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Illinois’ Interagency Steering Committee developed this set of FAQs to provide foundational, 
consistent information about Workforce Pell to training providers, employers, and workforce 
system partners across the state. These FAQs reflect what is known as of the publication date. 
This FAQ should serve as a supplemental resource to the Policy Manual and accompanying 
appendices.  
 

1. General 
1.1. What is Pell for Workforce, and why does it matter for Illinois? 
Workforce Pell, or Pell Grants for Workforce, is an expansion of the existing Pell Grant program, 
established by the One Big Beautiful Bill Act (signed July 4, 2025), that extends Pell eligibility to 
short-term workforce training programs. For the first time, students pursuing short-term 
credentials in high-demand fields can access federal grant funding that does not need to be repaid. 
Also, for the first time, individuals who have already obtained a bachelor’s degree are eligible to 
receive Workforce Pell Grants to obtain an additional workforce credential from an approved 
program. 
 
For Illinois, this represents a significant opportunity to expand access to workforce training in 
sectors facing critical talent shortages.  
 
1.2. What U.S. agency oversees Workforce Pell Implementation? 
The U.S. Department of Education oversees the implementation of the Workforce Pell Grant 
program. 
 
1.3. How do I stay up to date on Workforce Pell implementation in Illinois?  
Illinois Community College Board (ICCB) maintains a centralized Workforce Pell information 
website. The site includes webinar recordings, presentation slides, FAQs, and additional 
resources to help stay informed. https://www.iccb.org/programs-and-initiatives/workforce-pell/ 
 
1.4 How do we know if we have an Active Program Participation Agreement (PPA)? (added 
July 31, 2026) 
Institutions that participate in the federal Title IV student financial aid programs have a Program 
Participation Agreement (PPA) with the U.S. Department of Education. If you are uncertain 
whether your institution has an active PPA, contact your institution's financial aid office or Title IV 

https://www.iccb.org/programs-and-initiatives/workforce-pell/


compliance officer. The institution's financial aid leadership will be able to confirm the agreement's 
status. 
 
1.5. Is there an opportunity for an exception or waiver to any of the Workforce Pell 
eligibility requirements? (added July 31, 2026) 

No. The Workforce Pell eligibility requirements established in federal regulation cannot be waived 
by the State of Illinois. Illinois may revise any additional state-specific requirements and policy at 
any time and will notify institutions when revisions occur.  

 
2. Provider Eligibility 

2.1. What types of institutions and providers can offer Pell for Workforce-eligible 
programs? 
The Pell Grant is a federal Title IV program, which means the U.S. Department of Education must 
recognize institutions as eligible to participate in federal financial aid programs. Workforce Pell 
Grants will be available to a subset of programs (based on final eligibility determination and 
following institution application) at those institutions. 
 
2.2 What is the difference between IBHE approval and accreditation? (added July 31, 2026) 
IBHE approval and accreditation serve different purposes. IBHE approval authorizes an institution 
to operate and offer approved programs in Illinois and demonstrates compliance with state 
requirements. Accreditation is a separate review process conducted by a recognized accrediting 
agency that evaluates institutional quality and effectiveness. Institutions need to meet both state 
authorization requirements and applicable federal eligibility requirements to be eligible for 
Workforce Pell. IBHE approval should not be interpreted as accreditation, and institutions should 
represent these statuses separately. 
 
3. Student Eligibility 
3.1. Who is eligible to receive a Pell for Workforce Grant? 
Student eligibility will follow the same federal criteria as traditional Pell Grants. Students must 
complete the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). The FAFSA becomes available 
each October 1 for the following award year. Additional information regarding considerations for 
students and guidance will be developed and made available later this year. We do not anticipate 
students will be able to access Pell Grant funds for short-term workforce programs until 2027.  
 
3.2. What steps should students take to receive Workforce Pell? (added July 31, 2026) 
Students will not apply directly through the State of Illinois. Once an institution has an approved 
Workforce Pell program and the U.S. Department of Education authorizes the program, eligible 
students should: 

1. Enroll in an approved Workforce Pell program.  



2. Complete the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA®).  
3. Meet all applicable federal student eligibility requirements.  
4. Work with their institution's financial aid office to determine eligibility and award amounts. 

 
 
3.3. If a student starts in the fall under Workforce Pell but then wants to transition to a 
degree program can they utilize regular Pell in the spring or will they have to sit out until 
the fall to utilize regular Pell? (added July 31, 2026) 
Students may transition from a Workforce Pell–funded program into a certificate or degree 
program and use the regular Pell Grant in the following semester. However, students cannot 
receive both Workforce Pell and a standard Pell Grant during the same enrollment period (for 
example, being enrolled simultaneously in a short-term certificate program and a semester-long 
degree program). 
 

4. Program Eligibility 
 
4.1. Which training programs will be eligible, and how will that list be determined? 

Not all short-term programs will automatically qualify. Institutions disbursing Pell must be Title IV 
(of the Higher Education Act of 1965, as amended) eligible and accredited. Additionally, federal 
law requires eligible programs to meet various threshold criteria: 

• Program length: 8–14 weeks, 150–599 clock hours or equivalent credit hours (4-15) 
• Completion rate: At least 70% of students who begin the program must complete it. 
• Employment rate: At least 70% of exiters must be employed. 
• Earnings gain: Pell Recipient completers must demonstrate that the program has a return 

on investment for earnings taking into consideration tuition and fees and median earnings. 

In addition, programs must meet initial eligibility criteria to ensure they lead to high-demand, 
high-skill, and high-wage jobs and are validated by employers.  
 
Please refer to the Illinois Workforce Pell Program Approval Policy Manual for the full Program 
Determination Requirements.  
 
4.2. Can non-credit programs qualify? (added July 31, 2026) 
Yes, noncredit programs are eligible for Workforce Pell. Programs must be approved by the IBHE 
or the course or set of courses must be approved by the ICCB before seeking Workforce Pell 
eligibility approval.  
 
4.3. What is the employer validation requirement, and how will it work? 
Federal law requires that Workforce Pell-eligible programs be validated by employers, meaning 
employers in the relevant sector must affirm that the credential is valuable for hiring or 



advancement. This is not optional; it is a condition of program eligibility. The specific criteria, 
documentation requirements, and review process for employer validation can be found in Section 
IV(E) of the Manual.  
 
4.4. How do we count the number of hours from an apprenticeship program for the 
purposes of Workforce Pell eligibility? 
For Workforce Pell, you only count the related instructional hours that meet the federal clock-hour 
definition, not the on-the-job training hours. The number of weeks for the RTI do not have to be 
sequential to meet the 8-14 week requirement.  
 
4.6. Will union apprenticeship programs be able to have candidates utilize these funds?  
Yes. Union apprenticeship programs may partner if the Institution of Higher Education program is 
approved for Workforce Pell and the candidate meets student eligibility requirements. The 
apprenticeship program must be registered and no more than 49.9% of instruction may be 
delivered by an ineligible third-party provider, reinforcing institutional responsibility for program 
quality, oversight, and compliance. 
 
4.7 If an institution already has an established program (longer than 12 months) but that 
program does not meet the length criteria for Workforce Pell (8-14 weeks), and if the 
institution creates a shorter or longer version of that program to meet the Workforce Pell 
length criteria, will we have to offer that new program for 12 months before it can be eligible 
for approval?  Example: A 6-week CDL program that has been offered for decades, and the 
institution starts offering an 8-week program. (added July 31, 2026) 
Yes, the program must meet both the length of time (8-14 weeks) and clock hour/credit hour 
requirements for at least 12 months prior to Secretary approval. 
 
4.8. A program currently meets the required credit and/or clock hours over a 16-week term. 
If the institution shortens it to 14 weeks for Fall 2026 without changing the curriculum, 
would it become eligible? (added July 31, 2026) 
Potentially in the future, provided the program continues to meet all applicable federal, state, 
accreditation, and institutional approval requirements. If shortening the calendar results in a 
program that now falls within the federal Workforce Pell allowable timeframe (while maintaining 
the required instructional hours and academic integrity), the revised program may become eligible 
for consideration once it has operated in that format for at least 12 months prior to the Secretary 
of Education’s approval. 
 
4.9. What documentation is being requested for program length and hours? (added July 
31, 2026) 
Institutions should provide documentation that demonstrates the program meets the Workforce 
Pell program length requirements. Acceptable documentation may include the institution's 



approved curriculum, catalog information, program outline, or other official institutional records 
that identify: 

• Total credit hours and/or clock hours;  
• Total instructional/contact hours, as applicable;  
• Program start and end dates;  
• The total number of weeks required for completion; and  
• Any required clinicals, labs, internships, externships, or work-based learning components 

that are part of the approved program.  
The documentation submitted should clearly support the program length reported in the 
application. 
 
4.10. If a program requires CPR certification, but the CPR course is not part of the 
curriculum, can those hours count toward the minimum 150 clock hours? (added July 31, 
2026) 
Generally, no. Only instructional hours that are part of the approved educational program may be 
counted toward the minimum program length requirements. If CPR training is a required 
component that is incorporated into the approved curriculum and offered as part of the program, 
those instructional hours may be included. However, if students complete CPR certification 
separately outside of the approved program, those hours would not count toward the program's 
total clock hours. 
 
4.11. My program is currently 144 hours of online instruction and 80 hours of unpaid 
supervised field study. Do we need to increase the amount of online instruction to meet 
the required 150 hours, or does the field study qualify? (added July 31, 2026) 
If the supervised field study is an approved component of the educational program and is included 
in the program's official curriculum, it may be counted toward the total clock hours. The relevant 
consideration is the total instructional hours that are part of the approved program—not simply 
classroom or online instruction. Institutions should ensure that field experiences are documented 
as required instructional components and included in the official program approval. 
 
4.12. Could a single noncredit course (for example, a bootcamp) be submitted as a 
Workforce Pell program? (added July 31, 2026) 
Potentially. First the institution must be eligible. A single noncredit course may be eligible if it 
meets all applicable federal and state Workforce Pell requirements. Programs are evaluated 
based on whether they satisfy all eligibility requirements—not on whether they consist of one 
course or multiple courses. 
 
4.13. Can institutional job boards such as Symplicity or Handshake be used to satisfy the 
Job Postings Data requirement? (added July 31, 2026) 
Potentially. Institutional job board data may be submitted as supplemental evidence of employer 
demand if the institution can demonstrate that the postings accurately reflect current employer 
hiring needs within the program's service area. However, institutions are encouraged to use 



multiple sources of reputable labor market information whenever possible. The review team will 
evaluate the overall strength of the evidence submitted. 
 
4.14. Can credit for prior learning (CPL) meet the credit and stackability requirements? 
(added July 31, 2026) 

Potentially. A strong Credit for Prior Learning policy may support stackability if the institution 
awards credit that applies directly toward a higher-level credential. However, CPL itself does not 
establish that a program is stackable. To satisfy the Workforce Pell requirement, the approved 
credential must articulate into and apply toward the required competencies of a higher-level 
credential, consistent with institutional policy and applicable accreditation requirements. 

4.15. Can we convert noncredit instruction into clock hours using the federal credit-hour 
equivalency (37.5 clock hours per semester credit)? (added July 31, 2026) 

No. Institutions should report the program's actual instructional clock hours rather than converting 
credit hours into clock hours solely for Workforce Pell eligibility. 

The federal regulations establish eligibility based on either: 

• 150–599 clock hours, or  
• 4–15 semester credit hours (or equivalent quarter hours),  

Institutions should use the measurement under which the program is approved rather than 
creating a calculated clock-hour equivalent. 

For Workforce Pell purposes, program length is based on the number of weeks required to 
complete the program under the institution's published schedule. Institutions should calculate 
program length using the program's scheduled instructional calendar, beginning with the first day 
of instruction and ending with the final required instructional activity.  Instructional time excludes 
scheduled breaks and activities that aren't included in the definition of "academic engagement" 
(see Volume 5, Chapter 2 – Part 1 of the FSA Handbook) or periods of orientation or counseling. 
Therefore, the weeks of instructional time may be less than the number of calendar weeks that elapse 
between the first day of classes and the last day of classes or examination.  

4.16. If an existing program recently changed its credit hours, what is considered the 
program's first date of operation? (added July 31, 2026) 

Generally, the date a program first operated refers to when the substantially similar program was 
first offered. However, significant program changes may affect whether the program continues to 
satisfy the one-year operating requirement. Moving from not meeting eligibility to meeting 
eligibility requirements, particularly for program length and hours, would indicate a significant 
modification. Thus, Institutions should document when the revised program became effective and 
provide any requested supporting documentation. 

https://fsapartners.ed.gov/knowledge-center/fsa-handbook/2025-2026/vol3/ch1-academic-years-academic-calendars-payment-periods-and-disbursements.


4.17. What does "must articulate to and be applied toward the required competencies 
(not electives)" mean? (added July 31, 2026) 

The Workforce Pell regulations require that the credential apply toward the required coursework 
or competencies of a higher-level credential. Simply allowing credits to count as unrestricted 
electives generally would not satisfy this requirement. Institutions should demonstrate that 
coursework from the Workforce Pell program fulfills required coursework within the higher-level 
credential. 

4.18. If a program changes from 16 weeks to 14 weeks but keeps the same curriculum 
and instructional hours, would it still be considered ineligible because the number of 
weeks changed? (added July 31, 2026) 

Under current federal guidance, Workforce Pell programs must have been offered for at least one 
year in substantially the same form for which approval is being requested. If the program's 
instructional weeks change, institutions should assume the revised version must independently 
satisfy the one-year operating requirement unless future federal guidance provides otherwise. 

5. Eligible Occupation Training List 
 
5.1. What does 'high-wage' mean, and what happens to high-demand programs that don't 
meet the wage threshold? (updated July 31, 2026) 
The State defines high-wage as “a median wage of 85% of the Living Wage for 1 adult & 1 child, 
as calculated by the MIT Living Wage Calculator.” Illinois has determined that all in-demand 
occupations, despite not meeting the high-wage threshold, are eligible for Workforce Pell eligibility. 
We recognize that there are many factors that make an occupation valuable, including wage 
progression, sector-specific context, and the stackability of credentials, which could all lead to 
higher-wage credentials, even if the entry-level wage is below the state's definition of “high-wage” 
occupations. It is important that institutions understand the risks of not meeting the value-added 
earnings threshold for exiters.  
 

5.2. The manual's "high-wage" example appears inconsistent with the current MIT Living 
Wage Calculator. Which value should institutions use? (added July 31, 2026) 

The numerical example in the manual is intended to illustrate the calculation methodology rather 
than establish a fixed wage threshold. Illinois will use the wage data identified in the applicable 
guidance and datasets at the time applications are reviewed. Institutions should use the wage 
information identified in the application materials and any subsequent guidance issued by the 
Illinois Workforce Pell Interagency Team. The current Demand Occupation Training List (DOTL) 
continues to determine eligible occupations. DCEO is updating the DOTL, which will update 
occupation-specific wage information for future application cycles. The DOTL wage information 
does not affect the calculation of the Value-Added Earnings (VAE) benchmark, which requires 
institutions to use current median wage data as described in the application materials. 



5.3. The Demand Occupation Training List identifies an occupation as high demand, but 
the credential is not stackable. Which requirement controls? (added July 31, 2026) 

Programs must satisfy all Workforce Pell eligibility requirements. Meeting the high-demand 
occupation requirement is the first step in determining eligibility and does not eliminate the 
requirement that the credential be portable and stackable, as required by federal regulation. 

5.4 What are the Demand Codes shown in Appendix A? (added July 31, 2026) 

The Demand Codes identify the demand classification assigned to occupations on Illinois' 
Demand Occupation Training List (DOTL). These codes are used by DCEO in evaluating 
occupational demand and assist reviewers in confirming alignment with eligible occupations. 
Additional information regarding the demand code classifications is available through the Illinois 
Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity (DCEO). 

 
6. Student-Level Data Collection/ Success Metrics 

 
6.1.  How is success measured for a program?  
The statute identifies two performance metrics: completion and placement in employment. To 
become and remain eligible, programs must have 1) a completion rate of equal to or greater than 
70 percent in 150 percent of normal completion time and 2) an employment placement rate of 
equal to or greater than 70 percent for students 6 months after exiting a program. These 
calculations will be based on the data provided for the program seeking approval for Workforce 
Pell through the “Appendix C: Supplemental Student-Level Data Template” submission.  
 
6.2. With the emphasis on stackability, does continued enrollment count toward program 
outcomes? (added July 31, 2026) 

While continued education into a higher-level stackable credential is encouraged and supports 
student success, continued enrollment alone does not satisfy the placement metric for Workforce 
Pell performance purposes. This was an area Illinois provided significant public comment around 
for the federal rules. 

6.3. Are community colleges responsible for preparing student files for submission?  

Yes. Community Colleges must submit student level data as noted in the “Appendix C: 
Supplemental Student-Level Data Template” file. The data must be provided to ICCB through the 
college’s dedicated ftp site. Community college IR staff have access to this secured site and use 
it regularly data submissions. This file contains Personally Identifiable Information (PII) and must 
only be submitted via the secured ftp process. 
 



6.4. When looking at programs by the 6-digit CIP, should we exclude programs that are 
already Title IV eligible when compiling our student-level data? What about students who 
are automatically awarded the certificate? For example, all of our automotive certificates 
stack into the AAS but all the programs share the same CIP.  

Supplemental student data must be submitted for any program seeking approval to access 
Workforce Pell funds. All students in the program must be reported. The file titled “Appendix C: 
Supplemental Student-Level Data Template” outlines the exceptions that can be used that allow 
students to be excluded from performance calculations. These are the only exceptions allowed 
and align with federal guidance. 
 
6.5. Our institution does not require students to formally graduate from a short-term 
certificate. How will completion be measured? (added July 31, 2026) 

Completion will be measured using the institution's official records demonstrating that students 
successfully completed all program requirements and earned the credential. Institutions are 
encouraged to ensure that credential conferral processes accurately document program 
completion. 

6.6. If we have a program offered in both a traditional 14-week format and an accelerated 
8-week format, how will performance be evaluated? (added July 31, 2026) 

Institutions should submit information for the program format that is being proposed for Workforce 
Pell approval. 

If an institution intends to offer both formats under Workforce Pell, the State may request 
additional documentation demonstrating that the accelerated format independently satisfies the 
eligibility requirements, including program length and performance measures. Additional 
guidance will be provided as implementation continues. 

6.7. What if a student moves out of Illinois after completing the program? (added July 31, 
2026) 

Illinois intends to use available administrative wage records and other allowable data sources to 
measure employment outcomes. Institutions should continue to report all completers. Additional 
guidance will be provided regarding how employment outside Illinois will be evaluated if sufficient 
wage information is unavailable. States are awaiting guidance from the U.S. Department of 
Education on the availability to utilize existing or new interstate wage record exchanges. 

 
7. Approval Process and Timeline 

 
7.1. What is the State Workforce Board’s role in approving programs for Workforce Pell? 



The program approval process is still being finalized; however, the statute requires that the 
Governor consult with the State Workforce Board in approving program applications, based on 
recommendations from an interagency review team. The State Workforce Board also plays a role 
in informing Workforce Pell policy implementation in Illinois, particularly around employer 
engagement and validation. 
 
7.2. When can institutions begin offering Workforce Pell for programs, and what is the 
approval timeline? (updated July 31, 2026) 
The federal effective date for Pell for Workforce is July 1, 2026. However, no institution will be in 
a position to begin awarding on that date. The U.S. Department of Education's institutional 
approval process will take time, and institutions must receive ED approval before any student can 
receive a Workforce Pell award.  
 
The Illinois Workforce Pell Application is open July 15- August 31, 2026.  
 
7.3. The Manual states that programs must be approved by ICCB and/or IBHE prior to 
seeking Workforce Pell Program Approval. ICCB does not approve noncredit programs, 
so are noncredit programs ineligible? (added July 31, 2026) 

No, noncredit programs are eligible for Workforce Pell so long as they meet all other criteria. The 
college would have to have ICCB-approve course or set of courses as a part of the noncredit 
program being offered. If a college has not sought approval for noncredit courses, then that would 
be the first step in the approval process in order to be eligible in future cycles. 

7.4. Will there be another application period in 2027? (added July 31, 2026) 
Yes. The current application cycle is a pilot intended to establish Illinois' initial list of approved 
Workforce Pell programs for Academic Years 2026-27 and 2027-28. The State anticipates future 
application opportunities. Additional application periods, timelines, and requirements will be 
announced as implementation continues. Institutions should monitor Workforce Pell 
communications from ICCB, IBHE, and ISAC for future application announcements. 
 
 
 


