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September 17 is Citizenship Day and new research on immigration brings some good news and a clear policy
challenge.

The good news is that after a steady decline in the percentage of eligible immigrants who opt to become
citizens, the naturalization rate rose in the late 1990s. As a result, the number of naturalized citizens jumped
from 6.5 million in 1995 to 11 million in 2002—despite concerns that new immigrants are not integrating into
American society.

Between 1995 and 2001 alone, the share of legal Asian immigrants who had naturalized rose from 56 to 67
percent. The share of Mexicans went from 19 to 34 percent. Naturalization rates have been particularly high
among refugees who come to our shores fleeing persecution.

Why the surge? More immigrants are eligible to naturalize and more are applying, including the 2.7 million
formerly undocumented immigrants who took advantage of a 1986 law that made them eligible to apply for
citizenship by the mid-1990s.

Another key factor: Mexico and many countries eased restrictions on dual nationality over the past decade.
And many immigrants appear to have sought naturalization as a safe haven from anti-immigrant legislation
passed in the mid-1990s that reduced protections against deportation and access to some public benefits.

Now for the challenge. Despite high numbers and rising rates, a large pool of legal immigrants who could
naturalize—7.9 million total and 2.7 million in California alone—hasn't done so. Nationally, another 2.7 million
are coming on line for eligibility in the next several years.

These numbers alone are daunting. But differences between those who can seek citizenship now and
immigrants who have recently naturalized add to the challenge.

Compared with recently naturalized citizens, the eligible population has more limited English skills, less
education, and lower incomes:

Sixty percent of the eligible group is limited English proficient, versus 52 percent of the recently
naturalized;
Twenty-five percent of eligible adults have less than a ninth-grade education, compared with 9 percent of
the recently naturalized population; and
Forty-one percent of those eligible to naturalize have incomes under 200 percent of the federal poverty
level while only 28 percent of the recently naturalized live on so little.

New, higher naturalization rates aside, there are still 10 times more Mexicans in the United States eligible to
naturalize than immigrants from any other country.

How do we make further progress on naturalization? First, the federal government could do a better job of
rolling out the welcome mat—if only by sending postcards to immigrants and refugees on the dates they
become eligible to naturalize. Backlogs, which shrank some in recent years, are creeping back up and are still
twice as long as the six-month period that the president has set for a goal.

More important, government at all levels, nonprofit organizations, and business can do more to ensure that
newcomers get the language and civics instruction they need to pass the citizenship test. We spend too little
as a nation on language-acquisition programs—something on the order of $40 to $50 per immigrant.

Also needed are more practical and comprehensive language policies since (thanks to immigrants) we remain
the world's most diverse nation. A more language-friendly and civics-oriented rite of passage could reduce
the failure rate of about 20 percent and further integrate immigrants into an English-speaking society.
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the failure rate of about 20 percent and further integrate immigrants into an English-speaking society.

Another challenge is making sure that the new citizenship test now being developed by the federal
government doesn't make it harder for legal immigrants to naturalize, thus reversing the citizenship gains just
made. Indeed, why not go a step farther, giving citizenship applicants the option of taking English and civics
courses from accredited providers instead of risking all on one of the highest of high-stakes tests? This
approach worked before during the 1986 legalization program, and trying it again could improve newcomers'
English skills while accelerating their entry into full citizenship and the electorate.

It is time, our research suggests, for a more active, engaged citizenship campaign by both the public and
private sectors. Sending out notices, shrinking the backlog, beefing up civics instruction, and maybe even
making English and civics courses alternatives to passing a do-or-die test would all enlarge the ranks of fully
committed citizens.
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