
 
 

S T A T E  P O L I C Y     ·     S K I L L S - F I R S T  H I R I N G  

State Approaches to Tear the Paper Ceiling 

State Leadership to Date 

Since 2022, more than 30 states have committed to removing unnecessary degree requirements 

or advancing skills-first talent practices — expanding access to good jobs for STARs, workers 

Skilled Through Alternative Routes. States are using a variety of strategies that are already 

generating results. This overview highlights the different approaches states are taking to eliminate 

degree requirements and prioritize skills, along with the key features of each. 
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W H E R E  S T A T E S  A R E  A C T I N G  

 
More than 30 states have acted to advance skills-first hiring through legislation, executive authority, or both. 

https://cdn.prod.website-files.com/677c2459dcf44df291d3ed9b/67e748e790b42fe260c27860_(OATW)%202024%20Public%20Sector%20Impact%20Report.pdf


S T A T U T O R Y  A C T I O N  

Approaches to Legislation     4 STATES 

Statutes that write skills-first hiring into law — durable, binding, and harder to reverse. 

Arizona       Legislation   

Passed legislation requiring the Department of Administration to assess state positions and 
determine whether people skilled through alternative routes — job training, community college, 
military service, or apprenticeship — are eligible for each role. Qualifying jobs must be highlighted on 
the state’s career website. 

Hawaii       Legislation   

Passed legislation prohibiting state and county governments from requiring a bachelor’s degree as a 
condition of employment. The law applies across all four counties: Hawaii, Honolulu, Kauai, and Maui. 

Missouri       Legislation   

Passed legislation prohibiting state agencies from rejecting applicants without a degree, allowing 
experience and certifications to be considered instead. It also offers tax credits for hiring interns and 
apprentices and expands adult education programs to prioritize skills over degrees. 

Washington       Legislation   

Passed legislation eliminating unnecessary two- and four-year degree requirements for state 
employment, unless a degree is legally required for the job. Candidates can demonstrate they qualify 
through alternative pathways, recognizing that skills like writing, analysis, and presentation can be 
gained outside traditional degree programs. 

E X E C U T I V E  A C T I O N  

Approaches to Executive Orders     3 STATES 

Directives from the governor’s office that move quickly and set implementation in motion across agencies. 

Colorado       Executive Order   

Issued several executive orders to reduce degree requirements, transition toward skills-based hiring, 
and increase apprenticeship and work-based learning across the state workforce. The skills-based 
hiring order set clear implementation timelines and milestones and required monitoring of job 
postings for compliance. The state paired this with a comprehensive strategy and dedicated 
resources to build the Department of Personnel and Administration’s capacity to lead 
implementation. 

Indiana       Executive Order   

Issued an executive order to review and update all job classifications and postings — determining 
whether a degree is truly required to perform the duties and replacing degree requirements with 
skills. It encourages hiring managers to prioritize skills-based practices, directs agencies to fund 

https://www.azleg.gov/legtext/56leg/1R/laws/0028.pdf
https://www.azstatejobs.gov/
https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/sessions/session2025/bills/GM1379_.PDF
https://documents.house.mo.gov/billtracking/bills231/sumpdf/HB0417T.pdf
https://lawfilesext.leg.wa.gov/biennium/2023-24/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Laws/House/2216-S.SL.pdf#page=1
https://governorsoffice.colorado.gov/governor/news/10676-governor-polis-takes-executive-action-expand-access-work-based-learning-opportunities
https://spl.cde.state.co.us/artemis/goserials/go4312internet/go43122023016internet.pdf
https://www.in.gov/gov/files/EO-25-15.pdf


workforce partnerships that align training with local needs, and requires the State Personnel 
Department to report regularly on implementation progress and impact. 

Pennsylvania       Executive Order   

Issued an executive order immediately removing degree requirements for 65,000 jobs — 92% of 
commonwealth positions — and directed the Office of Administration to review classifications for the 
remaining 8% to determine whether a degree is still required. The order also mandates a new website 
focused on skills-based job postings. 

C O M B I N E D  A C T I O N  

Legislation & Executive Orders     2 STATES 

States that paired executive action with legislation — moving fast, then codifying the change to make it last. 

North Carolina       Legislation      Executive Order   

In 2023, issued an executive order allowing work experience to replace formal education in state job 
qualifications, directing the Office of State Human Resources to update postings and trainings, and 
partnering with agencies to reduce unnecessary degree requirements — while encouraging 
internships, apprenticeships, and trainee programs. In 2025, North Carolina passed legislation 
codifying the order, going further to prohibit unnecessary degree requirements and require OSHR to 
regularly assess and update education, training, and experience requirements. 

Utah       Legislation      Executive Order   

In 2021, passed legislation removing degree requirements for state jobs where a degree was not 
legally necessary, allowing comparable experience and ability as equivalents to education in 
minimum qualifications. In 2022, Gov. Cox launched the Skills-First Hiring Initiative to prioritize skills 
and experience and broaden the qualified talent pool — announced alongside leaders from large 
private- and public-sector employers. 

R E S O U R C E S  &  S U P P O R T  

Partner with the Policy Team 

The Opportunity@Work Policy Team can share additional insights on state action and support 
you with other state examples, model language, data and research, and narrative design. 
Contact us at policy@opportunityatwork.org and join the STARs Public Sector Hub — our 
growing community of public sector leaders — to access these resources. 

✱   O@W Templates: Model Executive Order and Model Legislation 

✱   O@W Research: “Tearing the Paper Ceiling: The Impact of State Commitments to Remove 
Degree Requirements on Public Awareness and Job Opportunities for STARs” 

https://www.pa.gov/content/dam/copapwp-pagov/en/governor/documents/20230117_EO%202023-03_Final_EXECUTED.pdf
https://www.pa.gov/agencies/employment
https://governor.nc.gov/executive-order-no-278/open
https://ncleg.gov/Sessions/2025/Bills/Senate/PDF/S124v4.pdf
https://le.utah.gov/~2021/bills/static/HB0139.html
https://governor.utah.gov/press/news-release-gov-cox-launches-skills-first-hiring-initiative-for-state-government/
mailto:policy@opportunityatwork.org
https://www.opportunityatwork.org/take-action/psh
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1THEhkTNZKEd-UI33b7PYSXnkB47H6pwx6VztzCGsHdk/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1J_8i8UoPva3JnH49CfiqYiOGYyRBwpcqV63dgl50GF0/edit?usp=sharing
https://opportunityatwork.org/our-solutions/stars-insights/impact-of-state-actions/
https://opportunityatwork.org/our-solutions/stars-insights/impact-of-state-actions/


✱   O@W Case Study: How the State of Colorado Is Transforming Its Workforce Through Skills-
Based Practices 

✱   O@W Case Study: Building a Skills-Based Talent System in the Public Sector — Learnings 
from a Decade-Long Talent Transformation at Louisiana’s State Civil Service 

✱   O@W Case Study: How to Get Started Tearing the Paper Ceiling in Your State Government 
— Learnings from Iowa’s Auditor of State 

✱   O@W Playbook: Government as Employer Playbook 

 

Opportunity@Work  ·  STARs Public Sector Hub policy@opportunityatwork.org  ·  opportunityatwork.org 

https://www.opportunityatwork.org/impact/case-studies/colorado-case-study
https://www.opportunityatwork.org/impact/case-studies/colorado-case-study
https://www.opportunityatwork.org/impact/case-studies/louisiana-state-civil-service
https://www.opportunityatwork.org/impact/case-studies/louisiana-state-civil-service
https://www.opportunityatwork.org/impact/case-studies/iowa-case-study
https://www.opportunityatwork.org/impact/case-studies/iowa-case-study
https://www.opportunityatwork.org/take-action/psh/government-as-employer-playbook

