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IMPORTANT THINGS FOR IMMIGRANTS TO KNOW
WHEN APPLYING FOR A PROFESSIONAL LICENSE
What is a Professional License?
A professional (or occupational) license is a permit issued by a government agency (e.g., Department of
Consumer Affairs) that provides someone with the credentials to work in a particular field. There are over
200 different types of professional licenses for different types of occupations, each with their own
education and training requirements, from registered nurses to electricians, court reporters to
embalmers, certified nursing assistants to smog check inspectors, and high school teachers to security
guards. Each license must be renewed periodically, depending on which license an individual holds. 

What Are the Benefits of Getting a License?
Although professional licenses are not required for every profession, they are associated with several
benefits, including higher wages, job security, bargaining power, and more. 

What are the Requirements to Obtain a Professional License? 
In most cases, an applicant must 1) be at least 18 years old; 2) meet specific education, experience, and
training requirements; and 3) have a Social Security number (SSN) or Individual Taxpayer
Identification Number (ITIN) to apply for a professional license. It is highly recommended to review the
information on individual licensing boards’ websites to learn more about specific licenses (links at the
bottom). 

What are Ways to Get the Necessary Experience to Obtain a Professional License? 
Experience requirements can usually be fulfilled through internships, residencies, or some other
professional background. For certain work arrangements, having work authorization may be required.
See Immigrants Rising’s Mental Health Career Program for information about a model in the mental health
field that allows individuals seeking a Mental Health license to satisfy the experience requirements. 

Do I Need to Be English-Proficient In Order to Receive a License?
Generally, there is no official language proficiency requirement to receive a professional license
although most examinations and written materials are only offered in English. Some licensing boards
offer written materials in non-English languages, or allow test takers to have assistance from a translator
(e.g., Board of Barbering and Cosmetology). Other licenses may require college degrees, which may have
English proficiency requirements. 

Do I Need a College Bachelor’s Degree to Receive a License?
Not every professional license requires a college bachelor’s degree. Examples include allied health
professions (e.g., physical therapist), general contractors, and more. However, some licenses do require
college degrees (e.g., certified public accountant), and others may have other education requirements that
take just as long, if not longer, to satisfy, such as licensed chiropractors.

Do I Have to Pay to Receive a Professional License?
Applicants typically have to pay various fees for a professional license, including application and
examination fees. These can range from $65 for a smog check inspector to $3,620 for a dentist. Fees also
vary depending on whether an applicant is applying to receive their first license or renewing one. Additional
fees for background checks or other requirements may be applicable depending on the license.

Can Applicants’ Personal Information Be Shared with ICE or Other Government Agencies?
Individuals who apply for a professional license must use an ITIN or SSN. These numbers are collected
for tax purposes and reported to the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and Franchise Tax Board
(FTB), which do not share this information with government agencies related to immigration or law
enforcement. There are no immigration-related questions that one must answer when applying for a
license.  

I Applied for a Career for a Professional License, but I Haven’t Heard Back - How Can I Check the
Status of a pending Professional License Application?
To check on the status of a license application, contact the licensing board. They will be able to answer
questions related to any delays, missing information, or incomplete requirements. 

Are There Ways to Engage in Advocacy Around Professional Licensing?
Join the Economic Mobility for All (EM4A) Coalition, which will work to identify and advance policies that
expand access to professional licensing and entrepreneurship opportunities for immigrants and
English language learners across CA. 

https://immigrantsrising.org/mental-health-career-program/
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdrChFWsIX9dsGESxhyarxG3rVZRYj89zQ-R0cxejj87g8SbA/viewform


Professional Licenses by Regulatory Agency
There are over 200 professional licenses in California. The following spreadsheet gives
an overview of the different types of licensed occupations, and which agency regulates
them. In the case of the Department of Consumer Affairs (DCA), note that licenses for
different industries are regulated by nearly 40 individual licensing boards housed within
DCA, each with their own rules and regulations around licensure. It is recommended to
visit their website to learn about a specific license.
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Agency Licensed Occupations

Department of
Consumer Affairs

Certified Public Accountant; Acupuncture; Architect; Landscape Architect; Smog
Check Inspector; Brake Adjuster; Lamp Adjuster; Barber; Cosmetologist;
Electrologist; Esthetician; Manicurist; Hairstylist; Licensed Clinical Social Worker;
Licensed Educational Psychologist; Licensed Professional Clinical Counselor;
Licensed Marriage And Family Therapist; Cemetery Broker; Cemetery Manager;
Crematory Manager; Embalmer; Funeral Director; Contractor; Certified Shorthand
Reporter; Dentist; Registered Dental Assistant; Orthodontic Assistant; Dental
Sedation Assistant; Registered Dental Hygienist; Physician And Surgeon; Licensed
Midwife; Polysomnographic Technician; Polysomnographic Technologist;
Naturopathic Doctor; Occupational Therapist; Occupational Therapy Assistant;
Optometrist; Spectacle Lens Dispenser; Dispenser; Osteopathic Physician And
Surgeon; Pharmacist; Pharmacy Technician; Physical Therapist; Physical Therapist
Assistant (Pta); Physician Assistant; Doctor Of Podiatric Medicine; Engineer; Land
Surveyor; Professional Geologist; Professional Geophysicist; Certified Engineering
Geologist; Certified Hydrogeologist; Professional Fiduciary; Psychologist; Licensed
Or Certified Residential Appraiser; Registered Nurse; Respiratory Care Practitioner;
Alarm Company Operator; Private Investigator; Private Patrol Operator;
Repossession Agency; Speech-Language Pathologist; Audiologist; Hearing Aid
Dispenser (Had); Pest Control Applicator, Field Representative, or Operator;
Veterinarian; Registered Veterinary Technician; Vocational Nurse; Psychiatric
Technician

Department of
Public Health Home Health Aide; Certified Nursing Assistant; Certified Hemodialysis Technician

Commission on
Teacher
Credentialing

Elementary, Middle, and High School Teacher; Teaching Assistant; Early
Childhood Education Specialist

State Bar of
California Attorney

Emergency
Medical Services
Authority

Emergency Medical Technician

Department of
Insurance Insurance Producer; Agent; Broker

https://www.dca.ca.gov/about_us/entities.shtml
https://www.dca.ca.gov/about_us/entities.shtml
https://www.cdph.ca.gov/Programs/CHCQ/LCP/Pages/PCB.aspx
https://www.cdph.ca.gov/Programs/CHCQ/LCP/Pages/PCB.aspx
https://www.ctc.ca.gov/credentials/assignment-resources/credential-types
https://www.ctc.ca.gov/credentials/assignment-resources/credential-types
https://www.ctc.ca.gov/credentials/assignment-resources/credential-types
https://www.calbar.ca.gov/admissions/requirements
https://www.calbar.ca.gov/admissions/requirements
https://emsa.ca.gov/emt/
https://emsa.ca.gov/emt/
https://emsa.ca.gov/emt/
https://www.insurance.ca.gov/
https://www.insurance.ca.gov/

