Hello, thank you for reading my written testimony in favor of Bills SBO018.

Hello everyone. My name is Emanuel Wilkerson. | am a 27-year-old African American male
licensed social worker. After 6 years of investing my time and money in higher education, |
became the first in my family to attain a bachelor's and master's degree in social work. So today
| will talk about the ASWB experience and | am in favor of this bill by sharing my personal story.

The ASWB has negatively impacted my life and stopped my career before it could even begin. |
entered social work because | grew up seeing adults with degrees and licenses prove time and
time again how ineffective they were at helping people in my community. | grew up with a
speech impediment but still chose a speaking profession because my words, empathy,
creativity, and ability to understand people called me to do great things in this field. | knew what
it felt like to be in environments where no one shares your skin color and to be the victim of
injustice.

So since the end of 2021, | studied for the exam while working full-time in my master's program.
| utilized everything possible to achieve a passing score by studying for many hours a day for
nearly a year. | spent thousands on test prep books, practice exams from their website that you
have to re-purchase every time you retake it, and on the exam fee itself. | drained nearly all of
my savings in the licensure process.

All of this resulted in me failing the exams 3 times and losing several job offers with agencies
looking to hire me post-grad school. | was unemployed for months following graduation. | was
unable to support myself financially. In 2021 my father was in the hospital from a stroke and died
as a result in 2023. During that time | was unable to support my mother with the hospital bills,
housing expenses and build any savings for myself. This degree | invested 6 years of my life
into became useless due to the test blocking me from licensure and higher income.

| could have chosen some other field like communication or psychology and been allowed to do
many human services jobs in MD, but | specifically choose social work to make a real difference
for marginalized people. Now | am not allowed to work with people at all because | cannot pass
a racially biased examination. | am being punished for wanting to help my community. There are
many, many stories like mine since about half of Black MD social work graduates are unable to
pass this exam on the first try, versus over 90% of white social work graduates.

Now | know what some say “If you failed the test then you are not meeting the standards of the
social work profession. That’'s what the exam is for.” But | ask whose standard am | not
meeting? Who makes those scenario questions and decides the answers on the exam? Social
work is a varied and diverse field of practice that helps human beings who are equally varied
and diverse. No exam will ever reflect that. No social worker treats their practice the same if you
did treat them the same then you are not “meeting the client where they’re at”.



To Conclude | wanted to give an update on how this exam keeps marginalized populations poor
and harmed. | will personally disclose my income progression after becoming a Licensed
Masters Social Worker in 2023 after passing my exam in the fourth attempt. In 2023, Baltimore
City Department Social Services: Foster Care, was the only department in Maryland willing to
hire an unlicensed individual with a masters in social worker. Upon entering, my starting salary
was $58,000. This was high only due to the jurisdiction | worked in, Baltimore City. The most
high-need jurisdiction for caseworkers. | applied to all other jurisdictions in the state, each one
that responded to my application stated they would hire me only if | had a license. Once
becoming licensed shortly after working for Baltimore City’s Foster Agency, my income rose
from $58,000 to $71,000. This is a 22% raise for the same position as my colleague in the same
role. | was now earning more than most long term veterans service our foster youth in Baltimore
City. This disgusted and sickened me to see my fellow co-workers work their ass off with no
thanks from the community earning less than me...a recent grad graduate with no casework
experience. After passing my year mark within the agency my salary rose again to $82,000.
Again, same title and role as a caseworker.

| was now earning near what supervisors made without even moving up the agency’s ladder due
to a license. Please take heed, this is the income ASWB’s licensure exam is gatekeeping from
many Black and Brown Americans in this country. Food, gas, rent, education, housing prices are
only increasing and wages have been stagnant for decades universally. | personally have made
bonds with unlicensed, master degree carrying caseworkers that need to access food pantries
every month because they cannot afford groceries. Yet | as an inexperienced young Social
Worker is approaching early six-figures. If you sit on that committee, you must remember what it
is like, to worry about money and afford to only exist in this world. Please pass Mary
Washington's SB0018 Bill.



