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Introduction
Outdated rules in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP) are quietly undermining America’s efforts 
to close its middle skills gap, and few policymakers realize 
how much is at stake. The current definition of “employment 
and training programs” excludes most credential and degree 
programs1, meaning SNAP participants risk losing benefits 
before they can gain the skills employers actually need. To 
address this gap Congress should update the definition of 
employment and training programs to include credential and 
degree programs. 

A Sense of Urgency
This change is especially urgent now, as new federal SNAP 
rules are projected to reduce monthly participation estimated 
3.2 million people2 a month, including almost a million 
parents. These expected losses make it even more critical that 
SNAP rules genuinely support upward mobility, rather than 
restrict it. Updating the definition is not only timely, it directly 
strengthens SNAP’s ability to function as a workforce and 
economic mobility tool in the following ways:

•	 Strengthens access to programs that improve employability, 
better positioning participants to increase their earnings 
and improving their purchasing power, resulting in less use 
of SNAP.

•	 Aligns SNAP with Medicaid work requirements, which 
includes education participation.

•	 Creates clearer cross‑program alignment for states, 
reducing administrative complexity and costs for states.

To achieve this change, Congress should amend section 
6(d)(4)(B)(i)(V) of the Food and Nutrition Act3 by inserting 
“consisting of an industry-recognized certificate or certification, 
a certificate of completion of an apprenticeship, a license 

recognized by the State involved or Federal Government, or 
an associate or baccalaureate degree or programs” after 
“including educational programs” and before “determined by”.

This recommendation is directly informed by over a decade 
of experience working in states and witnessing how this 
policy creates confusion and makes it harder to engage 
people in education and training programs. This is also a 
timely change as states work to make SNAP Employment 
& Training (E&T) programs more robust in recognition that 
employers increasingly demand workers with education 
beyond high school.
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For modern learners, whose pathways are nonlinear and 
shaped by the integration of work, education, and caregiving, 
access to supportive services is essential. Access to SNAP 
and SNAP E&T can provide improved stability by improving 
food security and supportive services that strengthen both 
credential attainment and work participation. 

Conclusion
When programs align training with real labor market demand4, 
provide supportive services like transportation and childcare, 
and partner closely with community colleges and workforce 
organizations, participants don’t just temporarily comply with 
requirements, they pursue pathways that result in wages that 
lead to better stability and less use of SNAP5.

Updating the definition of “employment and training 
programs” is a practical, bipartisan step that aligns policy 
with employer demand and economic reality. It enables 
SNAP participants to build in demand skills more quickly, 
strengthens state educational attainment efforts, and 
ultimately reduces reliance on SNAP through higher wages 
and improved economic mobility.
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SNAP’s outdated training rules prevent people 
from enrolling in in‑demand credential and degree 
programs, limiting their ability to move into stable, 
higher‑wage work. 

New federal SNAP rules will reduce participation 
by 3.2 million people monthly, making it essential 
that SNAP/ SNAP E&T supports genuine workforce 
advancement rather than restricting it. 

Updating the federal definition would align SNAP 
with Medicaid’s approach to work and training 
requirements, strengthening workforce pipelines 
and simplifying cross‑program compliance  
for states.
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