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Introduction

So you want to live in America? You're in good company.
Between 2015 and 2019, approximately 1.1 million
people per year became permanent legal residents of the
United States. Sixty percent of these new immigrants
came to reunite with family members who had already
made the move to the unparalleled freedom and
opportunity the United States offers her people.
Fourteen percent specifically came here to offer their
skills to help keep the U.S. workforce strong. Still others
came to escape persecution and tyranny in their
homelands.

Many permanent residents choose to take living in the
United States a step further by becoming naturalized
United States citizens. By becoming a naturalized
citizen, these immigrants will experience nearly all the
benefits granted to citizens born in the U.S. (the only
exception is that they can’t become president or vice
president of the United States).

Despite pandemic-related closures, the U.S. Citizenship
and Immigration Services (USCIS) welcomed 625,400
new citizens in fiscal year (FY) 2020 during
naturalization ceremonies held across the United States
and around the world. Among the top five countries of
birth for people naturalizing in FY 2020, Mexico was the
lead country, with 13.3% of all naturalizations, followed
by India (7.7%), the Philippines (5.3%), Cuba (5%), and
the People’s Republic of China (3.7%). The top five
countries of birth comprised 35% of the naturalized
citizens in FY 2020. For some, the process of
immigrating to the U.S. and becoming a citizen was
simple and straightforward. For others, the journey
through the immigration and naturalization process



became an endless parade of obstacles, delays, forms,
and paperwork.

This book will help you get through this often confusing
process, from determining how best to qualify to live
permanently in the United States to gaining a green card
to become a naturalized citizen of the U.S. Along the way,
we point out the important requirements you need to
meet and give tips and insights into dealing with USCIS,
as well as other government agencies you’ll come into
contact with while attempting to immigrate to the U.S. or
become a citizen.

We wish we could tell you the immigration process is
always simple, but each case is different and there are
many special circumstances and exceptions to the rules
that can come into play. In the aftermath of the tragic
events of September 11, 2001, the complications have
only increased. The U.S. immigration system has been
under unprecedented public scrutiny. In most
immigration cases, the services of a competent
immigration attorney are highly recommended.
Sometimes an attorney’s help is absolutely necessary in
order to protect your immigration chances and help you
through the process. Often, you can get free or low-cost
help from nonprofit immigration services, designed to
help immigrants legally live in the United States.

About This Book

In this book, we let you know things you can do to make
the immigration and naturalization process easier and
less stressful, as well as where to find additional help in
case you need it. You'll discover how to be proactive and
stay a step ahead of the USCIS by anticipating which
forms and paperwork you’ll need in advance. We also



alert you to important points that can help you protect
your immigration case throughout the proceedings.

If you plan on becoming a citizen, we also get you ready
to pass the English, civics, reading, and writing portions
of the naturalization interview. This part, more than any
other, seems to fill potential citizens with fear. But you
really shouldn’t worry. The USCIS is not expecting you to
be an expert. In this book, we show you how to find out
what you need to know. In fact, you'll probably find
practicing for the tests enjoyable, if not fun.

Why does a book on citizenship spend a fair amount of
space on how to immigrate to the United States?
Because you must first be a lawful permanent resident
for a designated amount of time before you even qualify
to try to become a naturalized citizen. So lawful
immigration truly is the first step to naturalization.

Still, you will note this book is not called U.S.
Immigration For Dummies. We’ll help you identify
potential ways to immigrate, but this book isn’t long
enough to cover actual petitioning and visa processing.
We also avoid detailed discussion of nonimmigrant visas.

In all cases, we’ve kept the chapters modular, meaning
you’ll find all the information you’ll need on a given
subject, or we’ll refer you to other chapters in the book
for further detail, and you don’t have to read the book
from start to finish to understand the topic at hand.

Foolish Assumptions

Because you bought this book, we assume you are
interested in living permanently in the U.S. or are a
friend or relative of someone else who does. You (or your
friend or relative) probably want to take the immigration



process all the way to the end — naturalization — but
regardless of your immigration goals, this book can help.

We don’t assume that you have a legal background or
any familiarity with U.S. immigration. As such, we have
made every attempt to explain the complicated legal
process of immigration and naturalization in simple,
easy-to-understand language. Nonetheless, we still
strongly urge you to seek the advice of a competent
attorney or immigration service to help you pursue your
goals. Don’t worry, we also tell you how to find reliable
help.

Icons Used in This Book

Icons are the pictures you’ll see in the margins
throughout this book. Although they’re mighty fun to
look at, they’re there to serve a purpose: flagging your
attention to key pieces of information. Here’s what the
various icons mean:

rememser 1 NiS iCcons calls your attention to information we
cover elsewhere but that’s so important we think it’s
worth repeating (and worth remembering).

ne  The Tip icon points out practical advice that will
make your naturalization and immigration process
easier.



warnine 1his icon highlights key points that can save you
trouble, money, or in the worst-case scenario, forced
removal from the country.

TECHMICAL . . . . .
sture 1his icon points out more information than you
technically need, but provides interesting facts that

explain the hows and whys of immigration.

Beyond the Book

For quick tips about immigrating to the United States
and taking the first steps toward citizenship, go to
www.dummies.com and type “U.S. Citizenship For Dummies
Cheat Sheet” in the search box. You can find information
on determining your eligibility for citizenship along with
advice on how to become a lawful permanent resident of
the United States.

Where to Go from Here

Depending on your goals and where you are in the
immigration process, you can dive right into Chapter 1
and read the entire book or skip to the chapters that best
apply to your unique situation.

If you already hold an alien registration card and are
now interested in gaining U.S. citizenship, you can easily
skip over the chapters that deal with visas and gaining
lawful permanent residence — although if you have
friends or family members who also want to immigrate,
you can certainly help them with this information.
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If you’'re just beginning the process, you won’t need to
concern yourself with studying for the naturalization
interview yet. But when that time comes, the information
will be waiting for you in Parts 2, 3, and, 4.



Part 1

Pursuing Immigration and
Citizenship




IN THIS PART ...

Plan your immigration and path to U.S. Citizenship

Find out about U.S. Citizenship and Immigration
Services, the Department of Homeland Security, the
Department of State, and other agencies that affect
immigration and citizenship.

Safeguard your future immigration plans with the
appropriate visa.

Fill out the USCIS Form N-400 Application for
Naturalization.



Chapter 1

The Joys of Becoming a
U.S. Citizen

IN THIS CHAPTER

» Planning your way to citizenship

» Understanding the immigration process
» Preparing to prove your case

The decision to become a U.S. citizen is one of the most
important choices you can ever make. Before you can
become a U.S. citizen, however, you first must be a lawful
permanent resident of the United States. For this reason,
before you begin the process, you need to know what you
want to achieve — legal immigration or naturalization —
and whether you can expect to qualify for it.

This chapter gives you an overview of your immigration
options, helps you understand the benefits and
disadvantages of becoming a U.S. citizen, and shows you
what to expect during the process. Although we go into
more detail later in the book, this chapter helps you
determine what your immigration and citizenship goals
are and shows you how best to pursue them.

Determining Whether You
Really Want to Become a
U.S. Citlizen



Becoming a U.S. citizen carries important duties and
responsibilities as well as rights, rewards, and privileges.
Before you make the decision to pursue U.S. citizenship,
you need to be aware of what you stand to lose and what
you stand to gain and be sure that you're ready to fulfill
all the obligations of a good citizen.

rememeer Naturalization refers to the process by which
immigrants become citizens. In most cases, if you
were not born in the United States, you must be
naturalized to become a U.S. citizen.

What you lose

When you become a U.S. citizen, you must give up all
prior allegiances to other countries. Although nobody
will care if you root for your birth country in a soccer
match (actually, some soccer fans may care, but the U.S.
government certainly won’t), you won’t be able to defend
that country against the United States in times of conflict
or war. You must also be willing to serve your new
country, the United States of America, when required.
What this means is that if the United States is at war or
in the midst of some other type of crisis, you need to be
willing to take up arms or otherwise aid the U.S. military
effort in whatever capacity is needed.

Giving up your allegiances to other countries doesn’t
necessarily mean you have to give up your citizenship in
other countries. You may be able to maintain your
original citizenship(s) and hold U.S. citizenship (having
citizenship in more than one country is known as dual
citizenship). The United States allows dual citizenship
(though it is disfavored). Some countries do not allow
dual citizenship. If you are a citizen of such a country,



you will likely give up your citizenship upon naturalizing
to U.S. citizenship. This information may affect your
decision to apply for U.S. citizenship. To find out if your
citizenship can be affected, check with the embassy of
each country where you have or are considering
citizenship.

Furthermore, giving up your allegiance to other
countries does not mean that you must stop speaking
your native language, teaching your children about your
culture, or practicing your religion. These are gifts to be
shared not only with your friends and family but also
your fellow Americans.

What you gain

The United States Constitution, the country’s most
important document and essentially the rulebook for how
the U.S. government runs, guarantees all people living in
the United States, whether U.S. citizens or not, certain
rights. Freedom of religion and speech, the right to
peaceable assembly, and the right to a fair trial if you're
ever accused of a crime are all important freedoms
guaranteed to everyone in the United States.

U.S. citizens, both born and naturalized, however, are
eligible for many additional benefits based on their
status as U.S. citizens. These include the following:

» The right to vote and, therefore, to have a voice in
government

» The right to hold elected office (except for the offices
of president and vice president, which are reserved for
natural-born citizens)

» Certain government jobs
» Scholarships and/or grants



» The ability to petition for immediate relatives to join
you in the United States without being subject to visa
limits

» Protection from forced removal from the country

» Certain types of public assistance

Your rights and responsibilities as a

U.S. citizen

When you become a naturalized U.S. citizen, you must
take the Oath of Allegiance. The Oath of Allegiance is

your promise to the government and the people of the
United States that you will

» Give up any prior allegiances to other countries.

» Support and defend the Constitution and the laws of
the United States against all enemies.

» Support, defend, and obey the laws of the United
States.

» Serve the United States, if required, in times of war or
national emergency. You may be called to serve in the
military or help U.S. military efforts in some capacity.

» Swear allegiance to the United States.

In addition to the responsibilities outlined in the Oath of
Allegiance, U.S. citizens have other important duties:

» Serving on a jury: One of the most important rights
in the United States is the right to a trial by a jury in
most cases. Serving on a jury when asked is an
important obligation of U.S. citizens in order to
protect the U.S. system of justice, in which the power
still rests with the people.



warnine Although there is a small chance you may never
be called to report for jury duty, know that if you do
receive a notice to report, you're legally compelled to
do so. Failure to report for jury duty can result in a
fine, jail time, or both.

» Voting: The United States has a government of the
people, by the people, and for the people. The ultimate
political authority is not in the hands of the
government or of any single government official —
instead, the ultimate political authority is in the hands
of the people. Citizens of the United States have the
right to change or abolish the government or to amend
the Constitution. U.S. citizens exercise their power by
voting for elected representatives.

» Being tolerant of others: Some people say that the
United States is a “melting pot,” the assimilation of
many different peoples to create one people; others
say that the United States is more like a “tossed
salad,” a medley of different cultures — each
separately identifiable — while still enhancing the
common culture. People living here need to be tolerant
of all races, religions, and cultures.

rememeer Although you aren’t legally compelled to perform
some of these duties — for instance, no one will take
you to jail if you don’t exercise your right to vote —
you will deprive yourself of the important benefits of
living in the United States if you don’t participate.



Mapping Your Way to
America: Typical Ways
People Immigrate to the
U.S.

Before you can even think about becoming a naturalized
citizen of the United States, you must be a lawful
permanent resident of this country. A lawful permanent
resident is a foreign national who has been granted the
privilege of permanently living and working in the United
States. Most adult applicants (those 18 or older) must
have been lawful permanent residents of the United
States for the five years prior to applying for citizenship.
If you're married to and living with your U.S. citizen
spouse, and your permanent residence is based on that
marriage, the residence requirement drops to three
years, as long as your spouse has been a citizen for the
three years prior to your application. (We go over the
eligibility requirements for naturalization in further
detail in Chapter 3.)

warnine If yOu were admitted or paroled into the United
States by an immigration officer, you were issued or
received a Form I-94, Arrival/Departure Record,
which shows a specific date when you are required
to leave. People who stay in the United States
illegally for over 180 days past the 1-94 Departure
Date and then leave the United States can be barred
from reentering the country for at least three years.
If the period of unlawful presence was less than a




year, then the bar applies for three years (unless you
leave voluntarily after removal proceedings start). If
the period of unlawful presence was for a year or
more, the bar is for ten years.

U.S Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) won’t
count time you spent here illegally before April 1, 1997.
Asylees (with pending cases), minors under the age of
18, Family Unity beneficiaries, and battered
spouses/children and victims of trafficking (who can
prove a connection between the status violation and
abuse) do not accrue unlawful presence.

For further information, UscIS.gov has a detailed web
page about Unlawful Presence and Bars to Admissibility
with a link to the USCIS Adjudicators Field Guide
(ch.40.9.2), which describes special circumstances and
remedies. Please consult with an immigration legal
service representative about lawful presence issues.

warnine Bottom line: Don’t overstay your welcome. If
you're in the United States on a temporary visa and
you stay after your visa expires, you're putting your
future chances for lawful permanent residence at
risk. Being in the country illegally is grounds for
removal and for denial of future immigration
benefits. If you are currently in the country illegally,
you should seek competent legal advice before
leaving the United States to try to secure a visa.

ne 1o check whether your immigration status is
currently legal, rely on your I-94 (Arrival-Departure
Record). You receive this document from U.S.
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Customs and Border Protection (find out more about
the CBP in Chapter 2) upon entering the country, or
from the USCIS if you extended your immigration
status while already in the United States. Many
people believe the visa is what determines the
amount of time you can stay in the United States, but
this isn’t the case.

The CBP is supposed to give a person the amount of time
for which a visa petition is approved, rather than the
amount of time the visa is valid — which is sometimes
less than the amount of time granted in the petition.
Likewise, the CBP can approve entry for a lesser amount
of time than the visa would indicate.

rememeer If yOU stay in the United States for more time than
your I-94 allows, you are out of status, even if your
visa indicates a longer period.

Your visa can say it expires tomorrow, but the airport
inspector can stamp your I-94 for six months. On the
other hand, your visa can say it’s valid through 2010, but
the inspector can stamp you for only one month. The
stamp is always your guide.

- HOW IMMIGRATION LAW
DEFINES CHILDREN

The definition of a child has specific meaning in immigration law. When you
read government documents that say, for instance, that you’'re able to
sponsor “children,” that means you can sponsor an unmarried son or
daughter under the age of 21 who was born in wedlock or is your legally




recognized stepchild or adopted child. If, on the other hand, an immigration
document refers to a “son or daughter,” this refers to a child age 21 or older.

How can you achieve legal permanent residence?
Although there are other ways, which we go into in
Chapter 3, most people immigrate for one of two
reasons:

» To reunite with family members already living in the
United States

» To pursue a permanent employment opportunity in the
United States

Reuniting with your family

In order to use family connections to immigrate to the
United States, you must have a close relative already
living here who is willing to sponsor you. So how close is
close? If your relative is at least 21 years old and a U.S.
citizen, born or naturalized, they may sponsor you if you
are their

» Husband or wife

» Unmarried child under age 21

» Unmarried son or daughter over age 21

» Married son or daughter

» Brother or sister

» Parent

Citizens may not sponsor their grandparents,
grandchildren, aunts, uncles, cousins, or anyone else.

Legal permanent residents, or green-card holders —
those legally living and working in the United States who



have not become naturalized citizens — may only
sponsor their

» Husband or wife
» Unmarried children of any age

Legal permanent residents (green-card holders) may not
sponsor brothers or sisters, parents, grandparents,
grandchildren, aunts, uncles, cousins, or anyone other
than their spouse and children.

But wait, it’s not so easy. Beyond having a willingness to
sponsor you, your relative must meet certain criteria in
order to be eligible to become a sponsor:

» Your relative must be able to provide documentation of
their own immigration status — as a lawful permanent
resident or as a United States citizen (born or
naturalized).

» Your relative must be able to prove that they can
financially support you (and any other family members
they are financially responsible for) at 125 percent
above the government-mandated poverty level. In
other words, in order for a sponsor to bring a relative
to live permanently in the United States, the sponsor
must be both willing and able to accept legal
responsibility for financially supporting that family
member. You can find more information about how to
meet this qualification in Chapter 3.

Pursuing employment opportunities
If you want to immigrate to the United States based on
the fact that you have a full-time, permanent
employment opportunity waiting for you here, both you
and your prospective employer must meet a list of
specific qualifications. Although one of the goals of the



