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Editor's Note: This article appeared in the predecessor lo this Journal in the Spring, 1953 
issue (vol. 29, no. 3). A Ithough its figures are outdated—earnings of$30 a week are cited as 
the average—its description of vocational ser\>ices, the role ofthe first job placement, and 
the need for a close working relatiomship with ca.sework services is very timely. As with the 
article by Fred Berl, this piece illustrates the rich heritage of NYANA. 

' T ' h i s paper deals primarily with employed 
X immigrants whose earnings are being 

supplemented. Newly arrived placeable im­
migrants earn $ 3 0 - $ 3 5 a week on the average 
on their first jobs. In some southern commu­
nities wage levels drop below $ 3 0 a week. In 
one large northwestern city the minimum 
rate for unskilled labor i s $40 with the median 
wage over $50 a week. This is the value 
employers place upon the work capacities of 
most placeable immigrants in the first months 
of their resettlement in the United States. 

Upon arrival in the United States, the 
immediate earning capacity of most immi­
grants is at prevailingpay levels for unskilled 
employment—that is what their productive 
abilities are valued at in that early period. 
Increased earnings come gradually, usually 
after a period of accultutation, which differs 
substantially in each case, depending upon 
age, health, education, cultural and religious 
orientation, intelligence, and previous work 
history among other things. Advancement in 
earning capacity is found to be directly re­
lated to the rate at which immigrants learn 
English, become oriented to the folkways of 
American industry, and adjust to their first 
jobs. A small proportion of immigrants, i.e., 
barbers, engineers, auto-mechanics, possess 
enougli skill to make immediate placement 
possible in their particular field at a self-
supporting level. 

This paper waspresented at the National Conl'erence 
of Jewish Communal Service, Chicago, Illinois, Jime, 
1952. 

ROLE OF FIRST JOB PLACEMENTS 

First job placements hold a key role in the 
acculturation process and throw light upon 
why some immigrants do not reach full sup­
port as quickly as others. It may be worth­
while, therefore, to spend a few minutes on 
the role of first job placements in the voca­
tional adjustment of immigrants. This ap­
proach to first placements is shared more or 
less by most vocational agencies. Before 
discussing the role of first job placement, 
however, the vocational characteristics ofthe 
immigrant group should be delineated. 

The typical new arrival comes to our shores 
without a knowledge of language, American 
cultural patterns, business or industty prac­
tices, or working conditions. He has not had 
work experience for many years, resulting in 
deterioration of former skills. Idleness has 
warped work habits. He has become physi­
cally and psychologically "soft" to sustain an 
eight-hour work day. He has been dependent 
for his sustenance upon others and not from 
use of his own productive work capacities. 
Even when he has skills that may be translat­
able or transplantable, he must first learn the 
language and take qualifying examinations 
or refresher training either in school or on-
the-job before he is able to meet American job 
standards. In short, in the early stages most 
immigrants are unprepared to step into jobs 
that are in line with their real potentialities. 
For the time being their vocational status is 
limited to unskilled employment levels. Yet, 
despite tliis, immigrants expect to earn enough 
to meet their budgetary needs. 
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Vcxiational agency experience sliows tiiat 
career planning has limited value for newly 
arrived immigrants. Vocational training that 
is related to previous experience and school­
ing may sometimes prove feasible. Normally, 
however, new immigrants do not know until 
much later what kind of work they are inter­
ested in and would like to be trained in. When 
they do come forward with vocational plans 
the counselor finds they are unrealistic—at 
least for the present. And, indeed, how can 
they be anything else except unrealistic— 
when knowledge of American industry and 
jobs is missing. 

Vocational agencies have found that an 
early work experience is the vital spark that 
lights the way to vocational adjustment. The 
focus you will note is upon work rather than 
job. Work experience is more valuable to the 
immigrant, the agency, and employers when 
it is directly in line with interest and aptitude. 
Job placement standards, in other words, are 
as meaningful in working with immigrants as 
with other applicants. However, in the case of 
immigrants the initial job must be looked at 
more consciously as a tool or a stepping stone. 
The immigrant must be prepared for this 
experience. In the first place, early work 
experience on first jobs breaks through de­
pendency patterns of long years and puts the 
immigrant within reach of self-support. The 
earlier the immigrant can be helped to begin 
this struggle for independence in his new 
environment, the greater the chances for vic­
tory. Delay in effecting the first job place­
ment continues old dependency patterns and 
reinforces anxieties and fears toward getting 
started. 

In the second place, early job placement 
makes the immigrant a productive member of 
society, much like other members of his com­
munity. His long idleness is ended. The work 
experience of the first job is the bridge be­
tween the old and new environments—a more 
effective bridge incidentally than can be built 
initially with the use of vocational counsel­
ing. He is exposed to American cultural 
patterns, introduced into the work-a-day 
world, and through the need for communica­

tion with his fellow workers stimulated to 
learn English—which he frequently does at a 
remarkable rate. In short, he has entered the 
melting pot and it has begun to simmer. 

By this approach to first job placement of 
immigrants, the vocational agency helps im­
migrants get started quickly and also holds 
relief expenditures for full maintenance down 
to a minimum. The effect upon vocational 
adjustment is enlightening. Many immi­
grants make their way from their first job to 
other better paying jobs on their own. Many 
others move up the job and earning ladder in 
the firm where they were hired. A substantial 
group lose their first job within a month, 
generally for reasons beyond their control. 
Some of these, however, gain enough from 
their first job to find a second job on their 
own. A relatively small group are found to 
have been unable to use a first job construc­
tively, and in fact, in some cases the job may 
have been harmfiil to adjustment. Still, even 
in these problem cases early identification 
allows the agency to bring to bear special 
services. 

In the early period of initial work experi­
ence many families may be expected to re­
quire supplementation of their earnings— 
usually for a short time. Some families, 
however, because of their size, are unable to 
become fully self-supporting for some time, if 
at all, unless another person in the family is 
available to supplement earnings on a full or 
part-time job. Where older, physically handi­
capped, or emotionally disturbed people are 
concerned, they may be at the top of their 
earning capacity. The latter type of case will 
require long-term or permanent supplemen­
tation of job earnings. 

VOCATIONAL SERVICES 

The vocational service agency is in a posi­
tion to play a vital role in helping long- and 
short-term supplementary assistance fami­
lies reach the goal of fiill self-maintenance. 
Effective programs have been implemented 
in a number of communities. In others, 
vocational programs and services are being 

FALL 1998 



The Application of Vocational Services to Supplementary Assistance Cases / 47 

extended to deal with this group. An analysis 
of these programs points up the methods 
being used to bring many supplementary re­
lief cases up to full self-support. At the same 
time it should be emphasized that even with 
the most effective vocational service pro­
grams some families will not become fully 
self-supporting. 

First: An after-placement service pro­
vides job and vocational counseling on a 
continuing basis to help immigrants adjust on 
the job or plan for a longer range vocational 
adjustment. Vocational agencies advise ap­
plicants at the time of placement that they 
may return for help by requesting evening 
appointments. As part of such a service, 
employers are called for progress reports. 
Salary levels are discussed with an eye to 
advancing earnings. 

Vocational agencies consider supplemen­
tation as much a challenge as a full mainte­
nance case—particularly because loss of jobs 
is frequent and also because so many new­
comers are underemployed during the early 
period. Responsibility is assumed for peri­
odic evaluation of progress, skills, and voca­
tional readiness to improve earnings. Family 
agency staffs provide casework support in 
motivating clients toward active use of after-
placement services. They should particularly 
make use of counselors in seeking re-evalua­
tion of skills and job replacement. At the 
same time, casework staff should recognize 
that a reasonable period must be allowed for 
maturation of earning capacity. Vocational 
adjustment cannot be pushed any faster than 
the immigrant's readiness to move to a next 
step. 

Second: Job replacement. Vocational 
agencies follow the practice of referring im­
migrants receiving supplementation to better 
payingjobs. In some communities the agency 
discusses referral to better payingjobs with 
current employers first. In other communi­
ties, discussion is not undertaken. Generally, 
it seems to be advisable to discuss taking an 
immigrant off ajob with employers when the 
agency is able to offer a replacement. How­
ever, it is probably best to make no hard and 

fast rule about calling employers and it should 
be done on an individual basis—with the 
object of maintaining good employer rela­
tions. 

Third: English is ajob tool. In most 
occupations, English is essential to perfor­
mance of the job. In some occupations, 
immigrants cannot qualify until they have 
learned to read, write, and speak on a satisfac­
tory level. Progress on the job and change to 
better payingjobs are directly relatedto learn­
ing English. Therefore, facilities for English 
tutoring and classes should prove useful in 
improving the earning capacity of immi­
grants on supplementary assistance. In one 
community, special small English classes of 
newcomers have been established with a vol­
unteer or paid tutor. The classes are held 
usually in the home of one of the members in 
the class. Instruction is geared to specific 
vocabulaty needs in relation to employment. 
As a result of this program, progress in learn­
ing English has been speeded up as an effec­
tive means for improving the earning capac­
ity of newcomers who receive supplementa­
tion. 

Fourth: Vocational training. Advance­
ment of earnings may come through evening 
training of skills that will enhance the 
immigrant's worth on his present job or for 
other jobs further up the ladder in the same 
firm. Vocational training is also used to build 
skills for a new or old occupation. On-the-job 
training programs provide opportunities for 
learning a specific job under the guidance of 
employers while earnings are being supple­
mented. These types of training programs 
offer an ideal opportunity that is much de­
sired by vocational agencies because training 
and job are packaged. We know that at the 
completion of training the immigrant gradu­
ates to a job where the final salary usually 
makes the individual totally independent. 

Fifth: Coordination of vocational and 
casework services. Planning by vocational 
and casework staffs in supplementation cases 
calls for fiilly coordinated activities. The 
family agency should share with vocational 
services information on budget, family com-

FALL 1998 



Journal of Jewish Communal Service / 48 

position, psychological problems, medical 
reports, and so forth. Case conferences should 
explore problems and decide on goals with 
respect to the family as a whole. The voca­
tional agency should be prepared to give 
special attention andservice in working with 
these types of cases. Joint plans of action 
shouldbe developed in which responsibilities 
of both professional disciplines are defined 
case by case in a fluid relationship. Some­
times the client shouldbe motivated to ask for 
a raise. At other times the counselor should 
call the employer, with the consent of the 
client, to evaluate progress and discuss wages. 
In some instances the client maybe ensconced 
comfortably in his low-paying job, and it 
takes the effort of both workers to help him 
move on to something better. In other in­
stances, the agencies may agree that a new­
comer is at the top of his earning capacity 
with little likelihood of becoming fully self-
supporting in the foreseeable fiiture. In such 
a situation the family agency takes over re­
sponsibility for the case while the vocational 
agency discontinues service until change in 
the individual or the labor market calls for 
renewed efforts toward vocational adjustment. 

Sixth: Job promotion. With work experi­
ence under their belts, immigrants become 
able to meet employer specifications for bet­
ter paying jobs. In a labor market such as 
today's where unemployment has all but dis­
appeared in many communities, agencies may 
have on hand some better paying jobs. Where 
a community has a considerable number of 
unemployed, better payingjobs will be scarce. 
However, through the use of job promotion 
techniques, a supply of better paying jobs can 
be stimulated. Job finding campaigns can 
alsobe undertaken on an individualized basis 
for particular supplementation cases. Part-
time job campaigns for secondary wage earn­
ers may help bring some families up to full 
self-support. The vocational agency is in a 
key position because of its knowledge of the 
labor market to organize and implement job 
finding campaigns to move immigrants into 
better paying jobs. 

LONG-TERM SUPPLEMENTATION 

Up to this point in the paper, we have not 
differentiated between short- and long-term 
supplementation cases. The reason is that 
supplementation of earnings is ageneric phase 
in work adjustment through which pass a 
large proportion of immigrants. The discus­
sion of vocational services thus far has cen­
tered upon broad problems and needs of the 
group as a whole. Now, however, we should 
focus attention upon the long-term supple­
mentation cases and the contribution voca­
tional services can make to help them reach 
fiill self-support. 

To begin with, only a small number of 
supplementation cases fail to become fiilly 
self-maintaining, within six months from the 
time of first job placement, under the impetus 
of a vocational service program similar to the 
one outlined previously. Roughly speaking, 
when immigrant families do not reach full 
economic independence within this period, it 
is safe to classify them as long-term supple­
mentation cases. However, it is frequently 
possible to spot such cases in the beginning of 
work with them. For example, the family 
with four or more members; the family with 
an unskilled, physically handicapped wage 
earner; the older aged couple; the single man 
with less than eight hours' work tolerance, 
are but a few types of situations. Early 
vocational diagnosis is of major importance 
and, as a matter of fact, determines whether 
vocational services are introduced early 
enougli to shorten the period of supplementa­
tion—with ultimate savings in costs to the 
agency and the community. 

Although a large proportion of cases re­
quiring long-term supplementation of earn­
ings can be identified quickly, some are not 
discovered until reality testing of a job expe­
rience brings out difficulties in work adjust­
ment. The vocational service agency is 
equipped to evaluate vocational potentialities 
at any point along the line and suggest means 
and ways for dealing with such situations. A 
vocational service program for long-term 
supplementation cases includes the follow­
ing types of activities. 
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Long-term supplementation cases should 
be identified as soon as possible either by 
casework or vocational services. Vocational 
re-evaluation and planning should begin at 
the earliest moment. Casework and voca­
tional service staffs should plan jointly in 
relation to the family unit as a whole. Case­
work staff is oriented always toward the fam­
ily unit while vocational service, normally, is 
not. This means, therefore, a shift in focus 
particularly for vocational services to provide 
for coordinated vocational planning for sev­
eral members of a family toward the goal of 
full self-support. For example, if there are 
two wage earners in the family, placement of 
both or placement of one and training of the 
other may enable the family to become fiilly 
self-supporting. Full-time employment of 
one member andpart-time employment of the 
other member are sometimes feasible. 

The medical work-up and evaluation of 
physical capacities have much to contribute 
in determining top earning capacity. Based 
upon the medical work-up, the counselor may 
find that medical or surgical tteatment may 
restore or strengthen physical functions and 
thereby increase productive capacity. It may 
also point to the need for a period of work 
hardening in a workshop or on a special type 
of job. 

Vocational training to develop skills should 
be made more available to these types of 
cases. Generally speaking, people who have 
skills possess a greater earning capacity. 
Consequently, initiation of training should 

be undertaken as a calculated risk early in the 
adjustment period. Where residual skills 
from former occupations remain these should 
be built upon. Arrested tuberculosis or car­
diac cases with less than eight-hour work 
tolerance should be examined carefully to 
determine whether they are trainable. Train­
ing in such cases uses time constructively in 
not only developing skills but in helping 
increase work tolerance while they are learn­
ing. 

Vocational services should be evaluating 
supplementation cases continuously. Case 
conferences shouldbe arranged by both case­
work and vocational service staffs to plan 
next steps. If next steps are not feasible, 
which means supplementation of earnings 
must continue in the foreseeable future—the 
case is at the end of the economic road. 
However, in cases where earning capacity 
could be improved through special rehabili­
tation services then it would be advisable to 
take such steps as soon as possible. Immi­
grants whose earnings require long-term 
supplementation are often the same cases that 
were originally hard-to-place and therefore 
have received considerable medical, psychi­
atric casework, and vocational services. Some 
of these cases may turn out to be of the kind 
that cannot reach full self-support given cur­
rent labor market conditions. However, we 
cannot know this until we have bent every 
effort to move them toward economic inde­
pendence. Only then have we reason to feel 
we have done our job. 
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