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Workforce Pell Eligible Occupations
Methodology for Identifying High-Wage, In-Demand, and High-Skill Occupations

To be considered for Workforce Pell Grant Program funding, Short-term Programs need to demonstrate that they lead to employment in occupations that qualify as high-wage, in-demand, or high-skill. This document describes how North Carolina identifies eligible occupations using the NC Star Jobs System ratings and supplementary workforce data.
Eligibility Criteria
There are three pathways through which an occupation can qualify for Workforce Pell Grant Program eligibility as defined below. 
High-Wage / In-Demand
Definition: An occupation with a Star Jobs System Rating of 3 or higher.
The NC Star Jobs System rates occupations on a scale of 1 to 5 stars using a composite score that integrates wage, rate of projected employment growth, and total projected job openings. An occupation rated 3 or more stars has demonstrated sufficient wage, demand (high number of job openings and/or growth rate), or both to qualify as high-wage or in-demand. The system does not require an occupation to meet separate wage and demand thresholds independently — the composite score captures both dimensions.
The scoring works as follows. Each occupation earns points across three components: wage (1–10 points based on a regional wage decile ranking), employment growth (0–2 points based on projected employment growth relative to the statewide average), and total openings (0–1 point for above regional median wage occupations with above median openings). An occupation scoring 6 or more total points earns a 3-star rating or higher.
High-Wage component: Wage is the largest contributor to an occupation’s total score, accounting for up to 10 of 13 possible points. It is measured by ranking an occupation’s median annual wage against all other scored occupations in the same region using deciles. Occupations rated 3 or more stars generally score in the upper half of the regional wage distribution. At the state level, 100% of 4- and 5-star occupations and 92% of 3-star occupations pay at or above the statewide median wage of $46,950. The lowest paying 3-star occupation at the state-level earns $44,370, approximately 95% of the statewide median.
In-Demand component: Growth rate and total openings together account for up to 3 points. Growth outlook compares an occupation’s projected average annual growth rate to the statewide average (0.485% for 2024–2034). Occupations that combine above median wages with above median openings are prioritized. Occupations that score well on these components  even with more moderate wages  can reach the 3-star threshold, reflecting strong hiring demand and positive growth trajectories.

High Wage / In-Demand (Regional)
Definition: An occupation with a state-level Star Jobs System Rating below 3 that is rated 3 or more stars in at least one of North Carolina’s 16 sub-prosperity zones.
Because labor market conditions vary across the state, an occupation that receives a low rating statewide may still represent a strong opportunity in specific regions. If any sub-state prosperity zone rates an occupation at 3 or more stars while the statewide rating is below 3, that occupation qualifies as in-demand based on its regional performance. This ensures that locally significant occupations are not excluded by statewide averages.
The same scoring methodology applies at the regional level. Wage is measured relative to the local economy, not statewide, so a well-paying job in a rural area is recognized appropriately within its regional context.
High-Skill
Definition: An occupation that requires postsecondary education, North Carolina state licensure, or a recognized North Carolina Workforce Credential. For the purposes of the Workforce Pell Grant Program, occupations that require education beyond an associate’s degree according to BLS have been removed from the list of potential occupations. 
The high-skill designation recognizes occupations that require meaningful educational investment, professional credential, or state license  regardless of their star rating. This criterion operates independently of the Star Jobs rating system.
[bookmark: _Hlk226714961]Education requirements are sourced from the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ minimum education classification. State licensure and North Carolina Workforce Credential designations are provided by the NC Department of Commerce, Labor and Economic Analysis Division.
Data Sources
Star Ratings — 2026 NC Star Jobs Ratings (Department of Commerce, Labor and Economic Analysis Division), based on 2024–2034 projections.
Wages — Occupational Employment and Wage Statistics (OEWS), Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS).
Education — BLS typical entry-level education by occupation.
Licensure and Credentials — NC-specific licensing and workforce credential requirements (Department of Commerce, Labor and Economic Analysis Division).					
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