PATHWAY TO U.S. CITIZENSHIP

ADVANCED NATURALIZATION AND LONG-TERM INTEGRATION GUIDE

Becoming a United States citizen is one of the most significant milestones for refugees
rebuilding their lives in America. Citizenship provides permanent legal security, expanded
rights, and the ability to fully participate in civic life. However, the process requires time,
preparation, and strict compliance with immigration laws.

This chapter explains the typical pathway from refugee status to lawful permanent residence
(Green Card) and eventually to U.S. citizenship. It also highlights practical differences between
American and South African systems to help refugees understand expectations clearly.

Typical Timeline

- After 1year in the United States: Apply for a Green Card (Lawful Permanent Residence)
- After 5 years total residence: Apply for U.S. citizenship through naturalization

This timeline may vary depending on individual circumstances, but it reflects the most
common pathway for refugees.

15.1 From Refugee Status to Green Card
Adjustment of Status After One Year

U.S. immigration law requires refugees to apply for lawful permanent residence after they have
been physically present in the United States for at least one year. (USCIS)

This process is called adjustment of status, and it confirms that a refugee has transitioned
from temporary humanitarian protection to permanent resident status.

Requirements typically include:
« Physical presence in the U.S. for at least one year
« Continued refugee eligibility

« No disqualifying criminal or immigration violations (USCIS)

Obtaining a Green Card is a critical step because it begins the formal timeline toward
citizenship.
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Comparison: South Africa vs United States Residency Systems

South Africa United States
Permanent residence often linked to Refugees have a structured
employment or family sponsorship humanitarian pathway

Clear statutory timeline toward

Citizenship timelines vary widely naturalization

Federal immigration system with

National identity system centralized strict legal standards

Many South Africans may expect administrative flexibility, but U.S. immigration procedures
rely heavily on documented eligibility and legal compliance.

15.2 The Five-Year Path to Naturalization
General Eligibility Requirements

Most refugees become eligible for citizenship after five years as lawful permanent residents,
provided they meet specific legal conditions. (USCIS)

Applicants must generally:

Be at least 18 years old

Maintain continuous residence in the United States for five years
Be physically present for at least half of that period (USCIS)
Demonstrate good moral character (CLINIC)

Refugees may count time spent in refugee status toward certain residency calculations, which
can shorten the practical timeline in some cases. (Justia)

Continuous Residence and Physical Presence
Citizenship applicants must show:

« Continuous residence in the U.S. for five years
« Physical presence for at least 30 months during that period (USCIS)

Extended travel outside the United States can disrupt eligibility and delay the naturalization
timeline.
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Comparison: South Africa vs United States Naturalization Expectations

South Africa United States
Citizenship often tied to residency and Citizenship requires formal testing and
nationality rules interviews

Language testing less common for

2 English and civics exams required
naturalization

USCIS follows standardized legal

Bureaucratic processes vary procedures

Understanding these expectations helps refugees prepare for the long-term commitment
required for citizenship.

15.3 English Proficiency and Civics Knowledge
English Language Requirement

Applicants must demonstrate basic English skills in:

+ Reading

«  Writing
« Speaking(Congress.gov)

Exceptions exist for certain age or disability situations, but most applicants must complete
English testing during the naturalization interview.

Civics Test
Applicants must also demonstrate knowledge of:
« U.S. history

« (Government structure
- Constitutional principles (Congress.gov)

Preparation materials are publicly available, and many resettlement agencies offer citizenship
classes.

Practical Cultural Comparison
In South Africa, civic knowledge is generally acquired through school systems and national

civic participation rather than formal testing. In the United States, citizenship involves a
structured civics examination designed to ensure understanding of democratic principles.
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15.4 Good Moral Character and Legal Compliance
What “Good Moral Character” Means

Immigration authorities evaluate an applicant’s behavior during the statutory period — typically
the five years before applying.

Factors considered include:

« Criminal history

« Taxcompliance

« Honesty inimmigration applications (CLINIC)

Serious criminal offenses or immigration fraud can result in denial of citizenship.

Tax Compliance

Applicants must demonstrate that they have complied with U.S. tax laws. Filing annual

tax returns — even when income is low — helps establish good moral character and legal
responsibility.

Comparison: Tax Culture

Many South Africans may be accustomed to employer-managed tax systems or informal work
arrangements. In the United States, individuals are responsible for filing tax returns annually,
which plays an important role in naturalization eligibility.

15.5 The Naturalization Process

Application Steps

The citizenship process generally includes:

Filing Form N-400 (Application for Naturalization)(USCIS)

Biometrics appointment

Citizenship interview

English and civics testing
Oath of Allegiance ceremony (USCIS)

Applicants may file their application up to 90 days before completing the five-year residency
requirement. (USCIS)

The Citizenship Interview

During the interview, immigration officers review:
Travel history

Employment records

Tax compliance
Criminal history

Honesty and preparation are essential. Inconsistent answers or missing documents may delay
the process.
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15.6 Benefits of U.S. Citizenship
Citizenship provides important advantages, including:

« Right to vote in federal elections
« Ability to obtain a U.S. passport
« Protection from deportation

- Eligibility for certain federal jobs

Citizenship also allows individuals to sponsor family members for immigration benefits more
easily.

15.7 Challenges Refugees May Face
Emotional and Cultural Transition

Becoming a citizen may feel complex for individuals balancing dual identities. Refugees may
worry about losing cultural ties or navigating loyalty between countries.

Successful integration often involves maintaining cultural heritage while embracing new civic
responsibilities.

Financial and Administrative Preparation

Costs associated with applications, legal fees, or language classes may feel challenging. Many
nonprofit organizations provide assistance with citizenship preparation.

15.8 Practical Integration Scenario

A refugee arrives in the United States, applies for a Green Card after one year, maintains
consistent employment and tax filing, and enrolls in English classes. After five years of
residence, they apply for citizenship, pass the civics exam, and take the Oath of Allegiance.

This example demonstrates how preparation and compliance with legal responsibilities lead to
long-term stability.

Key Differences Refugees Should Remember

Refugees must apply for a Green Card after one year in the U.S.
Citizenship usually becomes available after five years of residence.
English and civics testing are required.

Tax compliance and a clean criminal record are essential.

« Continuous residence and physical presence rules are strictly enforced.
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Conclusion

The pathway to U.S. citizenship reflects a journey of legal responsibility, cultural adaptation,
and long-term commitment. For refugees, the process begins with humanitarian protection,
progresses through permanent residency, and culminates in full civic participation.

By maintaining legal compliance, improving English proficiency, understanding American
history and government, and fulfilling tax obligations, refugees can successfully achieve
citizenship and secure a stable future in the United States.

Citizenship is not only a legal status — it represents belonging, opportunity, and the ability to
shape the future of a new home.

Footnotes

Green Card for Refugees - USCIS

USCIS Policy Manual - Refugee Adjustment Requirements
Naturalization Requirements - USCIS

Physical Presence Requirement - USCIS Policy Manual
Naturalization Eligibility Overview - Congressional Research Service
Naturalization Application (Form N-400)

Continuous Residence Requirements - USCIS
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