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OVERSIGHT HEARING:
The Difficulties Immigrant Students Face When Obtaining Professional Licenses.
The Committee on Immigration, chaired by Council Member Kendall Stewart, and the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Charles Barron, will meet on Wednesday, December 13, 2006, to examine the difficulties immigrant students face when obtaining professional licenses.
  The Committees held previous hearings with regard to the immigrant population and their access to higher education, exploring the immigration law obstacles faced by immigrant students and the work of CUNY’s Citizenship and Immigration Project.  Through these hearings, the Committees learned that although many immigrants choose to attend CUNY because of its accessibility and affordability, obstacles such as higher tuition rates, limited financial aid and complications with completing naturalization applications increase the difficulty immigrant students experience in completing their educational pursuits.  Today’s hearing continues to examine the higher education needs of immigrant students.
Introduction

A prosperous economy depends on a well-educated and highly skilled workforce.  It is well known that access to higher education is crucial to upward mobility in the United States.  Generally, the higher the level of educational attainment, the more a person will earn over their lifetime. 

According to the U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, growth in the American workforce has slowed substantially, and it will nearly come to a halt over the next two decades.
  The labor force grew 2.6 percent annually from 1970 to 1980; from 2000 to 2015, it will increase just 1 percent per year, and from 2015 to 2025, the growth rate will slump to 0.2 percent, according to projections.
  The importance of immigrants in the American labor force is well recognized.  A report from the American Immigration Law Foundation indicates that during the 1990’s, employment in about one-third of all U.S. job categories would have been lower in the absence of recently-arrived, noncitizen immigrant workers, even if all unemployed U.S.-born workers with recent job experience in those categories had been re-employed.
  

Although a large number of immigrants appear to be employed, it seems that significant populations of immigrants are working below their skill level or outside their areas of expertise.  In the United States, education, professional licensure and employment for many occupations are within the purview of individual states.  Furthermore, evaluations of academic, professional and vocational credentials for regulated professions are often performed by private sector organizations through authority delegated to them by the state.  In New York State, occupations that require a professional license are licensed through regulatory agencies such as the New York State Education Department Office of the Professions.  Currently, the Office of the Professions licenses 47 professions defined in Title VII of the Education Law.

The Need for Skilled Professionals and CUNY

According to New York’s current Statewide Plan for Higher Education, from 1997 to 2004, 15 professions grew at a slower rate than the 12.3 percent growth of all professions within the State.
  These 15 professions included: dentistry, dental hygiene, dietetics-nutrition, medicine, licensed practical nursing, ophthalmic dispensing, podiatry, respiratory therapy, respiratory therapist technician, architecture, land surveying, certified public accountant and certified shorthand reporting.
  The Statewide Plan for Higher Education recognizes that growth in these professional areas is vital for New York’s continued prosperity.  Consequently, creating an adequate supply of qualified professionals in these areas has become one of the priorities of the New York State Board of Regents.

Universities and colleges are the number one provider of labor market training to Americans.  The City University of New York (CUNY) is one of the largest urban universities in the nation, and includes 11 senior colleges and six community colleges.  The number of graduates discharged by CUNY into the labor market is quite significant- at least one-third of college educated New Yorkers are CUNY graduates.
   CUNY serves more than 450,000 degree-credit students and adult, continuing and professional education students.
 CUNY offers a number of programs leading to professional occupations, some of which (ie, dentistry, nursing, engineering, optometry and physical therapy) are occupations in demand.  Its immigrant students originate from 164 countries and speak 115 native languages in addition to English.  In fact, 43% of incoming freshman are foreign born.
 CUNY offers admission to documented and undocumented immigrants.  As of the fall of 2006, there were well over 80,000 immigrants enrolled in CUNY undergraduate programs.
   By recent counts, there are 6,500 undocumented undergraduate students in the CUNY system.
 

Barriers to Obtaining Professional Licensing

It has been reported that immigrant students who are otherwise eligible to take professional licensing exams face barriers, and are therefore unable to obtain jobs in their chosen occupations.  Advocates have identified the barriers that prevent such students from obtaining a professional license, including: a 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, a lack of financial support and federal immigration law policy.  As a consequence of these barriers and despite their pivotal role in the U.S. economy, many immigrant students and workers are disproportionately concentrated in low-wage jobs.
  These immigrants often take jobs that are “entry-level” and pay minimum wage, which may not produce a sustainable income.
  While the media’s portrayal of immigrants may be that of unskilled individuals, some actually must settle for any job while they are waiting to be “legitimized” by the professional or accreditation bodies of their disciplines or until they can find better employment.
  A recent report indicates that thousands of undocumented immigrant students in New York City who earn college degrees, some performing at the top of their graduating class, have difficulty landing jobs in their field due to their immigration status.

The Needs of Immigrant Students

Advocates have identified a number of interventions that may assist immigrant students in obtaining a professional license, including:  1) providing information to 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 in the U.S.; 2) expanding access to higher-level English as a Second Language (ESL) classes; 3) increasing opportunities for the internationally trained to upgrade their skills as required; 4) increasing opportunities for the internationally trained to gain the equivalent of American work experience; 5) partnering with regulatory bodies to enable recognition of various forms of identification and foreign credentials; and 6) providing legal assistance that includes assistance completing employment-based immigration applications.

Universities and colleges are uniquely positioned to play a critical role in providing training and education to immigrants.  Historically, immigrants have used higher education as a way to obtain social and economic mobility.  Currently, colleges and universities often enroll immigrant students in diploma and degree granting programs.  However, many immigrants may simply require a few courses to fill the gaps necessary to practice their occupation in the U.S., as opposed to needing additional degrees or diplomas.  Such immigrants may also need ESL classes to help them improve upon their English language ability.  The creation of a college or university program targeted to foreign educated and/or trained immigrants may assist them to readily enter the labor market.

The Role of Regulatory Bodies

Professional, licensing and regulatory bodies play a key role with respect to affecting an immigrants’ ability to obtain a job in his or her field of expertise. All of the major trades, businesses and industries require certification of a trade qualification before an individual can be employed.  From the point of view of an immigrant, significant differences in how each regulatory agency conducts business has a great impact on if and where he or she may work.  One problem that many immigrants face is that applications for the various regulatory bodies are not uniform and sometimes require stricter identification procedures than others.  Such non-uniformity includes what types of documents are accepted, when the registration process may begin, the establishment of an appeals process, and whether a social security number is required.  There also does not appear to be enough information available with respect to the licensing processes and procedures regulatory bodies use in evaluating immigrant applications, rendering a student inadequately informed regarding his or her case. 

Conclusion

Immigrants add diverse perspectives, experiences and skills to the workforce.  Although the City has little jurisdiction over immigration policy, it is important that we continue to recognize the needs of the immigrant population and the barriers that prevent them from fully participating in our communities. Through strategic planning and development of programs aimed at our immigrant students, we can better serve our communities, minimize the impact of skills shortages in various areas of employment, and find solutions to help them gain meaningful employment in their areas of expertise.  At today’s hearing, the Committees will seek to learn more about the difficulties immigrant students face in obtaining professional licenses.

� For the purposes of this hearing, “immigrant students” may be foreign-born U.S. naturalized citizens, visa holders or undocumented immigrants who are U.S. or foreign-trained or educated in technical, trades, management or professional disciplines, and may have degrees, diplomas, tickets or other documents from their birth country that demonstrate their skills.  
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