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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

In 2000, the former Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) began a project to re-engineer the 
naturalization test, which tests English proficiency and knowledge of US history and government.  The 
Bureau of Citizenship and Immigration Services (BCIS), which succeeded the INS in 2003, is continuing 
with this process, and has proposed changes to both the format and content of the test.  This report 
analyzes the proposed changes, incorporating input from English language and citizenship educators who 
have experience working with adult immigrants as they prepare to become US naturalized citizens.  
 
Adult educators and immigrant advocates agree that the current naturalization test arrangement contains 
flaws.  Testing procedures vary among immigration service offices across the country; indeed, each 
adjudication officer seems to have her own different way of giving the test.  Indeed, the former INS 
issued a Memorandum in 2000 to address these inconsistencies, setting forth explicit guidelines for 
adjudications officers to follow.   
 
Rather than address these flaws directly, BCIS is completely revamping the test.  This report emphasizes 
the following points regarding this project: 
 
BCIS must actively consult with adult educators and immigrant advocates in devising the new test.  
Adult educators can address why traditional assessment tools do not work well and which methods are 
acceptable for testing adult learners.  With meaningful input from adult educators, we can yet devise a fair 
and consistent testing process.   
 
The naturalization test must not use assessment tools that discriminate against applicants with 
limited formal education, particularly multiple-choice questions.  Instead, we recommend the 
naturalization test remain primarily oral, with English language applications based on real-world 
materials.   
 
The naturalization test must comply with the statutory requirement that the applicant be able to 
understand English words in “ordinary usage” by using “simple words and phrases.”  The proposed 
changes, particularly the multiple-choice format to be used in the Civics and English Reading tests, 
demand a level of English beyond the elementary level required by the regulations that govern the current 
test.  
 
Any test format must allow adjudications officers to consider the “applicant’s background 
characteristics,” as provided by BCIS regulations.  These factors include the applicant’s “education,” 
and “opportunities available and efforts made to acquire the requisite knowledge” and require officers to 
make individualized assessments.     
 
As required by statute, the test must not impose “extraordinary or unreasonable conditions” upon 
naturalization applicants.  This report concludes that the proposed changes to the naturalization exam 
would impose unreasonable conditions on immigrants who have had little formal education and 
particularly those who, with assistance by adult learning programs, overcome illiteracy as an adult.   
These immigrants would lose out on their dream of US citizenship. 
 
BCIS should address the real problems with citizenship testing: limited officer training and the lack 
of compliance with regulatory standards.  BCIS should focus on implementing the 2000 INS 
Memorandum to address these issues, rather than completely scrapping the current test and implementing 
a new test that will shut out many immigrants.  Focusing on the real problems will assure that 
naturalization testing will be fair, consistent, and meaningful.   
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DENYING THE DREAM: 
How the Proposed Changes to the US Naturalization Test 
Would Prevent Immigrants from Becoming Citizens 
 
I. Naturalized Citizenship is Part of the American Dream. 
 
History has shown that despite popular beliefs to the contrary, immigrants in America continue to 
embrace the American culture and strive to become integrated members of United States (US) society.1 
 
Immigrants have made significant contributions to this country’s economy.2  Largely, immigrants with 
low educational levels and thus little economic opportunity hold low-wage jobs in the US.  To support 
themselves and their families they labor intensively on commercial farms, in factories, restaurants, hotels 
and other low-wage jobs.  Their contributions to our workforce make immigrants a vital part of the US 
economy. 
 
Hard-working immigrants who have legally lived and worked here for an extended number of years come 
to accept this new land as their home.  Nonetheless, many of them remain marginalized for decades 
because of lack of adequate schools in poor communities, lack of public health care services, and other 
public benefits essential to growth and progress.  In part due to federal legislative efforts that proved 
detrimental to the livelihood of legal immigrants, many more today strive to become naturalized US 
citizens and overcome the systemic marginalization that has afflicted the immigrant communities in 
America.3   
 
It is important that our society not create unfair barriers to naturalization.  Without a fair opportunity to 
become a citizen, many immigrants, and their families, will continue to be marginalized in this country 
and forced to the peripheries of American society.   
 
The current US naturalization test is based on the proposition that the naturalized citizen shows the 
potential for meaningful civic participation with proof of elementary English skills and an understanding 
of US history and government. 4  With basic literacy skills, and a commitment to the US Constitution and 
the principles that have shaped our government, the applicant is prepared to become an active civic 
participant. 
 
The Bureau of Citizenship and Immigration Services (BCIS) has proposed a thorough redesign to the US 
naturalization test, in an overall attempt to streamline the naturalization process and eliminate application 
backlogs, improve its quality control procedures, and provide better customer service to applicants.5  The 
proposed redesign is deficient in ways that will ultimately prejudice a large majority of applicants, 
particularly non-native English speakers and those who have had little formal education. 
 
This paper outlines the shortcomings of the redesign process and the implications the proposed test would 
have on a significant proportion of legal immigrants in the US.  It also offers some recommendations to 
assure the redesigned test is both rigorous and fair to all applicants. 
 
II. Statutory Law Recognizes That the Plight of Most Immigrants Makes a Higher Level of 

English Literacy Requirement Unreasonable. 
 
Section 312 of the INA requires that the naturalization applicant meet certain requirements in English 
literacy and knowledge of Civics.6  Concerning English literacy, the applicant must demonstrate the 
ability to read, write, and speak English words in “ordinary usage.”7  The showing is satisfied where the 
applicant can use “simple words and phrases”.8  The statute requires that in the administration of the test 
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“no extraordinary or unreasonable condition shall be imposed.”9  Concerning Civics, the applicant must 
demonstrate a knowledge and understanding of the “fundamentals of the history, and of the principles and 
form of government, of the United States”.10 
 
English language proficiency has not always been a requirement for naturalization.11  The Naturalization 
Act of 1906 first introduced this requirement to speak English   Widespread abuse by state authorities that 
shared responsibility for administering the naturalization process prompted this legislative measure.12  
The House Committee on Immigration and Naturalization voted to pass the bill requiring English 
proficiency and submitted a report devoting a single paragraph to the provision.  “The report suggested 
that ‘any alien of ordinary intelligence’ could learn English during the requisite five year residence period 
prior to naturalization and that any who could not would ‘be so deficient in mental capacity . . . or so 
careless of the opportunities afforded to him . . . that he would not make a desirable citizen, and should be 
refused naturalization.’”13   
 
Legislators who opposed the stricter requirements for naturalization were concerned for those “who 
emigrate at 40 or 50 years of age and who have lived among their own people all of the time--people 
speaking their language--who may not be able to read and write and speak the English language though 
they have resided in the country five years, and who yet would make good citizens”.14   
 
Their words could not be truer today: “[W]here he is building a schoolhouse for the future generations, he 
can not go to school himself.  He is busy.  Those are things you can not get around.”15   
 
Legislators, then, opposed the introduction of English literacy as a requirement for naturalization.  They 
could see how immigrants who labored intensively in the US and who have had little formal education 
would not  have a fair chance to become a citizen.  Those legislators highlighted the difficulty of learning 
English for immigrants long out of school and working hard hours at the factory or in the fields.16  Such is 
still the case today.  According to the US Census 2000, there were 31 million immigrants living in the 
country, representing 11 percent of the population.17 While the immigrant share of the population doubled 
since 1970, it remains below the record level of 15 percent set in 1900.18 
 
The law regarding naturalization has proven most vulnerable in times of social distrust and political 
discord.19  Thus far, there has been no attempt to further restrict the statutory requirements, as it has been 
done in the past.  However, the proposed test will effectively serve to increase the requirements for 
naturalization and contribute to the needless marginalization of hard-working immigrants who are 
otherwise eligible and deserving of naturalized citizenship status. 
 

A. The Statutory Regulations Assure No Extraordinary Or Unreasonable Conditions Are 
Imposed Upon the Applicant.  

 
The regulations used to enforce the INA define the content domain and format of the test.20  It requires 
that adjudicators take all testing material from books written at an elementary level.  In this way, the 
regulations limit the content domain of all the tests and set the standard for English proficiency at an 
elementary level.  This provision enforces the statutory requirement that no “extraordinary or 
unreasonable conditions shall be imposed upon the applicant”.    
 
To meet that standard, the regulations provide a non-exhaustive list of factors the officer must consider 
when administering the test and making the assessment.  The regulations require that “in choosing the 
subject matter, phrasing questions and evaluating responses, due consideration should be given to the 
applicant’s education, background, age, length of residence, opportunities available, and the efforts made 
to acquire the knowledge.21  Consideration of these factors is fundamental to a naturalization process that 
does not impose any extraordinary or unreasonable conditions upon the applicant.  
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The regulations require that the adjudicators administer the Civics test orally.  Applicants who qualify 
through one of the exceptions take the test in her native language and with an interpreter.22  This assures 
that the administration of the Civics test does not discriminate against applicants who have limited 
English proficiency.  Oral tests also make interpreter services easier to deliver. 
 
The regulations also define the format for the English speaking proficiency test:  The speaking 
proficiency of the applicant is to be determined “from the applicant’s answers to questions normally 
asked in the course of the examination.”23  By using a casual conversation about one’s personal 
information (where one lives, works, etc.) the regulation assures that applicant’s are tested based the 
ability to use English in ordinary usage.   
 

B. Past Court Decisions Contradict the Statutory Regulations and Department Policy. 
 
Despite the difficulties many immigrants already confront in adult learning, the courts have interpreted 
the requirement for understanding English words in ordinary usage quite broadly, at times denying 
naturalization due to the applicant’s failure to understand a word commonly used in the naturalization 
process.24  The broad interpretation of the statute may even lead a court to uphold the denial of 
naturalization, despite an applicant’s earnest attempts to learn the language.25 
 
Although these court decisions have raised the bar for the level of English proficiency needed to pass the 
test, the decisions run counter to INA regulations and the former INS’ own standard for English 
proficiency.  The decisions have denied naturalized citizenship to applicants without due consideration of 
the applicant’s background characteristics, and therefore violate the regulations.26  These decisions do not 
conform to the assessment guidelines issued by the former INS in December 2000, which require that the 
applicant generally understand and respond meaningfully to questions relevant to the determination of 
eligibility, but do not require that the applicant understand every term, word or phrase on the N-400 
application.27   
 
III. The Current Naturalization Test Can Fairly Assess an Applicant’s Adult Learning Gains. 
 
The current US naturalization test is part of the applicant’s interview with a district adjudicating officer.  
At the interview, the officer determines whether the applicant has achieved a level of English literacy and 
understanding of US history and government (“Civics”) sufficient to pass the test.  An applicant may 
expect an interview to include the following steps, but not necessarily in this order: 1) requesting proof of 
identity, 2) administering an oath for the applicant to swear by, 3) asking questions about the applicant’s 
application form, and 4) administering the English-reading, English-writing and Civics tests. 
  

A. The Current English-Speaking Test Allows the Applicant to Use Contextual English. 
 
The current English-speaking test is essentially a conversation between the applicant and the adjudicating 
officer.  They talk about the information included in their application, the N-400 form.  The N-400 
contains an extensive record of the applicant’s personal information.  This casual conversation serves two 
purposes.  The officer determines whether the applicant can speak English and understand spoken 
English.  At the same time, the officer is verifying that the information listed is accurate.  The questions 
relate to the individual (“Where do you live?” and “Were you ever arrested”?).  “If the applicant generally 
understands and can respond meaningfully to questions relevant to the determination of eligibility, the 
applicant has sufficiently demonstrated his or her ability to speak English.”28   
 
The current speaking test creates a context that is familiar to the applicant.  The applicant can demonstrate 
an understanding of English words in ordinary usage by using language in an ordinary context, such as a 
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conversation about the applicant’s current residence and her immigration history.  This makes the 
applicant’s English language application contextual.  Many CBOs and other immigrant advocates 
consider contextual tools imperative to an accurate assessment of an applicant’s English literacy skills.  A 
speaker of a foreign language uses the context of her work, family, and personal life to find meaning in 
new words.  A speaker of a foreign language wants to learn the new words in order to communicate at 
work, and with her family, friends, and neighbors.  Hence, a discussion about one’s personal information 
is useful to demonstrate how well the applicant can speak words in ordinary usage.  An ESL speaker is 
better able to apply English language skills when the language task is relevant to her day-to-day lives.   
 

B. The Current Test Format Assures No Unreasonable Conditions Are Imposed Upon the Applicant. 
 
Although required by INS regulations to test applicants using excerpts from one or more parts of the 
Service authorized Federal Textbooks on Citizenship,29 district offices tend to use other bodies of 
knowledge to test reading and writing ability.30  To assure greater consistency in the naturalization 
process, Chicago-area advocates successfully urged the Chicago District Office to implement a finite list 
of phrases from which all officers would be required to use to administer the test.  In other district offices, 
adjudications officers are encouraged to select sentences from the “Sample Sentences for Written English 
Testing”, which are categorized into two types of subject matter:  Civics/ History and Everyday Life.31   
Sentences on that list include, “A Senator is elected for 6 years” and “He came to live with his brother.” 
 
The current English-writing test also requires the officer to work with the applicant to assure the test is 
administered with due consideration for applicants background characteristics.  The English-writing test 
is similar to a dictation exercise.  The officer reads a sentence and the applicant writes it down.  The 
officer must use discretion in deciding which sentences to dictate to the applicant based on the applicant’s 
background characteristics.  If asked, an officer must repeat the chosen sentence clearly or if it is 
necessary to ensure that the applicant understands the sentence.32  Department policy also requires that the 
applicant have three chances to read and write one sentence.   
 
While the current English-writing test is not the best model of the real-world materials adult educators 
often utilize, it does attempt to make the subject matter of the assessment contextual.  The two subject 
matters used in the English-writing test—Civics/History and Everyday Life—are relevant to the life 
experience of a naturalization applicant.   
 
The phrases listed under Everyday Life reflect constructs of the English language that relate to an 
immigrant’s real world experiences.  The phrase, “They came to live in the United States”, is a sentence 
to which the applicant can relate from real-life experiences.  Similarly, phrases about US civics and 
history provide some context that is familiar to all applicants.  For example, the phrase, “I want to be a 
United States citizen” has a meaning that relates personally to the applicant’s life experience. 
 
In the current Civics test, the applicant can answer up to ten questions and can demonstrate English 
proficiency by correctly answering six questions from a list of 96 questions.33  The current Civics test 
method uses single-phrase questions and single-phrase responses to test the applicant’s knowledge of 
Civics.  This format allows for a more accurate assessment of Civics despite the applicant’s limited 
English skills.  The current Civics test method is more effective in providing accurate assessment because 
the test allows the applicant to respond to questions verbally and a single phrase is sufficient to show an 
adequate response to the test question.  For example, the question “Who makes up Congress?” requires 
the response, “The Senate and the House of Representatives.”  Here, the correct response is limited so that 
the officer has a clear sense of what is a sufficient response.  If the applicant responds, “House and 
Senate,” the officer can quickly note that the applicant understood the question and gave an accurate 
response. 
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The Civics questions vary in difficulty and officers are required to use discretion in determining which 
questions to ask the applicant.  The single-phrase question and answer format allows for an easy oral 
translation for those applicants who are exempt from the English literacy requirement.34 
 
Simple questions that require no more than single-phrase answers allow for a more accurate assessment of 
the applicant’s knowledge of Civics despite the applicant’s limited English literacy skills.  For this reason, 
the current Civics test format makes the administration of the test fair to all applicants, particularly those 
who have had little to no formal education or who have recently overcome illiteracy in their native 
language.  The current English-reading test format does not impose unreasonable conditions on an 
applicant because the length of text is limited to three sentences.  The current test assures the test is 
administered fairly to each applicant, based on the applicant’s background characteristics.   
 
IV. The Proposed Naturalization Test Would Not Accurately Test an Applicant’s Adult 

Learning Gains. 
 
The proposed changes would affect the naturalization process, as well as the content and format of the 
English and Civics tests.   
 
The proposed process would have the adjudication officer to administer only the English-speaking test at 
the interview.  The other tests would be administered at the time the applicant goes to the BCIS office to 
have her fingerprints taken.35  The proposed process requires the English-reading test, the English-writing 
test and Civics test and to be conducted in a group setting, similar to a classroom.  This proposal is 
problematic because those tests cannot be administered or evaluated with due consideration of the each 
applicant’s background characteristics.  Moreover, without the one-to-one interview format, certain 
applicant’s will feel more anxiety while taking a timed test in a classroom setting.  The increased anxiety 
can sometimes mask an applicant’s true abilities and lead to the failure of some qualified applicants to 
pass the test.36 
 
However, it is the proposed format of the three English proficiency tests and the Civics test that is most 
detrimental to applicants with little formal education and non-native English speakers.   
 

• The proposed English-speaking test asks the applicant to look at two pictures and tell the officer 
what she sees.  The pilot test example depicts two people surrounding a flagpole and raising the 
American flag.   

 
A conversation about a photograph requires applicants to use their English skills outside of the context of 
their lives.  In contrast to a contextual conversation about one’s personal information, the proposed test 
requires the applicant to use imagination and creativity to describe the image she sees.  While appearing 
to be a simple task, applicants would have to use their language skills in a non-contextual way.   
 
An informal conversation about one’s family, and where one lives and works is an effective assessment 
format.  Such a tool is commonly used in adult language assessments.  A contextual assessment tool 
might be based on, for example, filling out a job application or writing a note to a teacher or landlord.  
These tools are most effective at determining the skill level of an adult ESL speaker because the subject 
matter relates to the speaker’s real life.  A conversation where the speaker uses personal experiences to 
find the English words and apply them is a more accurate way to assess language proficiency.   

 
• The proposed English-writing test would be similar to the English-speaking test because it also 

uses a photo to prompt the applicant to write.  In the pilot test, the photograph depicts two or 
three people seated, eating a snack, and conversing with one another. 
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Again, the proposed format would require applicants to use their English writing skills in a non-
contextual way.  Looking at a photograph and writing down what is happening is not a tool that simulates 
real-world materials and applications.   
 
Real-world materials and applications, like a conversation about one’s personal information on the N-400, 
assure that applicants are tested on their ability to speak English words in ordinary usage.  Adult students 
learn to greet one another, complete applications and answer questions from strangers.  These experiences 
always have a real world context that not only helps give meaning to words but also help students develop 
useful and practical language skills.  ESL speakers will not be able to rely on their real world context 
when applying their English language skills.  Since an adult learner learns ESL to communicate in the real 
world, the assessment should be designed with this in mind and reflect those same language skills.   
 

• The proposed English-reading test would require the applicant to read a paragraph of 
approximately 60 words and answer four multiple-choice questions.   

 
The proposed reading test would require far more reading text.  A 60-word reading passage requires far 
more reading than the 1 to 3 sentences read in the current test.  The same test would be administered to all 
applicants, despite their level of education or other personal background characteristics.  Without using 
discretion to administer a test that considers the applicant’s educational limitations, the proposed reading 
test imposes unreasonable conditions upon applicants with little formal education. 
 
The proposed multiple-choice format is typical of the American educational system and not a test-taking 
skill commonly used to test adult learning acquisition.  The proposed format requires the applicant to 
process and transmit knowledge in a manner of which those not schooled in the American education 
system are unaccustomed.   
 

• The proposed Civics test would be similar to the reading test because it also would utilize the 
multiple-choice answer format.  The content domain for the Civics test has been considerably 
expanded for the proposed test.  Instead of answering only as many questions as are necessary to 
demonstrate an understanding of civics, the proposed Civics test requires the applicant to answer 
all 20 multiple-choice questions in less than 30 minutes in a classroom-like setting.  The pilot test 
includes questions like “What social idea was important to people living in the 13 colonies?” and 
“Who served as one of the leaders of the Jamestown colony in Virginia?” 

 
The written format poses unreasonable conditions on applicants with little formal education and those 
who are non-native English speakers.  Naturalization applicants include applicants who have had little 
formal educational opportunities, and are often adult students who have overcome illiteracy in their native 
language in their effort to learn the English language and prepare for naturalization.  For this reason, with 
the exception of the English reading test, these applicants should be tested orally.  The test will give 
results that are more accurate if the test does not depend heavily on reading.  The proposed Civics test 
would not assess the applicant’s understanding of Civics orally, as the current regulations require.37  By 
putting the test on paper and increasing the length of the text, the applicants’ performance on the proposed 
test will depend more on their English literacy skills than their knowledge of US history and civics.   
 
V. Qualitative Observations Suggest the Proposed Test Will Discriminate Against Applicants 

With Limited English Proficiency. 
 

Qualitative observations are able to articulate factors that cannot readily be graphed on a chart.  During 
Phase One of the pilot test an observer was given the opportunity to comment to the BCIS on her 
observations of the pilot testing.  The observations reflect some of the concerns immigrant advocates have 

 12



 

toward the proposed test.38  The observations show why the proposed format of the civics test, for 
example, will inevitably discriminate against non-native English speakers who lack formal education.   
 
The observer relied on her professional experiences as an English teacher and vocational counselor for 
non-citizens and her formal education (B.A. and M.A. in Education with a major in English).  The 
observer noted that the multiple-choice format is a technique acquired by students in the American pubic 
school system.  In her observation, non-native English speakers did poorly regardless of how difficult the 
test may have seemed to the applicant.  This was clear in her observations, regardless of the level of 
proficiency.  For instance: 1) The individual with limited English proficiency, afterwards expressed to the 
officer, “the test was easy”, but did not score any correct answers; 2) the individual with somewhat 
stronger English proficiency appeared to spend a lot of time navigating the “multiple choice” possibilities, 
and scored slightly better than half; 3) the individual who had completed high school in the US did not 
demonstrate any difficulty with the format and did score 100%.39  

 
The observations show that regardless of how well an applicant learns to speak English, the testing tool is 
a format that will inhibit a fair assessment of the applicant’s knowledge in civics.   
 
Advocates are concerned that many immigrants, who have had little or no formal educational 
opportunities, in their native country or in the US, will not be able to pass the proposed test.  Because of 
the more difficult content domain of the proposed test and the new format of the proposed test, immigrant 
communities that lack formal educational experience will shy away from the proposed test and many who 
do attempt the test will fail.  The proposed test goes beyond the statute requiring that simply the skills to 
read and write simple words and phrases of English in ordinary usage.  It imposes a more expansive body 
of knowledge for the Civics test.  In the least, adult learners of ESL will be required to learn new test-
taking skills.  The proposed test will create an even greater demand on citizenship preparation courses 
than CBOs would be able to accommodate.  
 
VI. Testing Materials Based on Real-World Materials Allow For a More Accurate Assessment 

of Adult Learners. 
 
Contextual learning is the process of giving meaning to words or ideas by connecting them to real-life 
experiences of the learner.  Adult educators have preferred contextual language application, such as 
writing about where you were born, to determine a speaker’s proficiency level accurately.40   
 
Adult educators have noted that many adult students “did not attend school for very long and tend to 
become so nervous about taking tests that they do poorly on the assessment, so that it does not reflect 
their English language skills.”41  For this reason, some literacy programs use contextual language 
applications created particularly for students with limited literacy skills, alongside traditional testing tools.   
 
In addition to giving a more accurate assessment of language proficiency, contextual language 
applications also help to motivate the adult learner and assure long-term retention in educational 
programming.  In ESL classes, adult educators challenge themselves to create lessons that motivate adults 
to learn and to retain student enrollment The adult immigrant is eager to learn English to help her fill out a 
job application, read her child’s report card or to become a naturalized US citizen.  For that reason, 
vocabulary words like, ‘employer’, ‘teacher’ and ‘representative’ are words, which, in the context of 
many adult immigrants’ lives, are relevant and useful to their daily lives.   
 
In addition to retaining the adult student’s interest in learning, contextual learning has proven more 
effective than those theories that have typically dominated American education for many decades.42  
“According to contextual learning theory, learning occurs only when students (learners) process new 
information or knowledge in such a way that it makes sense to them in their own frames of reference 
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(their own inner worlds of memory, experience, and response).  This approach to learning and teaching 
assumes that the mind naturally seeks meaning in context—that is, in relation to the person’s current 
environment—and that it does so by searching for relationships that make sense and appear useful.”43 
 
Contextual learning utilizes real-world materials and applications to help the student learn more 
effectively.  MetriTech Inc. referred to a number of real-world tasks, which both INS adjudicating officers 
and CBOs considered useful for testing English proficiency.  Those tasks include filling out a job 
application, reading street and traffic signs, and answering personal information questions.44  Using real-
world materials and applications would allow the entire test to be contextual.   
 
English literacy is a practical skill adult immigrants strive to acquire in order to improve their livelihood 
in this new land.  Assessment of English literacy should test the capacity to use English in a practical, real 
world, way.  MetriTech Inc. and the BCIS should use this understanding as a guide to create a test that 
uses real-world materials and applications. 
 

A. The Test Developer’s Recommendations Call For Real-World Materials and Applications to 
Test English Proficiency. 

 
The BCIS began soliciting test developers to redesign the test in October 2000.  In September of 2001, 
MetriTech Inc., an Illinois firm that develops educational and professional assessment materials, won the 
government contract.  Nine months later, in June 2002, MetriTech Inc. conducted focus group in Los 
Angeles, New York, Miami, and Washington, DC.  Those in attendance were informed of the preliminary 
plans for MetriTech Inc.’s redesign.45    
 
Subsequently, at the July Bias Review held in Washington, D.C., MetriTech Inc. delivered a 
comprehensive presentation of its vision for the redesigned test.46  Community-based organizations 
(CBOs) present at the review raised serious concerns about the redesign plan.47   
 
The National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Officials (NALEO) Educational Fund, along 
with other advocacy groups, submitted concerns regarding the proposed test to the former INS.48  
Advocates have been extremely attentive to the proposed redesign of the naturalization test because it is 
so different from that which is currently used.  Because the proposed test format is not conducive to 
assessing adult learning gains—particularly immigrants who are non-native English speakers—the 
proposed test would effectively deny many eligible applicants from passing the test due to their limited 
educational experiences and limited English proficiency. 
 
In researching for this redesign project MetriTech Inc. attempted to rely on stakeholders to help inform 
the development of the redesigned assessments.  The stakeholders chosen to give input were the agency’s 
adjudications officers who administer the test as well as a limited number of CBOs that prepare most 
applicants for the test.  The BCIS selected these groups because they are comprised of individuals who 
have the greatest amount of day-to-day contact with naturalization applicants, and are therefore in the best 
position to comment on the current system and to judge the impact of process-related changes.49   
 
In June 2002, MetriTech Inc. issued a survey to a limited number of stakeholders.  The purpose of the 
survey was to gather useful information and create practical guidelines for developing the naturalization 
test.  50   MetriTech Inc. set forth certain recommendations for the redesigned test in the “Stakeholder 
Input Summary”, based on the input of stakeholders and the information collected through the survey.  
Many advocates were concerned that stakeholders were not given reasonable time to properly review and 
thoroughly consider the seven-page survey, and that many were unable to respond.51 
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The Summary conveyed MetriTech Inc.’s intent that the language of the assessment be appropriate for 
non-native English speakers.52   MetriTech Inc. reported that the English proficiency test would be based 
on real-world writing, reading and speaking tasks.53   This recommendation is consistent with commonly 
applied adult education methods, which rely on contextual learning experiences to effectively teach and 
assess adult learners, particularly those in Adult Basic Education (ABE) and English as a Second 
Language (ESL) community based programs.   
 
Despite the attempt to learn from key stakeholders, MetriTech Inc. has left advocates alarmed that the 
proposed test violates § 312 of the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1996 (INA), let alone that it fails 
comply with MetriTech Inc.’s own recommendation to use real-world materials and applications. 
 

B. The Proposed Test Relies on Traditional Assessment Tools Not Conducive to Adult Learning 
Methods. 

 
The proposed redesign of the naturalization test models a test typical of the American Kindergarten 
through 12th grade (“K-12”) education system.  Despite MetriTech Inc.’s general acknowledgment that 
the English proficiency test should be based on real-world materials and applications, it nonetheless 
resorted to using the model of a K-12 test.54   
 
The multiple-choice question format used in the English-reading and Civics tests is a typical format used 
in the American K-12 educational system.  The format would require applicants to have higher English 
skills than the statutory standard of English in ordinary usage.  In the least, it will require applicants to 
learn new test-taking techniques, in addition to English and Civics.  Many more immigrants who have 
had little formal education in their native country will find the challenge overwhelming and never attempt 
to become naturalized.   
 
Those schooled in the K-12 education system have had years of experience mastering techniques for 
maneuvering multiple-choice items on a test.  Indeed private test preparation companies offer programs 
that teach students unique test taking skills that will improve their scores on standardized tests.  The 
multiple-choice question format is easier to evaluate and cheaper to administer because multiple-choice 
questions can be scored electronically and therefore do not require manual scoring.  The format removes 
any opportunity to assess an applicant’s responses with due consideration to the applicant’s background 
characteristics. 
 
MetriTech Inc.’s research argues that a deeper understanding of the formative period of US history is 
essential to understanding and evaluating contemporary issues and events, and as such represents the 
fundamental knowledge of US history required by Section 312.”55  At the same time, it recognized that 
the content domain for US history and civics in the K-12 educational system is broader than what is 
required by the statute.56  Adult educators agree that the breadth of knowledge that is desirable for 
America’s young children is far greater than what the law requires of naturalized applicants.   
 
To focus the content domain of the Civics test, CBOs would prefer that MetriTech Inc. develop more 
items testing the applicant’s practical knowledge of US civics, such as facts about our current form of 
government, and less testing facts about the history of the US.57  Facts about how the US government is 
structured and functions are more useful to naturalized immigrants and assure the naturalized citizen has 
useful and practical skills for civic participation. 
 
VII. A Large Proportion of Immigrants Have Had Poor Educational Opportunities. 
 
MetriTech Inc.’s reliance on a K-12 model of testing suggests it has overlooked the unique characteristics 
of the largest immigrant group in the US.  Largely, Mexicans make up the largest immigrant group in the 

 15



 

US today.58  Mexico accounts for the largest group of foreign-born residents in the US (7.8 million or 
27.6 percent of foreign-born residents).59  Among foreign-born residents born in Mexico, 66.2 percent 
have less than a high school degree.   
 
The US Census 2000 shows the difference between the number of native citizens and foreign-born 
residents with less than a high school degree.   
 

• In 2000, the number of foreign-born residents was 22.4 million.60  Among foreign-born residents, 
33 percent have less than a high school degree.61  Among the native population, 13.4 percent have 
less than a high school degree.62 

 
• The number of foreign-born residents who were not naturalized was 12.6 million in 2000.63  

Among foreign-born residents who were not naturalized, the proportion with less than a high 
school degree was 40.2 percent.64 

 
• Among individuals with less than a high school education, those with less than a 5th grade 

education represented about 1 in 5 of the foreign-born but only about 1 in 20 of the native 
population.65 

 
These figures show that while a native US citizen may require merely GED preparation to attain a high 
school degree, 20 percent of foreign-born residents who are not naturalized would require extensive ABE 
courses before attempting to reach a high school literacy level. 
 
VIII. The Shortcomings of the Proposed Test Are Due to a Lack of Familiarity With Our 

Nation’s Largest Immigrant Group. 
 
Mexican immigrants are typically those who will be unfairly discriminated against should the proposed 
test be implemented because Mexican immigrants typically have had little opportunity for meaningful 
elementary education.  Other immigrant groups, such as those who come from war-torn countries or 
countries with weak educational systems, will also struggle hard to prepare for the proposed test.   
 
Sixty eight percent of the immigrant population is concentrated in six states, California, New York, Texas 
Florida, New Jersey, and Illinois.66  California accounts for one of the largest populations of legal 
immigrants, mostly from Mexico, and yet one of the lowest naturalization rates.67  A study of the Public 
Policy Institute of California found that “legal immigrants in California have characteristics that are 
associated with low naturalization rates: they are more likely to come from Mexico, to be recent arrivals, 
to be married to non-citizens, to have lower levels of education, and to be less proficient in English.”68   
 
For immigrants with low levels of formal education and little English proficiency, the naturalization test 
is a challenge.  In a 1999 report from the National Center on Poverty Law, it is estimated that currently 
one in four naturalization applicants in Illinois are denied naturalized citizenship status mainly because of 
their lack of understanding of English or US history and civics.69   
 
Without much opportunity for meaningful elementary education, many immigrants take years to prepare 
for naturalization.  For many adult immigrants the process usually begins with ESL classes alongside 
classes in Adult Basic Education (ABE) in their native language.  Adult educators understand that ABE 
classes in the student’s native language must coincide, if not precede, ESL learning.70  The average length 
of time an applicant needs to prepare for the citizenship examination is 14 months, attending classes six 
hours a week.71   
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These immigrants come to the US not because of their formal education but despite their poor educational 
circumstances.  The Mexican immigrant community is integral to the American economy as a source of 
cheap labor.  “The portion of Mexican workers in the U.S. workforce has doubled during the past decade, 
as they become more integral to the nation's economic growth.  While other immigrant groups also 
perform these essential worker jobs, the size of the Mexican population makes its impact on the U.S. 
economy more quantifiable.”72   
 
Nevertheless, Mexican immigrants are more than America’s workers.  They are also mothers, fathers, 
brothers, cousins, and grandparents; they have families with basic needs to adequate health care, 
educational opportunities and other public benefits.  Federal legislative changes in the last decade 
(particularly, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 and the 
Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996) have taken away critical public 
benefits from tax-paying immigrants who are legal permanent residents, thereby increasing the need to 
become a citizen in order to benefit from public programs.73   
 
The BCIS should assure that in our search for a more standardized test, we develop a test that is not 
harder to teach, harder to administer and harder to take.  We should make naturalization a possibility for 
all committed immigrants in America.  Unless we have a test that is mindful of immigrant groups with 
typically lower educational levels and speakers of ESL, US naturalization will become merely a prize for 
the well educated.  In addition to the limited educational opportunities of many immigrants in their native 
countries, adult immigrants are also at a loss because of the limited funding and thus adult education 
programming available to them.  Most CBOs, particularly those in urban areas, are overwhelmed with the 
need to provide ABE and ESL programs in immigrant communities.  Requiring a higher level of English 
literacy would run counter to the intent of the statute and would impose an even higher demand on adult 
education programs, which are continuously under-funded. 

 
IX. An Effective Redesign of the Naturalization Test Can Be Accomplished Through a 

Meaningful Collaboration With Adult Education Providers. 
 
CBOs are familiar with the needs of adult students and the barriers to adult learning and, especially, 
English language learning among illiterates or those who have had little formal education.  MetriTech Inc. 
and the BCIS would gain a great deal of insight from CBOs and similar stakeholders who have worked 
closely with adult immigrants in preparation for naturalization. 
 

A. Adjudicating Officers Should Be Trained to Better Implement the Current Standard of 
Assessment. 

 
Standardization of the test can be accomplished without having to change the format of the current 
naturalization test.  It will require extensive training of all adjudicating officers regarding how to make 
standardized assessments, and other important training issues. 
 
Critics of the current naturalization test argue that the main problem with the current process is that it 
allows adjudicating officers to make arbitrary assessments.74  What critics have deemed “completely 
arbitrary testing” is simply the result of poorly trained officers.  The problem with the current 
naturalization test is that adjudicating officers were not trained to make individualized assessments as 
required by the regulations.75   
 
Due largely to advocacy efforts made by a number of national organizations, the former INS saw the need 
to assure that all district offices were implementing the test in a manner that is consistent and fair to all 
applicants.  To assure consistency in its administration and assessment of the naturalization test, the 
agency set forth a clearer standard of assessment for the current naturalization test in late 2000.76   
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The “Stakeholder Input Summary” acknowledges that because officers vary the order of presentation, the 
source of the items (whether the items are chosen randomly or by the officer’s discretion), the content of 
the assessments (whether chosen from Service authorized textbooks or outside sources), and the criteria 
employed to judge whether or not the applicant passed an assessment, it is likely that few applicants are 
actually administered equivalent assessments.77  Many adjudicating officers themselves complained of 
their lack of training on issues related to assessment (i.e., what constitutes a valid assessment, appropriate 
administration techniques, why standardization is important).78 
 
Instead of implementing a new test that essentially copies the standardized assessment tools used in the 
K-12 American educational systems, the BCIS should return to these clearly detailed standards and create 
a mechanism to assure all adjudicating officers are properly trained to administer the test and assess the 
applicant’s performance based on the previously established standards.  Should the BCIS insist on 
implementing MetriTech Inc.’s proposed test, the test should not surpass the standard of assessment 
adequately set forth in the INS 2000 Memorandum. 
 

B. The Chicago District Office Should Join Phase Two of the Pilot Test. 
 
Six BCIS district offices participated in Phase One of the pilot test but none of the sites were located in 
the Midwest.79  Only three to four sites are expected to participate in Phase Two, the final pilot test. 
 
Before Phase One was implemented, the Chicago district office backed away from participating in the 
pilot testing for fear that its backlogs would only increase.  However, “[o]ver the last year the Chicago 
district has speeded up its citizenship processing.”80  Recent activity at the Chicago district office has 
been more productive:  Today, the expected processing time for the citizenship application has 
dramatically decreased to five months. 
 
The Chicago office’s participation in Phase Two may help to assure that its unique immigrant groups are 
included in the pilot tests.  Illinois continues to be a port of entry for many immigrant groups, but also a 
final settlement for families who have labored for many years as migrant workers of the Southwest.81  In 
search of work in commercial farms, factories and service jobs, Illinois becomes their final destination.  
They are typically those who have resided in the US for a sufficient time to become eligible for 
citizenship, but who have worked hard in the fields since a young age and who did not attend school 
beyond the fifth grade.  These immigrant groups have effectively been denied the benefit of a formal 
education.  Advocates fear these immigrant groups will be unfairly discriminated against should the 
proposed test be implemented.  With the Chicago office’s participation, the pilot testing data would better 
reflect how this unique immigrant group fares with the proposed test. 
 

C. The Redesigned Test Must Allow For Some Officer Discretion in Administering Questions 
and Assessing Applicants Responses. 

 
The current regulations provide the guidelines that adjudicating officers are supposed to follow when 
exercising the required officer discretion.  The proposed test and proposed regulations should assure that 
in choosing the subject matter, phrasing questions and evaluating responses, officers give due 
consideration to the applicant’s education, background, age, length of residence, opportunities available, 
and the efforts made to acquire the knowledge.82This standard is imperative to a fair assessment of all 
immigrant applicants.   
 
Also critical to a fair assessment of naturalization applicants, adjudicating officers must be trained to 
conduct assessment based on a familiarity and respect for the unique immigrant groups they serve.  Adult 
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education providers can be instrumental to offering adjudicating officers the training that the former INS 
conceded its officers lack. 
 

D. The BCIS Should Contract With Publishers Who Are Experienced in Creating Adult 
Assessment and Instructional Materials. 

 
The BCIS intends to create an Office of Citizenship to promote instruction and training on citizenship 
responsibilities for naturalization applicants.  This office will also lead in the development of educational 
materials.  The new Office of Citizenship is likely to fail in its objective of assisting in the preparation for 
naturalization if it chooses to create agency policies and instructional materials that lack cultural 
awareness and adult learning methodologies of the immigrant groups who will be preparing for 
naturalization.  The newly established Office could work with adult educators familiar with the 
educational needs of adult students or publishers that have developed instructional materials with 
particular adult learning groups in mind.  The Office will be at a loss in developing materials that are 
effective in overcoming barriers to adult learning unless overcoming educational barriers is made part of 
its purpose.   
 
Meaningful collaboration with adult education providers and other immigrant advocates by MetriTech 
Inc. would provide the needed guidance for developing a fair and accurate assessment tool.  As an 
alternative, MetriTech Inc. may also collaborate with any one of a number of publishing companies that 
publish learning materials designed particularly for adult learners:  Contemporary, Longman ESL and 
New Readers Press are a few of the publishing houses that can guide MetriTech Inc. to develop effective 
assessment tools. 
 
Specifically, the test should be tailored to the educational levels of all applicants.  In this way, immigrants 
with a high school degree or higher would be tested at a level that matches their educational skills.  More 
important, immigrants with little formal education will not be unfairly discriminated against.   
 
X. Implementation of the Proposed Test Would Give Cause For a Legal Challenge. 
 
In the past, naturalization requirements have been treated as matters of foreign policy and thought to be a 
political question and therefore nonjusticiable.83  A political question is typically a way a court can defend 
its choice not to preside over the controversy, leaving the authority to the executive or legislative branch 
of government.  More recently, however, a court found that actions by the Attorney General and 
Commissioner of the INS could indeed be subject to challenges of statutory violations.84   
 
While a legal challenge may be feasible, courts interpret the English literacy requirement quite broadly:  
If an applicant is unable to understand any one word during the naturalization process, the applicant has 
not met the English literacy requirement.85  
 
However, the most significant flaw of the proposed test is its format.  The multiple-choice format requires 
a higher level of literacy skills than permitted by law.  The administration of the test and the scoring of 
the test would not be made with due consideration of the applicant’s background characteristics.  The 
creativity and imagination that the picture format requires would pose unreasonable conditions on 
applicants who have had little formal education and who are non-native English speakers.  Similarly, the 
proposed classroom-like setting and time limit for the Civics and English reading tests would pose 
unreasonable conditions on many applicants who already work hard to overcome their nervousness and 
insecurity commonly experienced during the naturalization test.   
 
Unless the proposed test is dramatically altered in light of concerns presented in this paper and similar 
concerns made by other immigrant advocates, a legal challenge is possibly an option of last resort to 
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prevent the BCIS from imposing a naturalization test that is unfair to many applicants who are worthy of 
becoming US citizens.   
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