model that are at odds with the American dream. These advocates suggest 
that the �me and money individuals invest in workforce programs should also open to them 
possibili�es for future upgrades in their career. 
 
Case Against 
 
Opponents argue that while improved career opportuni�es in the future are a plus, earning 
credits for other related programs or degrees should not be required. They suggest that if a 
program meets the other quality requirements, this addi�onal requirement would limit 
accessibility more than the benefits warrant. 
 
Do you support or oppose requiring that program comple�on leads to credits that can be 
applied to a future program in which the par�cipant might enroll to earn a cer�ficate or 
degree? 
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