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Welcome Back Program Addresses
Critical Nursing Shortage
A new bridge in Boston links hundreds of nurses to jobs that until recently were just beyond their reach. Like the
renowned Leonard P. Zakim Bunker Hill Bridge, it begins in Charlestown, but this bridge is a human one. Educational
case managers inside the Boston Welcome Back Center guide nurses from around the world through steps required to
verify their education, prepare for mandatory exams and apply for a Massachusetts nursing license.
The new program, modeled after the highly successful San Francisco Welcome Back Center housed at San Francisco
State University in cooperation with the City College of San Francisco, is especially timely as a solution to a growing
problem—too few nurses. Based at Bunker Hill Community College with centers at Massachusetts Bay and Roxbury
Community Colleges, the Boston Welcome Back Center was launched in October 2005 with a $50,000 start-up
grant from the Board of Higher Education’s Nursing Initiative. This collaborative program was developed by the three
community colleges, the University of Massachusetts Boston and the Massachusetts Board of Higher Education, with
support from four hospitals, three industry boards, three high schools, the City of Boston, MGH Institute for Health
Professions, Commonwealth Corporation (CommCorp), Massachusetts Office for Refugees and Immigrants and
Massachusetts Board of Registration in Nursing.
“There is a critical shortage of nurses in this country, but especially in the Boston area,” said Bunker Hill Community
College President Mary L. Fifield. “Moreover, as the population of this region becomes more diverse, it is important to
infuse the profession with people who reflect and understand different cultures. On a broader scale, the College has a
commitment to new communities emerging within the metropolitan area. When we ‘welcome back’ individuals to the
nursing profession, the entire region benefits and
becomes self-sustaining.”
In its first five months, the Center served more
than 220 women and men, ages 20 to 67, who
come from 61 countries and five continents, and
speak more than 40 languages. Welcome Back is a
workforce development program, explained
Executive Director Daniel Lam. Case managers
work one-on-one with participants, helping them
obtain original transcripts and documents from
their native countries and prepare for National
Council Licensure Examination for Registered
Nurses (NCLEX-RN). Depending on their previous
education, participants may need to study English
or other subjects at BHCC or another college in
order to obtain licensure.
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“Almost without exception, Welcome Back Center participants are underemployed, struggling to pay bills,
supporting their families,” said Lam. “They take jobs
beneath their level of training just to survive. All of
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