
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) recently announced the release of 144
questions and answers for the pilot test of a new naturalization exam. USCIS will administer the
pilot exam to about 5,000 volunteer citizenship applicants in 10 cities, including Miami, Florida,
beginning in early 2007.

In an effort to make the citizenship test for immigrants more meaningful, the new test requires a
more substantive understanding of U.S. history and government institutions and includes
questions that focus on the concepts of democracy and the rights and responsibilities of
citizenship.  For example, no longer will it be sufficient to know the three branches of
government (executive, legislative and judicial); applicants will also be asked why there are
three branches of government.

During the past 10 years, the standardization and meaningfulness of the naturalization test has
come under scrutiny. Various studies found that the exam lacked standardized content,
standardized instruments, protocol and scoring system. Inconsistencies were reported in the way
the exams were administered nationwide, and there was no assessment of whether applicants
had a meaningful understanding of U.S. history and government.

The new civic questions will be given orally to immigrants who volunteer to take the new draft
test. The redesign is aimed at making sure applicants know the meaning behind some of
America's fundamental institutions.

USCIS, part of the Department of Homeland Security, worked over 5 years to redesign the test.
The agency, which processes approximately 1 million citizenship applications annually, field-
tested a similar effort, but it failed and was scuttled. 

A variety of groups with varying ideologies about immigration have been working with USCIS
to advise the agency on drafting the questions.  Immigration advocates want to ensure that the
new test does not make becoming a citizen more difficult, while groups that want to control
immigration want to ensure newcomers are not simply memorizing information.

The pilot will allow USCIS to work out problems and refine the exam, narrowing the questions
to 100, before it is fully implemented nationwide in early 2008.
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Ruth Colvin Awarded Presidential Medal of Freedom
Adult literacy advocate Ruth Colvin was honored by President George W. Bush on
December 15 with the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the nation’s highest civilian award. 

Colvin founded Literacy Volunteers of America, Inc. (LVA) 44 years ago after learning that
more than 11,000 adults in her home community of Syracuse, NY could read only at the
lowest level of literacy. LVA trains volunteers in simple, learner-centered methods to teach
reading. In 2001, LVA merged with Laubach Literacy International to create ProLiteracy
Worldwide, the world’s largest adult basic education and adult literacy organization. Colvin
still serves on ProLiteracy’s board of directors. 
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