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NASHVILLE, Tenn. -- The path to citizenship is not all that easy, advocates say, even if
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an immigrant has a helping hand.
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Celina Alvarez, a Franklin, Tenn., resident who moved to
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spent $18,000 in application and attorney fees just to get
a green card. And her employer -- she takes orders for a
local fan company -- sponsored her and her husband.
"People say, 'Why don't you just go get (citizenship)?' "
she said. "It's very difficult, and it's not easy to get help."
Her husband still doesn't feel ready to move forward.
By Carlos Osorio, AP
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But filing the application doesn't guarantee acceptance.
First, the federal government has a limit on the number
of potential citizens from each country. Then after

applicants file, they must stay in the U.S. until their interview, in which they answer 10
questions about American history and government, prove they can understand and write
English, and clarify points on their applications.
Maria Evans of Clarksville, Tenn., was lucky.
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services officials had 40 interviews Tuesday at a
Nashville public library to help applicants cut down on the trips to Memphis. Evans had
gone through seven years of lawyers, paperwork and studying to get to her interview.
Her husband, Robert, a native-born American citizen, sat by her side for moral support.
"In banking, I've realized the importance of becoming a citizen to get a specific position,"
she said in perfect English, using grammar she started learning in Mexico. "It has been a
barrier."
Maria Evans passed her interview and soon she'll find out when she can be sworn in as
a citizen.
When typical native-born Americans think about immigrants, they think about Latin
American farm workers or nannies, said Flavia Jimenez, director of integration policy for
the nonprofit National Immigration Forum. They also think naturalization is a simple
process.
"That plays into our ineffective policy on immigration," she said. "It doesn't paint a clear
picture of who we are as a nation. There are a lot of myths about who the immigrants
are, the face of the immigrant community."
The largest number of naturalized citizens in Tennessee came from India in 2010, the
most recent year for detailed U.S. Department of Homeland Security data. Mexico was
second, and Egypt third. Most were in professional or management careers.
A Nashville-based nonprofit, the Tennessee Immigrant and Refugee Rights Coalition,
has workshops, offers free legal advice and can help with application fee waivers to aid
legal permanent residents move into citizenship.
Anahi Gutierrez, who coordinates workshops for the group, was expecting 40 people at
the one she had April 1, was prepared for 60 but was overwhelmed by 120. It
demonstrates how much people want to be Americans, she said.
"You can't deny that, if they are citizens or not, America is made up of people who came
from all across the world," Gutierrez said. "The only way to have this reflected in the
policies is to have them become civically engaged."
For more information about reprints & permissions, visit our FAQ's. To report corrections and clarifications, contact Standards
Editor Brent Jones. For publication consideration in the newspaper, send comments to letters@usatoday.com. Include
name, phone number, city and state for verification. To view our corrections, go to corrections.usatoday.com.
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