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OVERSIGHT:
Increasing employment opportunities for skilled immigrants by identifying the major barriers in the accreditation of foreign qualifications and developing solutions to reduce them.

The Committee on Immigration, chaired by Council Member Kendall Stewart, will meet on Thursday, April 27, 2006, at 10 a.m. to discuss increasing employment opportunities for skilled immigrants.


INTRODUCTION

A prosperous economy depends on a well-educated and highly skilled workforce.  In the United States, however, significant populations of skilled immigrants are working below their skill level or outside of their area of expertise due to the non-recognition of the educational credentials brought by these immigrant professionals when they entered.
  

This hearing is designed to help determine the magnitude of the problem and to begin to identify some steps that can be taken to address this issue in New York.  The committee will focus on the experiences of skilled immigrants as they arrive in the U.S. and will attempt to find a solution to help them gain meaningful employment in their areas of expertise.   

In the United States, employment, education and licensure are the purview of the individual states. Evaluations of academic, professional and vocational credentials for the regulated professions are performed by private sector organizations with authority delegated to them by the state. It is up to the prospective immigrant, before or after immigration, to obtain assessment of their credentials from available private-sector evaluation services. For the non-regulated professions the hiring employer performs credential recognition.
  

BARRIERS

There are several barriers a skilled immigrant may face when entering the country, including the lack of English language skills; differences in culture and expectations; accreditation in programs not recognized in the U.S.; educational credentials not commensurate with American standards; and lack of financial support.  Some of the problems immigrants encounter occur before entering the country, such as when they submit their credentials from their home country to be assessed as they apply for permits to work.  As a consequence of these barriers, despite their pivotal role in the U.S. economy, many skilled immigrant workers are disproportionately concentrated in low-wage jobs.
  These immigrants often take jobs that are “entry-level” and pay minimum wage.  Many take any job they can get while they are waiting to be “legitimized” by the professional or accreditation bodies of their disciplines or until they can find better employment.  Most of these jobs do not produce a sustainable income.
  
WHAT THE SKILLED IMMIGRANT NEEDS

For skilled immigrants, seeking accreditation of their professional skills in the United States means undertaking a personal "journey" involving complex interactions with several institutions. Four major institutional players are involved: 1) post-secondary education institutions; 2) governmental institutions; 3) professional self-regulating bodies; and 4) employers.  Ensuring that immigrants are able to fully utilize their skills, soon after arrival, is in the shared best interest of the new immigrants, the U.S., and the economy as a whole.  

A number of interventions may assist the skilled immigrant:  1) providing information for prospective immigrants on America’s labor market needs and the criteria required for licensing, registration, or certification so they know what to expect when they arrive into the U.S.; 2) expanding access to higher-level language training through community based organizations; 3) providing an assessment service that evaluates international credentials and compares them with those earned in America; 4) increasing opportunities for the internationally trained to upgrade their skills as required; 5) increasing opportunities for the internationally trained to gain the equivalent of American work experience; and 6) partnership with regulatory bodies to enable recognition of foreign credentials. 

1) PRE-IMMIGRATION

A prospective immigrant researching the United States on the web may access any of hundreds of thousands of websites detailing the immigration process, the credential assessment process (for immigration), language training opportunities, and job market information.  Many of these sites are out-of-date, and none of them details the whole immigration-to-employment process from start to finish. The potential for confusion is great.  Providing this type of information to immigrants before they enter the United States can prevent confusion or misunderstanding of our market needs and licensing process before they leave their home country.

2) LANGUAGE TRAINING

Overcoming language barriers is a major step in the immigrant accrediting process. In addition to certification examinations, employers are concerned by vocational communications skills.   By this it is meant to include not only the softer side of verbal communication, but also hard communication skills such as presentations, project planning and technical report writing.  English Language training and more specifically, workplace language training, has been identified repeatedly as a gap.  Training programs designed with these goals in mind is a good idea. 

3) COMMUNITY BASED ORGANIZATIONS

Community Based Organizations (CBO’s) often play a vital role in providing education and training to neighborhood residents.
  While CBO’s can play a vital role in helping skilled immigrants too, they should not be expected to be the only organizations responsible for the integration of immigrants into the labor market or otherwise.  

4) UNIVERSITIES AND COLLEGES TO PROVIDE ACADEMIC UPGRADING TO IMMIGRANTS

Universities and colleges are the number one provider of labor market training to Americans. They are therefore uniquely positioned to play a very critical role in providing training and academic upgrading to immigrants.  The current system ties college and university students to diploma and degree granting programs. Most skilled immigrants do not require additional degrees or diplomas, but may simply require a few courses to fill the gaps necessary to practice their occupation in the U.S.  The creation of a college or university program for skilled immigrants may be the most expeditious way to accomplish the goal.  

5) AMERICAN EMPLOYERS TO MORE FULLY PARTICIPATE IN PROVIDING THE FIRST AMERICAN WORK EXPERIENCE

American work experience is the most difficult barrier for immigrants because certification usually requires a period of professional practice.
  Currently one of the most successful educational programs developed for the purpose of satisfying certifications is the internship.  However, the pool of employers that sign on for internships is small. There is a huge discrepancy between supply and demand for internships. For every one internship position, there are many individuals ready to compete.  An effort therefore needs to be made to reach out to more employers and to market internship programs to them.   Further, additional strategies should be developed that target medium-sized employers to explore internship programs that would be unique to their needs.  Incentives such as a tax or training credit for small and medium sized businesses to hire skilled immigrant interns should be examined.  Skilled immigrants can contribute international skills, experience, and languages to the benefit of an organization, and aid with its global goals.

6) REGULATORY BODIES TO DEVELOP COMMON STANDARDS

Clearly, if progress is going to be made, then some attention must be focused on regulatory bodies.  The role that the professional, licensing and regulatory bodies play is a key factor in skilled immigrants getting a job in their fields of expertise.  All of the major trades, businesses, and industries require certification of a trade qualification before a skilled immigrant can be employed.  Many of the professions, such as nursing, teaching, dentistry, medicine and engineering strictly control the regulation of that profession as part of their responsibility to maintain standards within that discipline as well as a duty to protect the public.

Today there is not enough information about those licensing processes and procedures as relates to immigrant applications.
  From the point of view of the immigrant, huge differences in how each regulatory agency conducts business has the greatest impact on where they work.  For example, some bodies accept certain kinds of documents, others do not.  Some allow registration to begin overseas, others do not.  Some have appeal processes, others do not.  The development of common standards is a step in the right direction.  

CONCLUSION

Skilled immigrants may prove to be valuable resources for understanding product and service needs in ethno-specific markets. They may also provide a competitive advantage by improving networks and relationships, by speaking a variety of languages and by adding diverse perspectives, experiences and skills to the workforce.  Through strategic planning and development of programs aimed at skilled immigrants, we can better serve our community, minimize the impact of skills shortages in various areas of employment, and find a solution to help them gain meaningful employment in their areas of expertise.  This hearing will examine what role, if any, the City of New York can play in this process.
� For the purposes of this hearing “skilled immigrant” is“ a person who is foreign-trained or educated in technical, trades, management, or professional disciplines.  They may have degrees, diplomas, tickets or other documents that illustrate their skills.





�. 30 percent of immigrants arriving after 1990 have at least a college degree, compared with 28 percent of the native population, yet they comprised only 10 percent of individuals in managerial or professional jobs. This information comes primarily from the Population Resource Center, 2002 Demographic Characteristics of Immigrants by Stephen Sahlman, available at http://www.prcdc.org/summaries/usimmighistory/usimmighistory.htm


�. http://www.caeto.ca/reports/FCRGuide.pdf


� According to research, immigrants make up 20 percent of all low-income families, although they constitute about 11 percent of the total population. www.gcir.org. 


� A recent Grantmakers Concerned with Immigrants Rights publication (in collaboration with Neighborhood Funders Group), Newcomers in the American Workplace: Improving Employment Outcomes for Low-Wage Immigrants and Refugees, describes these challenges in greater detail, provides a demographic overview of immigrants in the workforce and suggests potential strategies that can expand employment opportunities for low-wage immigrant workers. The report can found at www.gcir.org.





�. The Refugee Professional Training Program sponsored by the Church Avenue Merchants Block Association, Inc. (CAMBA) is one example.  Through this program, CAMBA assists refugees and asylees who hold foreign licenses/certification to become eligible for employment in the U.S. commensurate to their former experience. CAMBA will serve more than 100 clients from a range of professional backgrounds including medical, engineering, and teaching. Each client receives an individual service plan to help them achieve U.S. licensure with services including evaluation of existing credentials, vocational English training, supplementary vocational training, test prep and enrollment, and assistance with U.S. licensure applications.





�.  For example, New York licensed occupational therapists must complete a minimum of a bachelor's degree in occupational therapy, including studies in anatomy and physiology, medical and psychosocial conditions, and human development. In addition, they must satisfactorily complete at least six months of supervised experience and have passed a State-approved licensing examination.  In another example, New York Licensed Master Social Workers who have earned a Master of Social Work (M.S.W.) degree from a graduate school of social work accredited by the Council on Social Work Education must pass a national licensing exam and have three years of post-degree supervised experience in clinical social work.





�. Since 1891, the Board of Regents and the New York State Education Department have overseen the preparation, licensure, and practice of the professions. Currently, � HYPERLINK "http://www.op.nysed.gov/aboutop.htm" �the Office of the Professions� regulates � HYPERLINK "http://www.op.nysed.gov/proflist.htm" �forty-seven professions� defined in � HYPERLINK "http://www.op.nysed.gov/title8.htm" �Title VIII� of the Education Law.


�. There is no U.S. government agency that evaluates credentials. Credentials are evaluated by universities and by private organizations such as World Education Services (WES).  WES has been at the forefront of international credential evaluation, helping immigrants and foreign students alike to make the often-difficult transition to a new environment by providing fair, accurate and reliable evaluations of foreign academic credentials. A number of academic institutions have employees who evaluate international credentials. Many other colleges and universities require that international credentials be evaluated by an expert service such as WES.  WES also evaluates credentials for employment with the government or in the private sector.





PAGE  
1

