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“Another 
challenge to 

practical nurse 
migration is that 
these nurses are 

not considered 
professionals 
because their 

education is less 
than two years, 

as designated 
by USCIS 

regulations”

Immigration challenges for practical nurses
Although there is a documented need for practical 
nurses in the United States, the immigration process is not 
as streamlined for practical nurses as it is for registered nurses. 

Employers in the United States who wish to recruit 
practical nurses from abroad must file a petition 

with the United States Citizenship 
and Immigration Service (USCIS). 
This must be supported by the 

employer’s documentation 
of the need for a worker 

who is not a citizen 
of the United 

States, evidence 
of unsuccessful 
r e c r u i t m e n t 

of U.S. citizens, 
establishment of the prevailing 

wage, the employer’s ability to pay, 
necessary proof of licensure and required notices at the 
work site as part of the employer’s labor certification to the 
Department of Labor. Upon approval of the labor certification 
USCIS can proceed with processing the visa application. The 
labor certification process can take up to five years.

Another challenge to practical nurse migration is that 
practical nurses are not considered professionals because 
their education is less than two years. USCIS regulations 
mandate that to be considered a professional, an individual’s 
education must be greater than two years. This also means 

that practical nurses are not eligible under the H-1B or Trade 
NAFTA temporary visa categories.

A third factor is that there is no predictor exam like the 
CGFNS Qualifying ExamSM for registered nurses. This means 
that the practical nurse is limited to 11 international sites 
where the U.S. licensing exam (NCLEX-PN®) can be taken. 
Applicants who do not live near those sites would have to 
travel to them. Most U.S. employers are not enthusiastic about 
accepting that expense when there is no assurance that the 
practical nurse will be successful on the NCLEX-PN®.

At this time the major cloud of contention regarding 
practical nurses schooled outside the United States is whether 
their occupation is recognized by the country in which they 
were educated. Presently, CGFNS is seeing a proliferation 
of practical nursing programs 
opening in several countries, 
specifically in Haiti, Jamaica and 
the Philippines. These are of 
particular concern because there 
is no licensure process for practical 
nurses in those countries. This 
significantly impacts graduates 
of those accredited schools in 
Jamaica, Haiti and the Philippines. 
Some state boards of nursing 
require that the country must 
recognize the practical nurse 
entity by granting licensure or 
registration. They also believe 
that a scope of practice, universal  standards of education, 
practice standards and disciplinary or oversight processes by 
the nursing authority must exist for the occupation. There is no 
demonstrable quality control of programs or practice without 
such processes.

CGFNS International recommends that those who are 
pursuing nursing education programs oustside or inside the 
United States should thoroughly research the school and/or 
program before applying. This can be done by checking  with 
the ministries of health, nursing councils and state boards of 
nursing to determine if the schools are accredited/approved 
to ensure that the eligibility criteria for U.S. licensure is met.

green card holders, but also those visa holders legally present 
in the U.S., such as doctors, nurses, and students.

Those volunteering to serve the nation by joining the 
military during a time of war would be eligible for accelerated 
citizenship — as are all others who serve in the military — 
by virtue of the July 3, 2002 executive order that allows 
expedited naturalization for those non-citizens who serve in 
our armed forces.
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