


Office of Citizenship 2
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Historical Overview
of the Redesigned (New) Test
A series of studies in the late 1990s and 2005 found 
that nationwide, the naturalization test lacked:

� Standardized test content

� Standard testing instruments & test protocols

� Uniform scoring system

� Ability to assess whether applicants have a meaningful understanding of  
U.S. history and government

� Training of Adjudication Officers and monitoring of testing practices

Sources: Coopers and Lybrand (1997); U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform (1997); Department of Justice Office of 
Inspector General (2000); DHS Office of Inspector General (2005)
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USCIS response to concerns about current test

� USCIS’ aim is to ensure that naturalization applicants have uniform, consistent 
testing experiences nationwide, and that the civics test can effectively assess 
whether applicants have a meaningful understanding of U.S. government and 
history

� USCIS created a test development plan to ensure an effective redesign process: 

� Conducted a records study to assess pass-fail rate

� Established a technical advisory group of adult education experts

� Established content framework

� Convened a stakeholder group

Historical Overview
of the Redesigned (New) Test
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� In the spring and summer of 2007, USCIS piloted a revised test with an 
overhauled English reading and writing section, as well as revised history and 
government questions. In addition, USCIS undertook a supplemental study in 
many adult education sites throughout the nation.

� The feedback from the pilot was used to finalize testing procedures and a list of 
100 redesigned history and government items.

� The redesigned (new) naturalization test was announced on September 27, 2007.

Historical Overview
of the Redesigned (New) Test
USCIS response to concerns about current test
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Section 312 of the Immigration and Nationality Act (INA): specifies that no 
person shall be naturalized as a citizen of the United States who cannot 
demonstrate an understanding of the English language and fundamentals of the 
history and government of the United States. 

The INA also provides information on applicant exemptions based on physical and 
medical conditions as well as certain exemptions for age combined with the amount 
of time as a permanent resident.

Applicants are exempt from the English requirements, but are still required to take 
the civics test in their language of choice if, on the date of filing Form N-400, 
Application for Naturalization, they are:

-Over 50 years of age and have been a permanent resident for 20 years

-Over 55 years of age and have been a permanent resident for 15 years

Legal Framework
Section 312 of the Immigration and Nationality Act (INA)
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The INA gives special consideration to applicants 65 years of age who 
have been a permanent resident for 20 years at the time of filing Form    
N-400. Special consideration is given to these applicants as they are only 
required to study a selected 20 of the 100 civics questions. Questions for 
65/20 applicants are flagged with an asterisk in the list of redesigned 
civics test questions publicly released by USCIS. 

Applicants with a medical condition so severe that it prevents them from 
acquiring or demonstrating the required knowledge of English and civics 
may file for an exception from both the English and civics test.

Legal Framework
Section 312 of the Immigration and Nationality Act (INA)
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� The civics test is given orally, requiring an oral response.

� The outcome of the speaking portion of the test is determined by the 
applicant’s answers during the N-400 interview.

� An interpreter may be used for applicants qualifying for any of the age and 
time as resident exemptions.

� Applicants are given 2 opportunities to pass the English and civics tests.

� Applicants seeking a medical exception from both the English and civics 
requirements must submit a Form N-648 completed by a licensed doctor that 
explains the applicant’s medical condition and inability to learn the 
educational requirements for naturalization.

Part 312 of Title 8, Code of Federal Regulations (8  CFR): governs the 
educational requirements for naturalization and procedures for testing.

Legal Framework
Section 312 of Title 8, Code of Federal Regulations (8 CFR)
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The Redesigned (New) Naturalization Test

� USCIS and English as a Second Language (ESL) 
teachers conducted a thorough review of the 
responses to the 142 items on the pilot test. 

� The Office of Citizenship refined the questions and 
answers, dropping several and adjusting others to 
increase clarity, narrowing the list to the new 100 
questions. 

� The range of acceptable answers to questions has 
increased so that applicants may learn more about a 
topic and select from a wider range of responses. 

� The content was improved with new and expanded 
topic areas (i.e. rights and responsibilities, geography)

U.S. History and Government (Civics)
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� Speaking: The English speaking test has not 
changed. The applicant’s verbal skills will be 
determined from the applicant’s answers to 
questions asked by the USCIS Officer during 
the interview on Form N-400, Application for 
Naturalization.

� Reading and Writing: The English reading 
and writing tests are designed to infuse civic 
knowledge into the examination. To reinforce 
civic learning, the content items for both the 
reading and writing portions of the 
examination focus on civics and history topics 
as subject matter. 

The Redesigned (New) Naturalization Test
English Language
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� USCIS created standardized test forms for 
officers to administer. Test forms are 
weighted so all test versions have the 
same level of difficulty.

� Applicants will still be required to correctly 
answer 6 out of 10 questions.

� The civics exam remains an oral exam 
where the applicant will provide an oral 
response.

� The 100 redesigned civics questions and 
answers are publicly available at
www.uscis.gov/newtest.

Administration of the Test
U.S. History and Government (Civics) Test
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� USCIS created standardized test forms for 
officers to administer.

� Reading and writing items are paired. The 
reading items are questions and the writing 
items are the answers to the reading 
questions.* 

� Vocabulary lists containing the words found 
on the redesigned reading and writing tests 
are posted on www.uscis.gov/newtest. The 
actual sentences will not be available to the 
public.

*  The applicant is not required to know the answer to the question he 
or she is reading in the Reading Test. The USCIS Officer will dictate 
the answer as part of the Writing Test.

Administration of the Test
Reading and Writing Test
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� The USCIS Officer will ask the applicant to read sentences. The applicant 
must read 1 item out of 3 correctly (same as current test).

� Applicants shall not be failed because of their accent when speaking English. 
A general description of how the reading test is scored follows:

Administration of the Test
Scoring Guidelines for the Reading Test

Pass:

� Reads one sentence without extended 
pauses

� Reads all content words but may omit 
short words that do not interfere with 
the meaning

� May make pronunciation or intonation 
errors that do not interfere with the 
meaning

Fail:

� Does not read the sentence

� Omits a content word or substitutes 
another word for a content word

� Pauses for extended periods of time 
while reading the sentence

� Makes pronunciation or intonation 
errors that interfere with the 
meaning.
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� The USCIS Officer will dictate sentences to the applicant. Applicants are 
required to write 1 item out of 3 correctly (same as current test).

� An applicant shall not be failed because of spelling, capitalization, or 
punctuation errors unless the errors would prevent understanding the meaning 
of the sentence. A general description of how the writing test is scored follows:

Administration of the Test
Scoring Guidelines for the Writing Test

Pass:

� Has the same general meaning as 
dictated sentence

� Some grammatical, spelling, punctuation, 
or capitalization errors that do not 
interfere with meaning

� May omit short words that do not interfere 
with the meaning

� Numbers may be spelled out or written as 
digits

Fail:

� Writes nothing or only one or two 
isolated words

� Is completely illegible

� Writes a different sentence or words

� Written sentence does not communicate 
the meaning of the dictated sentence
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An applicant’s ability to speak English will 
continue to be determined by the USCIS Officer 
from the applicant’s answers to questions 
asked by the USCIS Officer during the interview 
on Form N-400. 

� USCIS Officers will repeat and rephrase 
questions until the officer is satisfied that the 
applicant either fully understands the question 
or does not understand English.

� If the applicant generally understands and can  
respond meaningfully to questions relevant to 
the determination of eligibility, the applicant has 
demonstrated the ability to speak English.

Administration of the Test
Speaking Test
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The following guidelines will determine whether naturalization applicants will take 
the old test or the new version:

An applicant who :

Note:  If an applicant fails the test during the first examination, the applicant must take the same version of the test (current 
or new), when he or she appears to be retested, even if the retest is scheduled after October 1, 2009.

Implementation Timeline

� Files the Application for Naturalization, Form N-400, BEFORE October 1, 2008, and is scheduled for his 
or her naturalization interview before October 1, 2008, will take the old test.

� Files the Application for Naturalization, Form N-400, BEFORE October 1, 2008, and is scheduled for his 
or her naturalization interview ON or AFTER October 1, 2008, up until October 1, 2009 can choose to 
take the current test or the new test.

� Files the Application for Naturalization, Form N-400, ON or AFTER October 1, 2008, will take the new 
test.

� Is scheduled for his or her naturalization interview ON or AFTER October 1, 2009, regardless of when 
he or she filed the Application For Naturalization, Form N-400, will take the new test.
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Products for the CURRENT TEST include:

� Civics Flash Cards

� Learn About the United States: Quick Civics Lessons

� Sample U.S. History and Government Questions and Answers

� Sample English Reading and Writing Sentences

The Office of Citizenship has developed a variety of educational
materials that allow immigrants to learn more about U.S. history and 
government as they prepare for the current naturalization test.

Civics and Citizenship Study Materials
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Products for the NEW TEST include:

� Civics Flash Cards for the New Naturalization Test

� Learn About the United States: Quick Civics Lessons for the New Naturalization 
Test

� English Vocabulary Flash Cards for the New Naturalization Test

� Civics (U.S. History and Government) Items for the New Naturalization Test

� English Reading and Writing Vocabulary Lists for the New Naturalization Test

For the Redesigned (New) Naturalization Test , the Office of 
Citizenship will produce updated versions of all existing study materials 
to correspond with the new test.

Civics and Citizenship Study Materials
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To prepare volunteers and adult educators for teaching U.S. history, 
civics, and the naturalization process to immigrants, the Office of 
Citizenship offers:

Training and Technical Resources for Educators

� EL/Civics Online: Free web-based training module for volunteers and adult educators that 
includes courses and materials in the following content areas: U.S. history, U.S. government, 
civic engagement, and the naturalization process. Located at http://www.elcivicsonline.org.

� Training Conferences and Workshops: Free training conferences and workshops to 
improve the ability of citizenship instructors and volunteers to teach American history, civics, 
and the naturalization process to immigrant students. For more information, or to register, 
visit http://www.uscis.gov/teachertraining.

� U.S. Civics and Citizenship Online: Resource Center  for Instructors: This a web-based 
tool provides educators and volunteers with a single source for information and resources 
needed to teach ESL, civics, and citizenship preparation to immigrant students: 
http://www.uscis.gov/civicsonline

Civics and Citizenship Study Materials
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1. All products may be purchased as a single item, or 
in bulk, through the Online Bookstore of the 
Government Printing Office (GPO). 

� Go to http://bookstore.gpo.gov/collections/cis-
toolkit.jsp

2. Access free, print-ready pdf versions of our 
products 

� Go to www.uscis.gov, click the “Education and 
Resources” tab at the top, then browse through 
the various links on the left.

3. Order the Civics and Citizenship Toolkit at 
http://www.citizenshiptoolkit.gov

Civics and Citizenship Study Materials
How to Obtain Office of Citizenship Products and Publications
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Questions?


