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IMMIGRANT INTEGRATION  
AND NATURALIZATION 

Goals:
• Continue and build on the American tradition of  including newcomers in our democracy  

• Strengthen our nation by creating active citizens  

• Build on-ramps to the New Americans Highway for civic, economic, and social inte-
gration

Context:
Immigrant integration is a two-way process that requires hard work from immigrants and 
strategic investments of  time, resources, and care from American institutions, government, 
and individuals. It is an effort that should engage many different types of  institutions – immi-
grant organizations, community based organizations, libraries, corporations, philanthropy, 
churches, schools, government – in cooperative efforts to create on-ramps for immigrants 
(not just Latinos) to be able to integrate into our nation. We must combat backlash against 
Latinos, which makes integration and full participation challenging, by raising awareness of  
our shared American immigrant history as part of  the American story – from the struggles 
of  the Irish, Italians, and Chinese to gain acceptance to the contributions of  the first Latino 
Medal of  Honor winner in the Civil War.  

Investments in language training and naturalization are essential, will help push back against 
some anti-immigrant narratives in society, and should find appeal across the political spec-
trum.  Teaching English and becoming a citizen is a very traditional American way of  think-
ing about immigrant integration – not to homogenize immigrants but to empower them. 
Immigrants want to learn English; survey data shows that the vast majority of  foreign-born 
Latino respondents say it is extremely important to learn English. English proficiency is a 
key portal for integration overall; as people learn English they become better advocates for 
their children in schools and for improving their health issues, and they have better access to 
job opportunities. They also become more productive workers when they can communicate 
effectively and have more opportunities in the workplace. English proficiency is a prereq-
uisite for naturalization, but there are long waiting lists for programs and little investment 
in helping people to learn English. Other countries invest many more hours in language 
instruction for their immigrants.13  

Once people gain English language proficiency, they are more likely to pursue citizenship 
and once people become citizens or legal permanent residents, they are more likely to vote 
and engage civically. Naturalization is the most important step that an aspiring American 
can take to integrate more fully into our democracy. The process requires a commitment to 
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learn English, study our history and Constitution, pledge to defend our nation, and join the 
ranks of  voters who guide our nation. It turns out that the best predictor of  naturalization 
is the number of  years someone has spent in the United States. For Latinos, naturalization 
spikes after 25 years; that figure is much lower for some other groups.14  In addition, a big 
challenge in naturalization is the price; as naturalization costs substantially more than re-
newing a green card, many will choose not to naturalize. 

Big Ideas:
• English Language Acquisition:  Create a national program through which every 

immigrant can get the ideal number of  hours of  English language instruction to allow 
them to integrate into American society and the workforce.15       

This should include a national call to action – a broad messaging campaign to all of  
America about the desire of  immigrants to learn English and the need for programs 
and support for new Americans to do so. 
This should be a multi-sector approach 
with funding at the federal, state, and local 
levels, as well as contributions from cor-
porations and businesses. A federal pool 
of  money – $200 million per year – could 
incentivize a “race to the top” competition 
for matching funds to support English 
instruction.

After the 2016 elections, invite former 
Presidents Bush and Clinton to co-chair a 
non-partisan English/Naturalization effort 
and ask CEOs to join a National Task 
Force for English-Learning to coordinate 
funding and ensure on-the-job support. 
The effort should focus on contextualized learning, including vocational English at 
scale (industry by industry, with ties to the workplace) and a practical curriculum of-
fered in practical places at practical times (e.g., at work during lunch hours, at church-
es, at CBOs). Technological aspects could include creating apps to find English-lan-
guage partners and translators in an area (one-to-one community building), building 
online courses (in conjunction with community colleges), creating a Kahn Academy 
for English language learners, and creating a YouTube channel, public affairs channels, 
and on-demand TV channels for learning English.  

The effort could also tap into the volunteerism of  the nation (e.g., through AARP, 
AmeriCorps VISTA, United Way, Girl Scouts, student service hours) by urging people 
to serve as language partners and translators. Tax credits could be made available both 
for the immigrants, to support their English learning, and for the volunteer helpers.    

• Initiate a national call to action 
to teach English as a gateway 
to integration, citizenship, and 
financial literacy

• Create a non-partisan National 
Task Force for English-learning 

• Make naturalization a priority of 
the U.S. immigration system

• Highlight immigrants as busi-
ness and job creators

Key opportunities:
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• Naturalization:  Make naturalization a goal of  our immigration system as a matter of  
national policy, including creating a U.S. Department of  Citizenship Services (as exists in 
Canada) and encouraging all levels of  government to actively promote naturalization. 
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) should change its fee structure to 
remove the cost disincentive for naturalization and the National Task Force of  CEOs 
should create a fund for naturalization assistance (microloans may also be an option).

English, as noted, is the gateway to 
naturalization and the national English 
instruction campaign should include “En-
glish to Naturalize” courses; the technol-
ogy channels created to support English 
should include support for naturalization 
as well.  

There should be a national campaign to 
encourage naturalization, including in-
forming the general public about natural-
ized citizens in the United States and their 
contributions. Ethnic media must be fully engaged in this campaign. Volunteerism 
among the native born to help immigrants naturalize should be organized on both 
the national and local levels. Within the Latino community a messaging campaign 
should be created to communicate the availability of  dual Mexican and U.S. nationality 
and other benefits of  citizenship that make the case for Latinos to take steps toward 
naturalization.

• Economic Integration: Teach immigrants financial literacy, the path to home own-
ership, and the basics of  business formation in the United States. All of  these lead to 
an increased stake in society. This effort towards economic integration could include 
“how to” kits from government agencies, home ownership assistance, and a commu-
nications strategy to convey to the general public that immigrants are already starting 
large numbers of  small businesses. Implementing such a communication strategy 
provides an opportunity to highlight immigrants as job creators and an engine of  our 
economy.      

How many hours of English lan-
guage training are needed for 
Spanish speakers to become English 
proficient? 

What are successful models in lan-
guage training that we could learn 
from?

Research needs:  




