
RUTGERS SCHOOL OF MANAGEMENT AND LABOR RELATIONS    I    EDUCATION AND EMPLOYMENT RESEARCH CENTER 1 

 

 

 

ISSUE BRIEF     July 2026 

Contextualizing Student Decision-Making  

The In�luence of Program Costs on 
Noncredit Workforce Education 
Enrollment 
Katherine Hughes 

 

Noncredit workforce education is gaining increasing attention among learners and prospective learners, 

colleges, states, and the federal government. As a majority of Americans now believe that a four-year college 

education is not worth the cost,1 interest is growing in shorter, lower-cost postsecondary options.  

A growing number of Americans report holding non-degree credentials such as certificates and licenses.2  As 

these programs become more widespread and enrollment grows, it is important to understand how students 

are paying for them. Short-term programs may be more affordable than degrees, but until recently, they 

were ineligible for federal financial aid programs—such as Pell grants and student loans—intended to benefit 

low-income students. While the advent of Workforce Pell may help close this gap, it is possible that many, if 

not most, noncredit workforce programs may not meet the new eligibility criteria.  

Research shows that for many students, financial strain is a significant obstacle to completing college.3 

Students often cobble together funds from multiple sources to pay for college. Trellis Strategies’ Student 

Financial Wellness Survey found that 40 percent of respondents 25 years and older reported using credit 

 
1 Belkin, D. (2023, March 31). Americans are losing faith in college education, WSJ-NORC poll finds. The Wall Street Journal. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/americans-are-losing-faith-in-college-education-wsj-norc-poll-finds-3a836ce1 
2 Levine, I. (2025, October 23). Interest surging in nondegree credentials but how do students finance them? Pew Charitable Trusts. 

https://www.pew.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2025/10/23/interest-surging-in-nondegree-credentials-but-how-do-students-

finance-them 
3 Cornett, A., Beckham, M., Mentzer, L., and Ashton, B. (2026, April). Some College, No Credential Survey report: Spring 2025. Trellis 

Strategies. https://www.trellisstrategies.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/SCNC_AggregateReport_Spring2025.pdf 
 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/americans-are-losing-faith-in-college-education-wsj-norc-poll-finds-3a836ce1
https://www.pew.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2025/10/23/interest-surging-in-nondegree-credentials-but-how-do-students-finance-them
https://www.pew.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2025/10/23/interest-surging-in-nondegree-credentials-but-how-do-students-finance-them
https://www.trellisstrategies.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/SCNC_AggregateReport_Spring2025.pdf
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cards for their college education.4 In a nationally representative US Census Bureau survey, most respondents 

who held a certificate, license, or certification reported that they received no financial aid and had to use their 

own money to obtain those credentials.5 

The Education and Employment Research Center explored the costs of noncredit workforce programs to 

students in our recent study, Why Now? Understanding Pathways to Enrollment in Community College 
Noncredit Workforce Programs.6 We conducted interviews with students enrolled in noncredit workforce 

programs in three community colleges in different states—LaGuardia Community College in New York, Mt. 

San Antonio College in California, and Northern Virginia Community College—to understand the students’ 

goals and motivations for enrolling, as well as how their employment and education histories influenced their 

decisions. Overall, we found that, in their quest for upward mobility, feasibility—especially affordability—

drove most students’ decisions to enroll. This brief presents additional analyses of our data related to 

program costs to better understand the tuition and non-tuition costs of the programs, students’ perspectives 

on and handling of those costs, and the ways these costs influenced enrollment.  

 

Funding Context 

In the absence of dedicated federal funds to help colleges develop short-term noncredit programs, or to 

help students pay to enroll in them, there has been considerable and growing state investment in these 

areas. States have provided more than $8 billion in funding that can be applied to short-term non-degree 

pathways, with more than half of that dedicated to them exclusively. In 2025 alone, states committed 

approximately $511 million to launch 26 new short-term credential initiatives.7 

However, funding for these programs has not been made available consistently across the states—some 

states have made multiple types of investments to support capacity-building at institutions as well as student 

aid, while other states provide no assistance at all. These cross-state irregularities led to the decade-plus-long 

effort to provide dedicated federal funding, which is now a reality with the launch of Workforce Pell.  

The three states where our study colleges are located, New York, California, and Virginia, all have different 

approaches to financial support for noncredit workforce programs.  

 
4 Fletcher, C. (2024, April). Financial insecurity and time poverty among modern learners. Trellis Strategies. 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED673755.pdf  
5 Levine, I. (2025, October 23). Interest surging in nondegree credentials but how do students finance them? 
6 Hughes, K., Sandelier Boyd, N., Luz Espino, M., & Van Noy, M. (2026, January). Why now? Understanding pathways to enrollment in 

community college noncredit workforce programs. Rutgers University, Education and Employment Research Center. 

https://www.eerc.rutgers.edu/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Why-Now-Understanding-Pathways-to-Enrollment-in-Community-College-

Noncredit-Workforce-Programs.pdf 
7 Murphy, S.M. (2025, December). A 2025 Update of State Investments in Short-term Credential Pathways. HCM Strategies. 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/62bdd1bbd6b48a2f0f75d310/t/693b37a3b4a0d41cdea07490/1765488547594/HCM+-

+2025+STC+Typology+Update_122025.pdf  

 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED673755.pdf
https://www.eerc.rutgers.edu/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Why-Now-Understanding-Pathways-to-Enrollment-in-Community-College-Noncredit-Workforce-Programs.pdf
https://www.eerc.rutgers.edu/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Why-Now-Understanding-Pathways-to-Enrollment-in-Community-College-Noncredit-Workforce-Programs.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/62bdd1bbd6b48a2f0f75d310/t/693b37a3b4a0d41cdea07490/1765488547594/HCM+-+2025+STC+Typology+Update_122025.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/62bdd1bbd6b48a2f0f75d310/t/693b37a3b4a0d41cdea07490/1765488547594/HCM+-+2025+STC+Typology+Update_122025.pdf
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New York State does not provide formula funding for noncredit workforce training; thus, grants are 

important for program development, and scholarships are key to student access. At LaGuardia, grants come 

from agencies such as the NYC Department of Small Business Services and charitable organizations such as 

the Mother Cabrini Health Foundation. The college’s foundation raises funds for scholarships to support 

students in workforce programs in its Adult and Continuing Education (ACE) division; in the most recent fiscal 

year, almost $280,000 was awarded. Community organizations such as the NYC Accelerated Workforce 

Recovery HUB, funded by the New York Community Trust, also offer some scholarships. To receive a 

scholarship, students must complete an application demonstrating financial need, have work authorization, 

be over 18 years old, and live in the tri-state area. Scholarships generally cover 80 percent of tuition, with 

students contributing the remaining 20 percent. Some HUB-funded scholarships cover 100 percent of tuition 

for students earning less than $30,000.  

This financial aid is important because at LaGuardia, noncredit workforce programs can cost thousands of 

dollars.8  For example, the central service technician program, which trains individuals to sterilize, assemble, 

store, and distribute medical devices and equipment, costs $1,750. This total includes a textbook and exam 

voucher, but not all program fees include books and exam costs. The price of the certified clinical medical 

assistant program is significantly more—$4,077—and does not include the $99 certification exam fee. The 

ACE scholarship is available for both programs.  

California does provide formula funding for noncredit programs categorized as eligible under the state’s 

Career Development and College Preparation (CDCP) program: ESL, elementary and secondary basic skills, 

short-term vocational training, and workforce preparation. When CDCP programs consist of two or more 

courses that lead to a college certificate of completion or certificate of competency, they are eligible for 

funding even higher than that of for-credit courses. Such CDCP programs are tuition-free for students.  

 

However, some programs have other, non-tuition costs that are not insignificant, especially for lower-income 

students. For example, the emergency medical technician (EMT) program at Mt. SAC estimates $647 for the 

textbook, student ID, supplies, uniforms, and a mandatory health examination. The National Registry 

examination to become a certified EMT is an additional $104. Mt. SAC personnel shared that some programs 

offer students the option to borrow books and uniforms, and that the college pursues grant funding to help 

students cover certification and licensing exams.  

 

Virginia has become nationally known for its FastForward funding model for noncredit workforce training that 

leads to a credential in a high-demand field. The program has a pay-for-performance model: Students pay 

one-third of the tuition upon registration for the program and pay the full amount if they do not complete it. 

If they do complete it, the state reimburses the college for one-third, and another one-third when the 

student passes the certification examination. The state has additional programs that can cover the initial one-

 
8 Program costs reported in this section reflect those that appeared on each college’s website in June 2026. 
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third for lower-income students, making the programs free for those students who complete the program 

and earn the credential.  

 

NOVA pays certification exam fees for FastForward programs via vouchers to students. For example, in the 

healthcare field, the full tuition for the certified billing & coding specialist program is $3,435; the FastForward 

price is $1,145; and with FastForward plus the G3 scholarship for lower-income students, the program is free. 

 

As shown in Table 1, most of the 83 students we interviewed reported paying no tuition for their programs. 

Unsurprisingly, of the three colleges in our study, LaGuardia had the greatest proportion of students who 

reported paying full tuition. Some, however, did receive scholarships that paid all or part of their tuition. 

 

Table 1:  Portion of Program Costs Paid by Students Across Institutions 
Portion Paid by 

Student 
Laguardia (n-20) Mt. SAC (n=30) NOVA (n=33) Total (N=83) 

 Count % Count % Count % Count % 

All 13 65% 2 7% - 0% 15 18% 

Some 3 15% - 0% 7 21% 10 12% 

None 4 20% 23 77% 23 70% 50 60% 

Unknown - 0% 5 17% 3 9% 8 10% 

 

Students Were Price-Sensitive  

Cost was a primary consideration to students in their decisions whether—and where—to enroll in a noncredit 

workforce program. Some students considered multiple colleges and chose the one with the lowest price.  

For example, an 18-year-old male enrolled in the Mt. SAC EMT program said that he compared colleges, 

including both other public community colleges and private, for-profit colleges: 

I was looking at other programs at Chaffey, I was looking at American Career Colleges, I was looking 
at West Coast, and I noticed Mt. SAC was budget-friendly … so I just decided to take the program 
there … I did consider American Career Colleges, but it was a couple thousand dollars to enroll, so I 
ended up just choosing Mt. SAC. 

LaGuardia students also shopped around, which is not surprising given the density of postsecondary 

providers in the region. They also mentioned enrolling at LaGuardia because it was the least expensive 

option and had scholarships available. A student who was enrolled in an electrical course said, “I knew that 
LaGuardia might have a scholarship. So I’d rather go where I know at least I have a chance to [get help] with 
the financial part of paying for the course.” 

As noted, only some LaGuardia students in our sample received scholarships, but even those who paid full 

price for their programs felt that the price was “within range” and “affordable.” Some also mentioned the 

availability of payment plans at LaGuardia.  
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A student in his 30s who enrolled in NOVA’s commercial driver’s license program looked into different training 

providers, but said, “then, once I saw the NOVA FastForward, zero charge, I said, Let’s go with that one.”  

Some students said that without financial support to pay for their programs, they would not have enrolled at 

all. When asked whether she would have enrolled if she had not received the aid that covered most of her 

tuition, a young woman enrolled in NOVA’s certified medical assistant program replied, “No. Without it, it 
was like three times the price I paid. So, no”.  

We did find a lack of clarity among some students about the sources or programs providing the financial aid 

they received, in particular at NOVA, where there are multiple aid streams. However, it may not be important 

for the students to fully understand the details, so long as the institution clearly communicates that the price 

can be less than the amount shown on public-facing materials or even be free.  

Students were aware that the programs incurred costs other than tuition, such as for supplies, as noted 

earlier. Students mentioned, for example, having to pay for online books, uniforms, stethoscopes, and blood 

pressure cuffs. A 33-year-old male student at Mt. SAC described how he reached out to the college to ask 

for help with the costs: 

I had to pay for all these tests, medical tests and all this stuff. So I was like, “It’s expensive to sign up 
for your program, it’s expensive to buy the stuff for your program. You guys have any of this stuff for 
me?” They’re like, “Well, if you have financial difficulties, talk to our counselor.” And I did, and she 
hooked me up a little bit. 

A few other students mentioned receiving help from their college to pay for non-tuition costs, such as fee 

waivers for on-campus parking and temporary access to free mobile hotspots. In addition, all three colleges 

provided some basic needs supports, such as food pantries.  

As described in EERC’s recent, related study (Hughes et al., 2026), students weighed a range of factors when 

deciding whether, and where, to enroll in a program. They considered, for example, factors of convenience, 

such as the proximity of the college, the modality of the course, the days and times the course would meet, 

and program length. Recommendations from friends or family members of particular colleges were also 

meaningful to their decisions. However, affordability was almost always the primary consideration.  

 

Conclusion 

Americans say they are increasingly seeking shorter and more affordable college options that will put them 

on a path to economic stability. Our study did not follow the students interviewed into the labor market, so 

we lack data on their employment and wages after they completed their programs and earned their 

credentials. Research on the Virginia Community College system, which includes NOVA, found that students 

who earned industry credentials saw earnings and employment gains, and on average, those earnings gains 
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exceeded their program costs in just over half a year.9 Yet, that study and others have found that post-

program increases in earnings can vary a great deal by the field of study and other factors.10 So, some 

program completers may not realize the economic boost they are expecting. 

Our study shows that, for many students, the costs of noncredit workforce programs—including non-tuition 

costs—range from free or minimal to thousands of dollars. We also find that students strongly consider costs. 

Some students were able to enroll in a program only once they learned it would be free. Thus, when 

programs are affordable, they can attract many individuals who are motivated to learn new skills and gain 

employment with the aim of advancing their lives.  

  

 
9 Xu, Di, Bird, K. A., Cooper, M., and Castleman, B. L. (2024, May). Noncredit workforce training, industry credentials, and labor market 

outcomes (24-959). Brown University, Annenberg Institute, Annenberg EdExchange, EdWorkingPaper. https://doi.org/10.26300/6rd4-tg25  
10 Bahr, P. R., & Columbus, R. (2023). Labor market returns to community college noncredit occupational education (Ed Policy Research 

Working Paper 23-1). University of Michigan, Center for the Study of Higher and Postsecondary Education. https://bit.ly/noncredit_returns 

https://doi.org/10.26300/6rd4-tg25
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fbit.ly%2Fnoncredit_returns&data=05%7C02%7Cmelissa.quaal%40rutgers.edu%7Cb3e99bd6dede4ddf14d508ded5ebc3bf%7Cb92d2b234d35447093ff69aca6632ffe%7C1%7C0%7C639183406259261293%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Og3a%2F3UkI%2BBOSrIV9dH7nuQ1%2FOt1thjHaTzkCADYY6Q%3D&reserved=0
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The Education and Employment Research Center 

Rutgers’ Education and Employment Research Center (EERC) is housed within the School of Management 

and Labor Relations. EERC conducts research and evaluation on programs and policies at the intersection of 

education and employment. Our work strives to improve policy and practice so that institutions may provide 

educational programs and pathways that ensure individuals obtain the education needed for success in the 

workplace, and employers have a skilled workforce to meet their human resource needs. For more 

information on our mission and current research, visit smlr.rutgers.edu/eerc. 

 

 

Rutgers’ School of Management and Labor Relations  

Rutgers’ School of Management and Labor Relations Rutgers’ School of Management and Labor Relations 

(SMLR) is the leading source of expertise on the world of work, building effective and sustainable 

organizations, and the changing employment relationship. The school consists of two departments—one 

focused on all aspects of strategic human resource management and the other dedicated to the social 

science specialties related to labor studies and employment relations. In addition, SMLR provides many 

continuing education and certificate programs taught by world-class researchers and expert practitioners. For 

more information, visit smlr.rutgers.edu.  
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Lumina Foundation Lumina Foundation is an independent, private foundation in Indianapolis, Indiana, that is 

committed to making opportunities for learning beyond high school available to all. We envision a system 

that is easy to navigate, delivers fair results, and meets the nation’s need for talent through a broad range of 

credentials. Our goal is to prepare people for informed citizenship and success in a global economy. For 

more information, please see luminafoundation.org. 
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