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ABOUT THE NATURALIZATION CEREMONY     
ABOUT THE NATURALIZATION CEREMONY 
The Charleston Gaillard Center and the United States District 
Court invite students to witness a United States Naturalization 
Ceremony. This unique educational experience offers students 
the opportunity to observe firsthand the process of becoming 
an American citizen. Students will witness new citizens take the 
Oath of Allegiance and participate in a meaningful ceremony 
that reflects the values and responsibilities of citizenship. It’s a 
powerful way to see democracy and the judicial system in action.

BACKGROUND - MEET THE JUDGE 
Judge Richard Mark Gergel serves as a United States District Judge for 
the District of South Carolina. Appointed by President Barack Obama 
and confirmed by the U.S. Senate in August 2010, Judge Gergel is widely 
respected for his thoughtful approach to law and his unwavering 
commitment to civil rights.

A native of Columbia, South Carolina, born on August 14, 1954, Gergel 
earned his degrees from Emory University and the Duke University School 
of Law. Before his appointment to the federal bench, he built a notable 
career in private practice in Columbia, focusing on civil litigation and constitutional law. His advocacy on behalf of 
individuals with disabilities in key civil rights cases brought him national recognition.

As a federal judge, he has presided over several landmark cases, including the trial of Dylann Roof for the 2015 
Mother Emanuel AME Church mass shooting. His handling of the case was lauded for its fairness and firm 
adherence to justice. Gergel is also the author of Unexampled Courage, a book that examines a pivotal civil rights 
case involving Sgt. Isaac Woodard, which helped ignite the modern civil rights movement. He continues to serve 
with intellectual rigor, a profound dedication to justice, and a lasting impact on the understanding of American civil 
rights history.

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/07/books/review/richard-gergel-unexampled-courage.html


3

Naturalization  
Ceremony

CONNECT: WHAT IS NATURALIZATION?
Naturalization is the legal process by which a foreign national becomes 
a citizen of a country, typically by meeting requirements like residency, 
language proficiency, and knowledge of the country’s history and 
government. In the U.S., permanent residents can apply using Form 
N-400, go through an interview and civics/English test, and take an Oath of 
Allegiance. Eligible applicants must usually be at least 18, have held a green 
card for five years (or three if married to a U.S. citizen), and meet other 
criteria like good moral character. Upon approval, they receive a Certificate 
of Naturalization.

WHAT ARE THE STEPS IN THE NATURALIZATION PROCESS?
1.	 Check Eligibility 

You need to meet certain requirements, such as being at least 18 years old, having held a green card for usually five years (or 
three years if married to a U.S. citizen), and demonstrating good moral character.

2.	 Submit an application (Form N-400) to the United States Citizen and Immigration Services (USCIS).  
This is an official form with your personal details and background; you also pay the required fee.

3.	 Receipt notice 
Within two to four weeks, USCIS sends an I‑797C receipt notice confirming they received your application.

4.	 Biometrics appointment 
Approximately four to six weeks after filing, you’ll receive an appointment for fingerprinting, a photo, and signing—a basic 
background check. 

5.	 Citizenship Interview and Test 
Around three to five months after filing, you will attend the naturalization interview. Here you will meet with a USCIS officer 
who reviews your application and asks questions. You also take a test covering U.S. history, government, and English skills 
including reading, writing, and speaking.

6.	 Decision & oath ceremony notice

•	 USCIS will either approve or deny your application based on how you perform during the interview and test.

•	 If approved, you’ll either take the oath immediately or receive Form N‑445 with your ceremony details. 

7.	 Oath of Allegiance Ceremony

•	 If approved, you attend a ceremony where you pledge loyalty to the United States by taking the Oath of Allegiance. After 
this, you officially become a U.S. citizen!

•	 Some ceremonies take place in courthouses, others at historical landmarks or community centers. In Charleston, 
ceremonies have been held at the Gaillard Center, giving students a front-row seat to witness democracy in action!

•	 This final step includes:

	ਟ Checking in and returning your green card

	ਟ Viewing a brief presentation (videos, patriotic songs)

	ਟ Reciting the Oath of Allegiance (options available for religious or disability accommodations)

	ਟ Receiving your Certificate of Naturalization

	ਟ Optionally: registering to vote, applying for a U.S. passport, and updating your Social Security record 

https://www.uscis.gov/naturalization-eligibility
https://www.uscis.gov/n-400
https://youtu.be/MHjOVa6HGHI?feature=shared
https://youtu.be/5vlRcfZRMsg?feature=shared
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CONNECT: NATURALIZATION CEREMONY EXPERIENCE
Naturalization ceremonies are powerful, emotionally 
resonant events. They’re often open to families, students, and 
community members. 

Some include:
•	 Speeches from judges or local officials
•	 Music or flag presentations
•	 Emotional moments shared by those taking the oath

NATURALIZATION TIMEFRAME
•	 Average: about 5½ to 6 months from filing to naturalization. 
•	 Some estimates range from 6-24 months, depending on individual cases and local USCIS offices. Longer timelines 

have been reported as well, especially when delays or extra documentation requests occur.

BARRIERS TO OBTAINING U.S. CITIZENSHIP
Obtaining U.S. citizenship through naturalization involves a multi-step process 
with both financial and logistical hurdles. The costs and common barriers often 
prevent many eligible immigrants from completing their journey to citizenship.

NATURALIZATION EXPENSES 
The primary cost of naturalization is the application fee for Form N-400, which 
can vary based on how you file and your income.
•	 Standard Fee: The current standard fee is $760 for a paper application 

and $710 for an online application. This fee includes biometrics services 
(fingerprinting).

•	 Reduced Fee: For applicants with an annual household income between 150% and 400% of the Federal Poverty 
Guidelines, the fee is reduced to $380.

•	 Fee Waiver: Applicants whose income is at or below 150% of the Federal Poverty Guidelines, or who receive a 
means-tested benefit (like Medicaid or SNAP), may qualify for a full fee waiver, making the application free.

In addition to the application fee, there can be other expenses:
•	 Legal assistance: Hiring an immigration lawyer can help applicants navigate complex laws and policies, ensure the 

application is complete and accurate, identify and address potential roadblocks, and prepare the applicant for the 
interview with the USCIS officer. Fees can range from a few hundred to several thousand dollars, though many 
non-profit organizations offer free or low-cost services.

•	 Preparation costs: These can include tuition for English or civics classes, study materials for the naturalization test, 
and fees for document translation.

•	 Travel and transportation expenses: Applicants may need to travel for their biometrics appointment and their 
naturalization interview.

Image from Pearson Butler, “Understanding the Naturalization Process,” October 12, 
2021, https://www.pearsonbutler.com/blog/2021/october/understanding-the-natu-
ralization-process/

https://www.pearsonbutler.com/blog/2021/october/understanding-the-naturalization-process/
https://www.pearsonbutler.com/blog/2021/october/understanding-the-naturalization-process/


5

Naturalization  
Ceremony

CONNECT: NATURALIZATION CEREMONY EXPERIENCE

OTHER CHALLENGES IN THE NATURALIZATION PROCESS 
Beyond the financial costs, several other significant barriers can make the naturalization process challenging for 
immigrants.
•	 Language and education: Immigrants must demonstrate a basic understanding of English and pass a civics test 

on U.S. history and government. For those with limited English proficiency or low literacy, this can be a  
major hurdle.

•	 Complex paperwork: The application process requires extensive documentation and can be confusing to 
navigate. Many applicants require legal or community assistance to ensure their forms are filled out correctly, 
which adds to the overall cost.

•	 Lack of information: A lack of awareness about the naturalization process, including eligibility for fee waivers or 
reduced fees, can prevent eligible individuals from applying.

•	 Waiting times: The application process can take a long time, causing stress and uncertainty for applicants who 
are trying to plan their lives and careers.

•	 Legal and personal history: Applicants must meet requirements for continuous residency, physical presence in 
the U.S., and “good moral character.” Issues such as a criminal record, failure to pay taxes, or not registering for 
Selective Service can result in an application denial.

HOW DOES NATURALIZATION IMPACT ME?
When you see someone become a citizen, you see the values of courage, commitment, and community. These new 
citizens studied hard, waited patiently, and made a serious promise. It’s a reminder that being American isn’t just 
something you’re born into—it’s something you can choose, earn, and live every day.

WATCH ARTHUR: BECOMING A CITIZEN
WATCH BECOMING A CITIZEN
WATCH BECOMING A U.S. CITIZEN
READ STORIES FROM IMMIGRANTS IN AMERICA

READ

https://scetv.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/ac20-citizencheikh/becoming-a-citizen-arthur/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lUH4sEk5Sw8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=49KMsDVM8jQ
https://theimmigrantstory.org/?gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=22084161828&gbraid=0AAAAApI4eO-0L7Owi3Xq6-uHAS4Pmf78K&gclid=CjwKCAjwwNbEBhBpEiwAFYLtGHgXtWh0sSQcp5TmTmzNPnrxJjrZHPEFvWEFVaOzCW1jUm7--qGuVhoCenQQAvD_BwE
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CONNECT: WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BECOME A CITIZEN?
Not everyone who lives in the United States is born a citizen. 
Many people come from countries all over the world, 
bringing their cultures, talents, and dreams with them. Some 
of these people choose to become U.S. citizens through a 
process called naturalization.

Becoming a citizen means more than just getting a 
certificate. It means joining a community, taking part in 
our democracy, and promising to uphold the values of the 
United States.

WHY CITIZENSHIP MATTERS:
Every year, about 800,000 people become naturalized citizens in the U.S. People from more than 200 countries have 
become U.S. citizens. In fact, more than 23.7 million naturalized citizens now live in the United States—about 1 in 
14 U.S. residents! In 2024, the top countries of origin were Mexico, India, the Philippines, Cuba, and the Dominican 
Republic.

These new citizens take an oath, pledging to support and defend the Constitution. They also gain the right to vote, 
run for office (except president or vice president), and serve on juries—powerful ways to shape the future of the 
country. In addition to these civic contributions, naturalized citizens bring languages, traditions, foods, music, and 
celebrations from their cultures—adding richness and diversity to American life and strengthening the fabric of our 
communities.
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CONNECT: COULD YOU PASS THE U.S. CITIZENSHIP TEST?
Have you ever wondered what it takes to become a U.S. citizen? 
Work in small groups to take the official citizenship test to find out what 
you know—and what you don’t! The citizenship test includes a total of 100 
questions about American history, government, and civic duties. During 
this test, a U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) officer typically 
asks 10 questions out of the 100. If at least 6/10 questions are answered 
correctly, you pass the test! 

Some example questions include: 

1.	 “What is the supreme law of the land?”  
(Answer: the Constitution)

2.	 “What stops one branch of government from becoming too powerful? 
(Answer: checks and balances; separation of powers)

HERE is a sample test.
HERE is the link to the full test and answers.

Image taken from Gahagan Law Firm, “Tips for Preparing 
for Your US Citizenship Test,” accessed September 19, 2025, 
https://immigrationlawneworleans.com/immigration-law/tips-
for-preparing-for-your-us-citizenship-test/

EXPLORE: SCHOOL DEMOGRAPHICS & IMMIGRANT IMPACT IN CHARLESTON

The Charleston County School District has nearly 50,000 
students, with a minority enrollment of 60%, where 13.4% 
identify as Hispanic/Latino and 1.6% as Asian. 
 
Multilingual learners—students learning English—comprise 
about 11.3% of the district population.

Charleston Advancement Academy High School (a public 
charter in North Charleston) reports a 69% minority 
enrollment. Lowcountry Acceleration Academy, another 
public charter in North Charleston, has an even higher 
minority student body at 70%. 

These schools likely serve higher numbers of immigrant and multilingual families and reflect diverse learning 
communities in Charleston.

http://gaillardcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/SAMPLE-U.S.-CITIZENSHIP-TEST.pdf
https://www.uscis.gov/sites/default/files/document/questions-and-answers/100q.pdf
https://immigrationlawneworleans.com/immigration-law/tips-for-preparing-for-your-us-citizenship-test/
https://immigrationlawneworleans.com/immigration-law/tips-for-preparing-for-your-us-citizenship-test/
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EXPLORE: WHY IMMIGRANT COMMUNITIES MATTER TO STUDENTS

EXPLORE: IMMIGRATION IN CHARLESTON

Students from multilingual backgrounds bring unique 
experiences such as languages, perspectives, and cultural 
resilience that enrich school life and civic identity.
Understanding that about 1 in 9 students is learning English 
shapes how we approach civic education: using visuals, 
encouraging peer support, and offering translation where 
needed.

When naturalization ceremonies happen at the  
Gaillard Center:

•	 Students may come from schools where nearly 7 in 10 peers are minorities or multilingual learners.
•	 Students may have classmates whose parents are newly naturalized. Those families shape the cultural fabric of 

Charleston.
•	 Witnessing new citizens taking the Oath can resonate deeply—affirming belonging, community, and the power of 

civic engagement.

The Charleston metro area is home to 42,372 immigrant residents, making up 5.5% of the local population  
(data from 2019).

Collectively, immigrants in the metro:
•	 Pay $385 million in taxes
•	 Have $1.0 billion in spending power
•	 Include 3,175 entrepreneurs

Within Charleston city limits, 5.4% of residents are foreign-born; meanwhile, 7.2% speak a language other than 
English at home.

In Charleston County, 6.5% of the population is foreign-born, and 8.8% speak a non-English language at home.

In Charleston County overall, immigrants account for about 8.1% of the population, including:
•	 Latin America (2.6%)
•	 Central America (1.7%)
•	 Asia (1.5%)
•	 Europe (1.2%)

WATCH

Local School’s Custodian Earns American Citizenship

Photograph by Marin Interfaith Council, January 13, 2025, San Francisco Foundation, 
https://sff.org/give-guide-protect-immigrants-and-refugees/

https://abcnews4.com/news/local/story/local-schools-beloved-custodian-celebrates-earns-american-citizenship-freddie-timothy-sullivan-ashley-river-creative-arts-wciv-abc-news-4-7-30-2025
https://sff.org/give-guide-protect-immigrants-and-refugees/
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EXPLORE: IMMIGRATION IN SOUTH CAROLINA

In 2023, around 316,000 South Carolina residents were foreign-born—
about 5.9% of the state’s population, up from 4.8% in 2013.
Immigrants accounted for 5% of the population and 6% of the  
labor force. 

Industries with high immigrant representation include: 
•	 Construction: ~27,700 workers

•	 Manufacturing: ~27,600

•	 Food & accommodation: ~22,400

•	 Health & social services: ~15,500

•	 Retail: ~14,700 

Peter Debaere, “Looking Back to Look Ahead: The Case of US 
Immigration,” Georgetown Journal of International Affairs,  
Georgetown University, Walsh School of Foreign Services, June 26, 
2024, https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2024/06/26/looking-back-to-look-
ahead-the-case-of-us-immigration/ 

https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2024/06/26/looking-back-to-look-ahead-the-case-of-us-immigration/
https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2024/06/26/looking-back-to-look-ahead-the-case-of-us-immigration/
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EXPLORE: WHY THESE STATISTICS MATTER

This data helps us see that naturalization and immigration are not just abstract concepts—they are happening right 
around us.

Immigrants have always been part of America’s story. From scientists and teachers to farmers, nurses, and small 
business owners, they bring skills, ideas, and traditions that make our economy stronger and our culture richer. 
Immigrants start businesses at high rates, fill essential jobs, pay taxes, and keep communities vibrant.

Students may have neighbors, classmates, or community members from diverse backgrounds—people who bring 
languages, traditions, and stories that shape Charleston’s future. Their contributions help the United States stay 
innovative and connected to the wider world.

Naturalization ensures that people who choose to make America their home can also help shape it. It’s a way of 
saying, “You belong here. Your voice matters.” Without immigrants and the path to citizenship, America would lose a 
vital source of energy, diversity, and hope for the future.

Image from “Immigrant Health,” American Public Health Association, accessed 
September 18, 2025, https://www.apha.org/topics-and-issues/immigrant-health 

https://www.apha.org/topics-and-issues/immigrant-health
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EXPLORE: WHY THESE STATISTICS MATTER

Residency Requirement: This is one of the most common requirements, but the length of time varies significantly. 
While the U.S. generally requires a minimum of five years of permanent residency (three if married to a U.S. citizen), 
other countries have different timelines. For example, Canada requires just three years, while Spain and Austria 
require 10 years or more.

Language and Civics Tests: Most countries require some level of language proficiency and knowledge of their 
history or government. In Europe, many countries, including Germany and the Netherlands, require applicants to 
pass a comprehensive “civic integration” exam and a language test. Other countries, like Japan, are known for their 
particularly extensive paperwork.

Dual Citizenship: A significant barrier in many countries is the requirement to renounce your previous citizenship. 
While the U.S. and Canada generally allow dual citizenship, countries like Japan and China do not, forcing applicants 
to choose between their old and new nationalities.

Cost: The cost of naturalization also varies widely. Some countries, particularly in the Caribbean, offer “citizenship 
by investment” programs, where a significant financial contribution or real estate purchase can expedite the 
process. For traditional naturalization, fees can range from being relatively low to very expensive, and they are a 
barrier for low-income individuals in many countries.

The process of naturalization varies dramatically from one 
country to another, with some making it a relatively simple 
process and others making it extremely difficult. The ease or 
difficulty of naturalization depends on a country’s immigration 
policies and political climate. Some nations, particularly in 
Europe, have made their naturalization processes more 
difficult in recent years, often requiring longer residency, more 
comprehensive language tests, and stricter civics exams. On the 
other hand, some countries have more streamlined processes, 
particularly for those with certain qualifications or who make 
significant investments.

Image taken from Francesco Fasani, Tommaso Frattini, and Maxime Pirot, 
“From Refugees to Citizens,” February 6, 2024, IZA World of Labor, https://
wol.iza.org/opinions/from-refugees-to-citizens 

https://wol.iza.org/opinions/from-refugees-to-citizens
https://wol.iza.org/opinions/from-refugees-to-citizens


12

Naturalization  
Ceremony

CLASSROOM WORKSHOPS

Through Their Eyes: Blackout Poetry
Grades 4-12
In this workshop, students will create blackout poetry from narratives written by immigrants. By redacting 
existing text, students explore themes of naturalization and identity, while developing empathy for the immigrant 
experience. The activity encourages creative expression and critical reflection on how an individual’s story is both 
preserved and transformed during the journey to becoming a U.S. citizen.
Click For Lesson Plan 

Debate: The Naturalization Process
Grades 4-12
This workshop includes a classroom debate to help students explore the 
complexities of the U.S. naturalization process. By dividing into two teams, 
students will research and argue opposing viewpoints on the fairness 
and effectiveness of the naturalization process. The activity aims to foster 
a deeper understanding of the challenges and personal stories behind 
becoming a U.S. citizen, moving beyond assumptions to a more  
nuanced perspective.
Click For Lesson Plan

Rewriting the Oath: A New Oath of Allegiance
Grades 4-12
In this workshop, students will critically analyze the U.S. Oath of Allegiance. Students will work in groups to rewrite 
the oath, reflecting on their own values and understanding of citizenship. The activity culminates in each group 
presenting their new oath using musical and physical expression.
Click For Lesson Plan

Post Workshop Reflection/Assessment:
1.	 How do you think the individuals felt on the day of their naturalization ceremony?
2.	 What are some challenges you think immigrants might face before they become citizens?
3.	 What are some strengths they bring to their new community?
4.	 Why is it important for someone to hold on to their culture even after becoming a U.S. citizen?
5.	 Have you or someone you know ever experienced a “new beginning” (a move, a new school, a big change)? How 

does that connect to the individuals you witnessed during the naturalization ceremony?
6.	 How do ceremonies—like naturalization, graduations, or cultural celebrations—help people feel part of  

a community?

http://gaillardcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/Through-Their-Eyes_-Blackout-Poetry.pdf
http://gaillardcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/Debate_-The-Naturalization-Process-2.pdf
http://gaillardcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/Rewriting-the-Oath_-A-New-Oath-of-Allegiance-2.pdf
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https://theimmigrantstory.org/gaza-is-full-of-dreams/
https://theimmigrantstory.org/how-music-became-her-life/
https://theimmigrantstory.org/tell-the-world/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BpWfPgAIotM
http://www.mjusticia.gob.es/es/ciudadania/nacionalidad
https://www.moj.go.jp/EN/MINJI/minji78.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dDhWXq0Ss7k
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https://usafacts.org/answers/how-many-immigrants-are-in-the-us/state/south-carolina/
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https://www.usa.gov/naturalization
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https://www.uscis.gov/naturalization-eligibility 
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EDUCATIONAL PARTNERS
The Gaillard Center would like to thank the following educational partners in their ongoing support of our Education and 
Community program. This program is also supported, in part, by a grant from a private foundation.

Charleston Gaillard Center Partners

Institutional Support

Corporate Supporters

Small Business Members

Community Partners
Annex Dance Company
Anson Street African Burial Ground Project
Anson Street African Burial Memorial
Blue Bicycle Books
Buxton Books
Charleston County Public Library
Charleston Jazz
Charleston Symphony

College of Charleston
Cuisine Rescue
Dance Conservatory of Charleston
Engaging Creative Minds
Free Verse Festival
HEART
International African American Museum
KultureCity

Lowcountry Jazz Festival/Closing the Gap in Health Care
MOJA Arts Festival
Southeastern Wildlife Exposition
Spoleto Festival USA
We Are Family

Peter Glenville
Foundation

the
Kennedy-Herterich


