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         e wakes up six days a week at five
in the morning. It’s going to be a hot
day, so he grabs his favorite baseball cap
and packs his lunch in a little worn out
blue lunch bag. The fifteen-minute drive
from the San Fernando Valley to West
Hollywood turns to the usual
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Underneath My Blue Collar

hour-plus-long drive, so he savors his
coffee for as long as he can. Right on time,
he punches in, grabs his toolbox and takes
a deep breath. It’s just another day in the
life of Mr. Murga as a mechanic and driver
for an advertising tour bus company.
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          ccording to a report by the Migration Policy
Institute, as of 2011 there are more than 1.6 million
college-educated migrants in the U.S. who are either
underemployed or unemployed. Ricardo Murga falls
under that statistic. Many do not know that he was once a
medical school graduate who earned his title as
Gynecologist, Dr. Murga.    

“I remember the nurses yelling my name in the
emergency room and sleeping for a couple hours before a
new patient came in,” he shares. “But babies’ cries after I
had delivered them was perhaps the most rewarding. To
see a mother hold her newborn, it’s incomparable."    

In 1986, he opened his own clinic and began his practice
after several years of studying, interning, and owning up
to the role of ‘father’ after his parents’ divorce. The
political party in power at the time in his native land,
Guatemala, demanded that every business in the medical
field support the party. Under the strict regulation, lack
of government support, and unjustified fees, he was
forced to shut down his clinic. He decided to search for
safer opportunities in the United States after a stagnant
period of no work, money, and rising gang activity in his
community.      

“No sabía Inglés. Esa fue mi primera barrera,” he said.
With only a pocket-sized Spanish-English dictionary, the
newly arrived Central-American doctor found a myriad
of barriers coming his way. Language and a lack of
monetary funds were among his biggest issues, but he
soon found that his Guatemalan credentials would not
transfer over. Ricardo had to trade his white coat of
seven years into a dark blue mechanic bodysuit.  
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      ike him, foreign-trained professionals, or highly skilled immigrants, migrate to the United
States to practice their professions such as medicine, engineering, and law. Many leave conflict-
torn countries, including refugee physicians who often flee the extreme violence. They then find it
difficult to provide academic documentation and employers require them to return to entry-level
jobs to prove their expertise. This has occurred throughout the history of the U.S. With a country
multiplied by immigrants, the number of foreign professionals did as well. Based on the U.S.
Immigration Before 1965 article, released by History, over 20 million people migrated from Asia
and Europe, “[b]etween 1880 and 1920, a time of rapid industrialization and urbanization.”
Following the 1965 Immigration Act, many foreign professionals who fled persecution, and
economic deterioration applied for permanent residency and slowly began to practice in their fields.
The process has changed since, as the country’s laws change, including immigration policy.    

“Because of the United States’ decentralized federal system, no single structure governs
professional certification in regulated occupations,” the MPI report says, “resulting in a profusion
of overlapping and sometimes contradictory national, state and local rules and exams that are often
costly, complicated and time-consuming for immigrant professionals to navigate.” With such an
intricate procedure to re-license in the U.S., many skilled immigrants find it difficult to complete
the process and find themselves working in blue-collar or underpaid jobs as janitors, truck drivers,
or construction workers. Some are able to work in their fields of study but in lower positions like
assistants or greeters. Ricardo fell unto this category.    

Although he took the first step, which was to learn English, he had no funds to pay for schooling or
the exams required to re-certify in the U.S. He found it very difficult to juggle “...a growing family,
no steady job, and looking out for [his] mother and [siblings] back in Guatemala.” He tried on
several uniforms; construction vests, mover’s gloves, metal-toed boot, anything to earn his daily
bread and keep a roof over his family.  
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Skilled professionals who enter the U.S. must prove
legal documentation, including an H-1B visa to be able
to proceed with their recertification. However, that is
not the only residency procedure to complete. For
physicians, a medical residency is one of the hardest but
necessary steps in becoming a recognized professional.
This step can include up to “80-hour [grueling]
workweeks,” according to a report by The New York
Times. Foreign doctors must compete for a slot in the
residency system. Because it includes rigorous hands-on
practices, the whole residency can take up to a decade.
Similar to this is the path toward law for lawyers.    The
New York Times’ report shared H.I.V specialist,
Alisson Sombredero’s journey in attaining her
residency. She said, “It took me double the time I
thought since I was still having to work while I was
studying to pay for the visa, which was very
expensive.” After much work and time invested, she
finished her training eight years after her arrival in the
U.S. and 16 years after her first enrollment in medical
school in Colombia.    Under the Affordable Care Act,
the Obama Care goal is, “...to give more Americans
access to affordable, quality health insurance.” This
means, with a shortage of physicians, in particular
under primary care, more are needed. In fact,
economists and immigration experts stress that this
shortage can easily be solved if foreign-trained
professionals are given the opportunity to practice, such
as Canada has made the effort to and have seen results.  

hello my name is
Foreign-trained
professional

    Among several challenges, he had difficulty figuring
out the entire process to successfully get a license. “I
didn’t know where to go, and most people did not know
where to direct me, really,” he said. Because there is no
set system, the steps to re-license differ per state,
profession, and personal situation. Ricardo would have
had a lengthy path toward becoming a recognized doctor
in California based on a series of steps and decisions.
Physicians must begin with a medical school transcript
and diploma verification process. This step is tackled by
applying to a private, nonprofit organization. Skilled
immigrants are then required to complete
apprenticeships, internship programs, and practical
volunteer hours to prove their competency. The required
hours vary per state and are often unpaid. For that
reason, Ricardo found it very difficult to invest time
interning without pay, as he had to take on other jobs to
stay afloat. After completion of this step, physicians
must provide their employer or schools with American
recommendation letters.    

Before the examination process, foreign doctors must
prove they can write and speak fluent English. Several
nonprofit organizations, such as Women of Wise, New
Americans Alliance, and Welcome Back Initiative, offer
language aid on a variety of entry-levels. Once that step
is cleared and preparation for the exams is set, skilled
immigrants are ready to sign up for the United States
Medical Licensing Examination. This three-step exam
comes with a cost, and if the examinee fails to pass, they
must pay for every try. According to USMLE.org, the
examination web page, step one tests on rudimentary
factors like anatomy, behavioral sciences, microbiology,
and pharmacology. The second step is divided into two
parts, a clinical knowledge and skills check. Step three is
split into three sections. They are set up as clinical
encounter frame, physician task, and normal conditions
and diseases. This final step “reflects a data-based model
off generalist medical practice in the United States.” It is
not so much the content, rather the cost that examinees
find challenging. Every step in the licensing
examination has an application fee that can range
anywhere between $65 to $865, and rescheduling can be
penalizing with a price as high as $552. Additional
exams and preparation may be requested based on the
state’s law, employer, and profession.  



Congresswoman Lucille Roybal-Allard introduced the Professional’s
Access to Health Workforce Integration Act to help foreign-trained
health professionals work in their health field in the U.S. Although this
is a bill for health professionals alone, it is a step forward in aiding this
situation that is unheard of in the media. The term ‘foreign-trained
professional’ itself is still ambiguous to many. Every individual,
whether from down the road or overseas, has his or her own story.
Many come from different class levels, religious beliefs, and
upbringings. Some flee wars, political differences, or persecutions but
meet at the same starting point in the process to re-license. Their stories
are untold and buried underneath a lack of support and guidance.
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