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July 8, 2025 

To:   APCA 
From:   Ben Brubeck, Government Affairs Solutions 

Subject:  Analysis of Workforce Pell Grant Expansion in the Budget Reconciliation Law  

The One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA) (H.R. 1) that President Trump signed into law on July 4, 
2025, contains provisions that will expand Pell Grant eligibility to learners pursuing a short-term job 
training program. Changes to existing law1 allowing for new Workforce Pell Grants for short-term 
programs are effective July 1, 2026, and stand to benefit workers and providers in compliance with the 
new law. The change is also a positive development for employers seeking upskilled workers to meet 
industry’s workforce needs.  

However, critics say the new law’s eligibility constraints––permitting Workforce Pell Grants to be used 
only for short-term programs from accredited providers––will prevent an increase in enrollment and 
completion of programs provided by for-profit and unaccredited entities best-positioned to upskill 
America’s workforce without costly and industry-specific programs offered by traditional higher 
education institutions. In contrast, higher education advocates say the new law will prevent a flood of 
unvetted programs from receiving federal funds and taking advantage of vulnerable students.2 

OBBBA Expands Pell Grants to Short-Term Workforce Programs 
Prior to passage of the OBBBA, Pell Grants—the primary form of federal grant aid for students with 
low incomes—could only be used to pay for programs that are at least 600 clock hours and 15 weeks 
long. As a result, many high-quality, short-term training programs—often designed to quickly prepare 
students for in-demand jobs—were not eligible for Pell Grants.3 

Intended to benefit students, providers, and employers, this expanded policy provides financial 
assistance through the existing Pell Grants framework for students enrolled in shorter-term, career 
focused programs where students can earn a credential in weeks/months, instead of years.4 

 
1 Subtitle D, Section 83002 of the bill amends Section 401 of the Higher Education Act of 1965 (U.S.C. 1070a) to include Workforce Pell 
Grants   
2 Knox, Liam. Congress Opens the Credential Floodgates. Inside Higher Ed. June 16, 2025. Note that this article was written well before 
final changes were made to the OBBBA limiting Workforce Pell Grant eligibility to only accredited firms. 
3 State or Workforce Innovation and Opportunity (WIOA) grants available to students enrolled in short-term programs have not always 
been accessible broadly, which has made many of these short-term programs unaffordable for some. 
4 Some states and/or the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) make grants available to students enrolled in shorter-term 
programs, but that aid is not universally accessible and may cause affordability problems for many students. 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/1/text?s=6&r=2&q=%7B%22search%22%3A%22one+big+beautiful%22%7D#:%7E:text=July%201%2C%202026.-,SEC.%2083002.%20WORKFORCE%20PELL%20GRANTS.,-(a)%20In%20General
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-765/pdf/COMPS-765.pdf
https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/20/1070a
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/government/student-aid-policy/2025/06/16/workforce-pell-would-extend-grants-unaccredited
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Student Eligibility 
Workforce Pell Grants are now available to students enrolled (or accepted for enrollment) in an eligible 
program under section 481(b)(3)5 of the Higher Education Act of 1965, in alignment with standards set 
by the existing Pell Grant system. Student applicants will be required to complete a Free Application for 
Federal Student Aid, and eligibility will be determined based on income, assets, and other factors.  

While individuals holding a bachelor's degree are generally ineligible for a Pell Grant, students who 
have earned a baccalaureate degree (but not a graduate credential) may qualify for Workforce Pell 
funding. 

Workforce Pell Grant Maximum 
Students are eligible for a prorated amount of the current Pell Grant maximum award year (i.e. $7,395 
for the July 1, 2024, to June 30, 2025, award year), based on the number of clock hours, credits, or 
weeks of the short-term program.  

Education and Training Provider Eligibility 
Only programs via institutions that are accredited and authorized to receive aid via Title IV of the Higher 
Education Act are eligible for the new Workforce Pell grants.6 

Workforce Pell Grant Eligible Programs 
A student is eligible for the Workforce Pell Grant if the program is between 150 and 599 clock hours of 
instruction, or an equivalent number of credit hours, offered by an eligible institution during a minimum 
of 8 weeks, but less than 15 weeks.7 The program cannot be offered as a correspondence course, as 
defined in 600.2 of title 34, Code of Federal Regulations (as in effect on July 1, 2021). 

In addition, States, either via the governor or state workforce board, will play a critical role in assessing 
program eligibility using the following evaluation factors:  

• The program prepares students with an education aligned with the requirements of high-skill, high-
wage,8 or in-demand industry sectors or occupations; 

• The program meets the hiring requirements of employers; 

• The program leads to a recognized postsecondary credential that is stackable and portable, unless the 
program prepares a student for employment in an occupation where there is only one recognized 
postsecondary credential; 

 
5 https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-765/pdf/COMPS-765.pdf#page=556 
6 Of note, the Senate version of the OBBBA added accreditation language after the House version of the OBBBA extended Workforce Pell 
Grants to non-accredited providers. The expansion of Workforce Pell Grants to programs provided by nonaccredited institutions was struck 
down by the Senate parliamentarian in a Byrd Bath ruling.  The parliamentarian ruled that eliminating accreditation requirements for Pell 
Grants was not a budget/tax change, Instead, it was a policy change requiring 60 votes in the Senate. Therefore, the language allowing 
nonaccredited provider participation was dropped from the law signed by President Trump. It remains to be seen if there will be additional 
efforts by Congress to expand Workforce Pell Grants to non-accredited providers in other legislation. 
7 Of note, the U.S. Department of Education will determine whether noncredit programs can demonstrate some type of equivalency to meet 
eligibility. 
8 As identified by the State pursuant to section 122 of the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Act (20 U.S.C. 2342). 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/COMPS-765/pdf/COMPS-765.pdf#page=556
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• The program provides credit that articulates to one or more additional certificates or degree 
programs. 

The U.S. Secretary of Education will also play a key role in determining program eligibility by ensuring 
that the program: 

• Has been offered by the institution for at least one year prior to receiving eligibility; 

• Has a verified completion rate of at least 70% within 150% of normal time for completion; 

• Has a verified job placement rate of 70%, measured at 180 days of program completion; and 

• Meets an earnings requirement that evaluates program cost, median earnings, and the federal poverty 
level. In short, the program must have median value-added earnings that exceed the median total 
price charged to students. Median value-added earnings are calculated by taking the annual earnings 
(adjusted for state, regional, and local areas) of a student who received aid and completed their 
program three years prior and subtracting 150% of the poverty line. 

Program Provider Compliance 
Program providers must submit necessary data to the state and U.S. Department of Education to certify 
they meet the programmatic eligibility standards required under law. It is possible that the U.S. 
Department of Education may seek to require additional data as Workforce Pell Grants are implemented. 

Next Steps 
Workforce Pell Grants are required to be available by July 1, 2026, for the 2026-2027 academic year. 
The Department of Education will likely need to issue a rulemaking to provide further specifics and 
implementation of Workforce Pell Grants that may address refining definitions in the statute, identifying 
acceptable data sources, and creating a pathway for stakeholders to receive program approval. Achieving 
all of this in less than a year may be difficult for the Department of Education and may create headaches 
for students and providers for the 2026-2027 academic year. 

Outlook and GAS Recommendations 
The Pell Grant program faces the potential for a $10 billion deficit by FY 2026, which could limit 
Workforce Pell Grant implementation unless Congress increases appropriations. Strict eligibility 
requirements for Workforce Pell programs require institutions to meet completion rates (70%), job 
placement rates (70% within 180 days), and return-on-investment metrics (median earnings exceeding 
150% of the federal poverty line minus tuition and fees one year after graduation), which may eliminate 
some accredited institutions from participating. 

Stakeholders should work with providers to ensure eligibility and compliance for the 2026 academic 
year.  

Stakeholders should also determine if other legislation is needed to expand Workforce Pell Grants to 
nonaccredited programs to meet industry workforce needs, even if on a pilot basis or for specific 
industries. 


