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Setting
The students I wish to work with are adult immigrants seeking US citizenship.  This will most likely be done in either a volunteer, government-funded, or non-profit program, such as Jewish Family and Career Services, an Atlanta area program that provides immigrant help including ESL and citizenship training.  
JFCS citizenship classes are comprised of adult students in a wide range of ages,  from 18 to 60+, with a mean age of about 35.  Ideally, as in David Mendelsohn’s Canadian Language and Culture class (Murphy and Byrd, 311), students enter the course with a fairly high level of English proficiency.  Rather than the ACTFL scale, they use the federal English Language Learner Proficiency scale, and prefer students to be at level 3 or higher (Parks).  This is an intermediate level comprised of the following skill set:

…[S]tudents can understand standard speech delivered in most settings with some repetition and rewording.  They can understand the main ideas and relevant details of extended discussions or presentations…Students at this level are beginning to detect affective undertones and they understand inferences in spoken language.  They can communicate orally in most settings. 
Students can comprehend the content of many texts independently…They have a high degree of success with factual information…They can separate main ideas from supporting ones.  They can use the context of a passage and prior knowledge to increase their comprehension.  They can detect the overall tone and intent of the text. 
Students can write multi-paragraph compositions, journal entries, personal and business letters, and creative passages…They show good control of English word structure and of the most frequently used grammar structures, but errors are still present (Waterford School District).

JFCS also offers beginning, low-intermediate, and high-intermediate ESL classes; ideally, students would graduate from the high-intermediate level class into the citizenship class, but this is not always possible.  Students often transfer into the class without having studied English through the JFCS program.  In this case, students are placed by means of an assessment test to make sure that their English proficiency is sufficient to see them through the class (Parks).
Classes meet twice a week for two hours, in six-week sessions.  Class size is small, ranging from 10 students up to a limit of 15.  Classrooms are furnished with individual desks and chairs for students, blackboards, overhead projectors, and bulletin boards.  Classrooms are often shared by several teachers.  Internet resources may or may not be available in the classroom, depending on the class site; students themselves may or may not have personal internet access at home, or may have limited access through a library or other public venue (Parks).
Conceptual Underpinnings

Content- and Theme-based Instruction 
The Naturalization Test considers both language and civics knowledge of equal importance; however, since students are expected to arrive in this class with a relatively high level of English proficiency, the emphasis leans toward the civics subject matter.  Naturally, it is also important to consider whether students have indeed mastered the language necessary to work with the subject matter.  Thus, the course shares some aspects of both content-based and theme-based instruction.  
There is some contradiction in the literature as to exactly how these two differ, and also some contention that they are one and the same. Brown (2007) calls content-based instruction the “concurrent study of language and subject matter (55).”  Its primary purpose is to instruct students in a subject matter area; language, he says, is “secondary and subordinate (288).”  However, Schetzer and Warshauer state that the goal of CBI is “not only to use content to teach language but to also use language to teach content (Murphy and Byrd 2001, p. 432),” implying an equal relationship, which Brown considers the hallmark of theme-based instruction (289).  He considers theme-based instruction a subset of CBI (288), as does Donna Brinton (Murphy and Byrd, 284), while  Stoller and Grabe (1997, p. 82) consider the terms “content-based” and theme-based” to be interchangeable.

Regardless, all agree that, whether it’s called theme-based or content-based, and whether the subject matter is considered of equal or subordinate importance to the language content, such a class is defined by the idea that content drives the curriculum as a resource for learning language (Stoller and Grabe, 86).

The citizenship course could fall under the heading of whole language instruction, as described by Stoller and Grabe (81): the thematic units of personal information, geography, government, and history all integrate the content information with the language skills instruction included in the textbook, with an emphasis on the purposeful use of language to communicate the content.  
Other characteristics of content- or theme-based instruction that the course partakes of include:

· Teaching is related to the uses to which the learner will put the language (Spanos 1997, as referenced in Murphy and Byrd 2001, pp. 431-2).  Sample interviews and dictations, for example, imitate test conditions.  The class election not only conveys content found on the naturalization test, but also prepares students for real-life voting.
· Teaching takes into account students’ prior and existing knowledge, and linguistic proficiencies (ibid).  Show-and-tell activities and class discussions give students ample opportunity to assimilate the new content with existing knowledge of their own cultures.  
· Teaching focuses on contextualized language rather than sentence-level usage (ibid).   All language forms and skills are presented in the context of the course themes.  For example, irregular past tense forms are addressed in conjunction with history lessons, which must be referred to in the past tense.  (E.g., “Thomas Jefferson wrote the Declaration of Independence.”)
· Theme units should incorporate multiple skills: listening, speaking, reading, writing, grammar (Brinton, Snow, and Wesche 1989; Stoller and Grabe 1997 as quoted in M&B 284).  An excellent example here is the class election project (see Minute Particulars).  Students will be asked to listen to and understand the discussion leading up to the project, and the instructions on how to register as voters.  They must write either campaign speeches, propaganda, or editorials, give their speeches or interview candidates aloud, and read the election results in the election newsletter. 
The benefits of content- or theme-based instruction in this case are obvious.  Due to the standardized nature of the Naturalization Test, it would be easy to simply memorize the required information, resulting in low motivation, and low retention of not only the civics material but also the language skills used to work with it.   By incorporating the material into thematic units, I can make use of Brown’s principle of meaningful learning.  New topics can be anchored in students’ existing knowledge (schemata), to link to what they already know, resulting in stronger retention.   (Brown 65).  Because meaningful learning can be tailored to appeal to students’ interests, it also increases intrinsic motivation (ibid, 56).  Instruction and discussion can focus on language as communication about a topic, rather than merely language usage (Widdowson 1978 as quoted in Murphy and Byrd, 430-431).  Finally, introducing information in  a context makes it much easier to assimilate, as content and language are recycled throughout the thematic unit (Murphy and Byrd, 399).

Task-Based Language Teaching
The course also bears some hallmarks of Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT).  According to Brown (52), TBLT directs learners beyond the forms of language, toward real world contexts.  Tasks are carefully designed with specific objectives to contribute to communicative goals, and engage learners in problem solving activities.  Bygate, Skehan, & Swain (2001, as referenced in Brown) define a task as “an activity which requires learners to use language, with emphasis on meaning, to obtain an objective (50).”  

Many of the course activities are intended to simulate tasks students will be required to perform on the Naturalization Test.  While it could be argued that the test is not in itself a “real-world” task, it certainly qualifies as the use to which students will be putting their language skills on completion of the course.  The hope, of course, is that the content-based approach described above will enable students to use language in other real-world situations, for which the pedagogical tasks in the classroom prepare them.

Brown defines two types of tasks (51): target tasks, which students are hoping to accomplish outside the classroom, and pedagogical tasks, the classroom activities that teach students to perform the target task.  In this case, both passing the test and being able to use their content knowledge, such as how to make an educated vote, or give personal information, are examples of target tasks.  The activities outlined in the Instructional Activities section are the pedagogical tasks, preparing students to perform the target tasks in real life.
Brown also explains that tasks are comprised of several skill areas; the principles of the four skills (reading, writing, speaking, and listening) “become subsumed under the rubric” of what learners do with language (288).   Students in the citizenship class have ample opportunity to combine two or more of the “four skills” in many of our activities: they are speakers and listeners during show-and-tell sessions, and have the opportunity to be readers and writers in the class election, for example.


Janet Goodwin (Murphy and Byrd, 265) explains that one of the benefits of combining content-based and task-based approaches, as she does in her EAP course at UCLA, is that the tasks in the classroom have “strong face validity.”  In other words, students are more motivated to perform the pedagogical tasks because they are aware of the target task lurking behind it.  Further, she explains that the content provides unity to the course syllabus, and creates a vehicle for the pedagogic tasks.  Here, the pedagogic tasks lead naturally from the topics in the theme units; for example, the sample interviews arise directly from the material to be learned and the need to successfully pass such an interview in test conditions.
Goals and Objectives
Goals and objectives for the course follow the requirements to pass the new U.S. Naturalization Test, starting in October, 2008 (USCIS website).  

Goals
Students will:

· Master the necessary vocabulary and civics information to pass the Naturalization Test; students are required to correctly answer six questions out of ten chosen randomly from the provided list (USCIS website)
· Be able to read and understand a short paragraph, write dictated sentences, and answer oral questions necessary to pass the test (USCIS website)
· Fill out an N-400 naturalization form (USCIS website)
· Be able to read aloud, and understand, the Oath of Allegiance (section 14 of N-400)

· Speak fluently and comprehensibly; complete accuracy and native-like pronunciation are not the focus of this goal

Objectives: 

Because students are expected to enter the course with a federal English Language Learner Proficiency Level of 3 or greater, they  often can already meet some of the following objectives.  However, I list them all here in the interests of completeness.
Students will be able to:

· Introduce themselves, and spell their names

· Count to 100 

· Identify colors

· Read a calendar and talk about dates

· Read a map and talk about the geography of the United States

· Ask and answer wh- questions

· Agree and disagree with statements of opinion

· Make comparisons using comparatives and superlatives

· Express needs and wants

· Ask for repetition or clarification

· Understand U.S. currency

· Talk about U.S. holidays

· Talk about the symbolism of the American flag

· Orally answer civics and history questions drawn from the list of sample questions given by INS.

· Read sentences aloud without any extended pauses, significant omissions, or pronunciation or intonation errors that interfere with meaning
· Write dictated sentences without significant omissions, or grammatical, spelling, punctuation, or capitalization errors that interfere with meaning
Syllabus Design

As discussed above, the syllabus is theme- or content-based based.  Under the theme of  giving personal information, we cover the topics of introductions, addresses and telephone numbers, months and dates, and personal identification.  Under the theme of geography, we cover maps and directions, states and their capitals and other major cities, and important local features.  Topics for the American government theme are the American flag, the branches of government, state and local government and officials, and the Constitution and Bill of Rights.  Finally, topics in the US history theme include, for example, the discovery and colonization of the North American continent, the Revolutionary War, the Western Expansion period, the Civil War and Reconstruction, the Industrial Revolution, and World War II.  Due to the time constraints of the 6-week (12-session) course, it isn’t possible to cover all of these topics in depth, but certainly an effort can be made to expand on the information provided by the textbook, especially for topics of local importance, such as the Civil War or the Civil Rights movement (see sections on activities and instructional materials).

Though much of the syllabus must be held to the themes for the test, some effort can be made to “loosen up” a bit and create a more flexible and learner-centered curriculum by asking students to draw comparisons with the history and government of their home countries.  The latter two themes in particular provide ample communicative grist for classroom discussions.  

There are also task-based aspects to the syllabus.  Many of the activities are pedagogical tasks designed to elicit the target tasks that students will face both on the Naturalization Test and in their lives as American citizens.   For example, the class election not only helps students retain information on the voting process, it is also intended to encourage them to think critically about what it means to make an informed vote.

Instructional Materials

N.B.: Because internet access may or may not be available, the internet is not listed as an available source of material.  Significant changes could be made to this curriculum if the availability of internet access could be confirmed.
Instructor-Compiled Materials 
The textbook for the class is Voices of Freedom: English and Civics for the U.S. Citizenship Exam, Second Ed., by Bill Bliss and Steven J. Molinsky.  This is a theme-based civics/language textbook, which comes with an audio cassette and a teacher’s manual.  It covers the language tasks, communication strategies, and civics topics required by the naturalization test, and is therefore the linchpin of the course.  Because the textbook predates the updated citizenship test, it is supplemented by materials from the USCIS website, such as the N-400 naturalization form and civics flash cards.  


Multi-media resources include the “Promise of Freedom” videos downloaded from the USCIS website, and the accompanying come with a teachers’ guide and discussion booklet.  On the lighter side are the Schoolhouse Rock “America Rock” videos, particularly the ones dealing with early American history and the Constitution. 

Realia includes national flags (both the American one and flags of students’ native countries), maps of the US, calendars, color photos of scenes or people drawn from the textbook chapters, and items related to the US holidays presented in the curriculum.  

Instructor-Created Materials

Students are provided with an up-to-date handout listing their current local elected officials.  For field trips, I also create relevant study guides for students to work on at the trip site.  

For the class election project, I provide a voter registration list, nomination forms, ballots, and note-taking forms for students listening to candidates’ speeches.  I also compile students’ interview results and letters to the editor into an election newsletter.  In a longer class, it would be preferable for students to do this work, but in the interests of saving time, this must be a teacher-generated text.  

Task/Student-Generated Materials

Students bring in items from their own cultures to be presented during show-and-tell time.  For example, students may want to talk about a typical product or art form from their home culture, or prepare a special food item for the class to taste.  
Students may also volunteer to have their oral show-and-tell presentations videotaped.  The resulting footage can be given to the presenters as an additional study resource, and can also be used as a resource for future classes.

In the class election project, students produce campaign speeches, rally speeches, posters, and other forms of propaganda to support their favored candidates.  Students also provide the materials for the election newsletter (see above).  The speeches and presentations will be videotaped and distributed to students for independent use.

External Materials

External materials include field trips to local government and historical sites, and presentations by guest speakers.  Guest speakers may be former students who wish to talk about their experiences as immigrants, or local citizens who are witnesses to some of the historical and political events covered in the civics material (a Vietnam veteran, for example).
Activity Types

Daily Activities and Pair Work

Daily activities focus on the short readings included in the Voices textbook.  

Reading Comprehension Exercises

I begin each lesson by projecting the photograph accompanying the reading on an overhead projector.  Students brainstorm on their own for a few minutes about what/who is pictured, and predicting what the reading will be about.  Volunteers may share their predictions and questions they may have.  Students then listen to the reading on the included audiotape.  The students open their books and read the selection themselves, either silently, in turns or chorally.  They call out new vocabulary for me to list on the board.  Students work in pairs or small groups to answer the workbook questions on the selection, and volunteers may choose to share their responses.  Once the pattern for these activities has been established, students may volunteer to lead lessons themselves.  

Dictations

Some readings and workbook questions can be given as dictations.  This imitates test conditions, where students will be required to accurately write down sentences dictated by the examiner.  Some dictations are done from recordings read by speakers with different accents (particularly southern accents, for this setting), so students can become accustomed to understanding different varieties of spoken English.
Sample Interviews

Other textbook activities are focused around sample interview questions for the naturalization test.  After practicing some of the sample dialogs in the textbook (either chorally or in pairs), and expanding the vocabulary to include personal information, students can write their own questions with which to interview their classmates.  Once sufficient information is obtained, I can use the interview responses in a pair-work preparation exercise designed to ensure a variety of partner combinations, as follows: as students enter the class, they receive a card describing their partner for that class period.  For example, “Your partner today is from the Philippines, has two children, and likes the color green.”  The students must then circulate and ask questions until they find their partner.

Civics Flash Cards


A similar activity uses the civics flash cards provided by USCIS.  Each student is given either a question card or an answer card.  Students circulate until they find the person with the question or answer matching their card.

Show and Tell Presentations

Students are periodically asked to bring in something from native culture or family life to share with the class.  This might be, for example, a food or handicraft, a clothing item, or family photos.  Students may present at the front of the room, or remain in their seats.  Volunteers may have their presentations recorded for use in future or concurrent classes.  

Former students can be invited to attend class as guest speakers, and talk about their experiences as immigrants, as well.

Class Election

In conjunction with studying the election process, students hold a class election.  For elaboration on this project, see Minute Particulars.
Field Trips

Time and budget permitting, the class may take field trips to City Hall, their local Representative’s office, and/or local historical sites related to the course.  To familiarize students with local public transit, the class uses MARTA to travel on field trips.  Due to in-class time constraints, field trips happen outside of regular class hours, so scheduling must be negotiated at the beginning of the course.
Field trips are preceded with classroom discussion and activities on the topic related to the trip: for example, a trip to the Cyclorama is introduced by discussion of the civil war and slavery, and map and timeline activities related to the progress of the war leading up to the battle.  They arrive at the site armed with a “scavenger-hunt” worksheet that requires them to find and fill in information that can be found in the Cyclorama commentary and accompanying exhibits.  Following the trip, students compare their answers in groups and discuss what they learned.
Learners’ Roles

Because the class itself is not graded, one way to keep motivation high is to offer the students a menu of different possible classroom roles to choose from.  Many of these roles depart from the traditional assumption of “teacher as knowledge source,” thus giving students the chance to, in part, manage their own learning, and also offering them choices as to how to do so.
Students are expected to participate in class and group discussions and pair activities, to take on a role in the class election, and to give at least one show-and-tell presentation.  They interact with each other in all of these activities, as partners, collaborators, and audience members.  Students also have the opportunity to lead daily lessons and class discussions.  The show-and-tell presentations allow them the chance to contribute to the established curriculum by discussing topics of interest to them.

Students are also encouraged to use the alternative language strategies covered in class (such as hesitating, asking for clarification, or giving alternative information when an answer isn’t known) to communicate with both each other and the teacher, and to help each other understand and communicate when difficulties arise.
Teacher’s Roles
The role of the teacher in this class is, firstly, to guide students through the material they will need to pass the citizenship exam, but secondly, and perhaps more importantly to students’ future as citizens, to lead them in a critical exploration of what citizenship means, through discussion and comparison to students’ native cultures.  

Since I  am no expert in American civics and history myself, I must “bump up” my knowledge [Stoller and Grabe, 1997, p. 92] of the course’s themes right along with the students, and will most likely learn things I haven’t even thought of in writing this course plan.  One of my roles, then, is that of a researcher, so that if students ask me questions I can’t answer right away, I can look up the information outside of class, and return with something interesting to talk about the next time we meet.  If web access is available in the classroom, I may be able to look up answers to questions right then and there, thus providing a side lesson in web literacy, and examples of how to judge the accuracy of information provided on the internet.
My roles change according to the activities we’re working on.  For example, the daily workbook activities and practice dictations require a more traditional leadership role; however, the pair work for interviews and flash card practice allow me to become more of an observer and guide, once the activities are set in motion.  The show-and-tell presentations also cast me in an observer/listener role.
The class election project (see Minute Particulars), in particular, allows me a variety or roles, starting with a creative role as a curriculum and materials designer.  Once the ball is rolling, I move into the role of facilitator, as I help students work on preparing their own roles in the project.  When it comes time for the actual campaigning, I am an observer and a listener, letting students take the driver’s seat in running the campaign according to the guidelines provided.

Affective Concerns 

The need to pass the naturalization test, while a strong motivation, is inevitably an extrinsic one.  My course proposes to introduce factors that will increase intrinsic motivation and facilitate language and knowledge retention.  

Some of the class activities and materials are specifically tailored to increase intrinsic motivation.  Since learners bring their own knowledge and experience to the language classroom, we will be comparing the cultural information covered to similar topics in students’ home cultures.  Field trips, movies, guest speakers, authentic documents, and other realia provide variety and context for language use.  Show and tell presentations, pair work, and the class election contextualize not only input, but output as well.  


A potential affective concern is the anxiety produced by the necessity to pass the naturalization test.  So much hangs on successful completion of this exam, it can cause a crippling level of nervousness, reducing self-confidence and even causing hostility toward the test administrator, who may be seen as an adversary.  Motivation that encourages true knowledge acquisition is the first step in conquering this anxiety, and more techniques can also be brought into play.


For example, it’s important to emphasize that complete accuracy and native-like pronunciation are not the goals of the class.  We are more interested in fluency and comprehensibility than perfect linguistic mastery.  By presenting model interviews of varying degrees of acceptability, I can show students that the level of fluency required is not unattainable.  


To reduce anxiety in performing class activities, students will have options available to them: for example, whether they wish their practice interviews and show-and-tell presentations to be videotaped.  They will also have the option of presenting these in front of the whole class or from their seats.  Very shy students may present to me or to one classmate.  Since the naturalization test is given one-on-one, catering to students’ affective needs in this fashion simulates test conditions.


The election project also presents students with options as to their roles and activities.  Students can choose large or small speaking roles, and choose to what extent their role will be a written one (e.g., newspaper reporter) or a spoken one (e.g., presidential candidate).    


Another way to increase students’ self-confidence is to provide them with adequate feedback.  Oral presentations and written work are evaluated according to rubrics (which can be negotiated by the students prior to the assignment), and workbook activities are checked by either the teacher or classmates in a group.  The course is punctuated by mini practice interviews that simulate the format of the naturalization test, so students can see how they are progressing toward the goal of passing it.
Class Election Project
Introducing the Project


This project is introduced at the end of the eighth class session, after the topics in the American government theme have been covered.  Students are asked to start thinking about whether or not they wish to run.  I remind students that if they want to run, they  must be nominated by another classmate.

In the following class session, the project follows from the material in the textbook on different forms of government, and the branches of the American government.  We lead from these topics into an explanation of how voter eligibility and registration work, and the popular vote vs. the electoral college.   Students compare the American voting process with similar procedures in their home countries.  Discussion questions center around why people might or might not vote, how the media may affect people’s decisions, and what issues might affect their vote, such as foreign policy, taxes, etc.  Students brainstorm issues that might be relevant to the class election and I write these on the board.  
Voter Registration and Nominations
One student is designated town clerk.  He/she explains rules for voter registration, and posts the  Registration List.  During the class break, students register to vote by signing up on the list.  
After the break, nominations are held.  Anyone nominating a candidate must announce their nomination to the class, take a nomination form, and circulate asking for signatures.  Nominators should be prepared to give persuasive arguments in favor of their nominees.  Registered voters may ask questions and sign the nomination form.  At the end of a pre-set time period, nomination forms are collected, preparatory to drawing up the ballot.  Candidates with the required number of signatures (this requirement is listed on the nomination forms) go on the ballot.  
Propaganda, and the Media 

The rest of this class period, and the beginning of the next, is spent preparing the campaign.

Candidates prepare campaign speeches, giving their positions on the issues, and talking about what they plan to do if elected.  Other students either prepare persuasive rally speeches, posters or other forms of propaganda, or write letters to the editor endorsing or condemning different candidates.  Other students can choose to be reporters, and work on interview questions for the candidates about their views and plans, and for voters about their preferences and opinions.  I will circulate, giving assistance where needed, and collect rough drafts at the end of the class period.   If students do not have rough drafts ready, they may take them home to work on.
Speeches and Interviews 
At the beginning of the next class period, I return corrected drafts, and students revise for the first half of class period.  Students who have taken their drafts home to work on must hand them in at the time for correcting and revising.  I will circulate, giving assistance where needed.
After the class break, candidates give their speeches.  Other students present their rally speeches or posters.  This portion of the project is videotaped for archival purposes; students will receive copies of the footage for their own personal study.  Students listening to speeches have a note form to fill out, giving them a framework for taking notes on the speeches.

Following this, reporters circulate and collect interview results from both candidates and voters.  In preparation for the election, I collect the interview results and revised letters to the editor to hand out as an “election newsletter” in the next class.

Election

In the following session, some time is allowed for speeches and presentations that may not have fit into the last class period.  Students evaluate candidates based on the newsletter and the notes they took on their speech forms.  Discussion centers around what qualities they want to look for in a candidate.

During the break, I and two students designated as polling clerks prepare the voting booths (a curtained-off area in the back of the classroom) and the  ballot box.  When the rest of the students return from the break, the clerks announce that the polling place is open, and distribute ballots to each registered voter. The voters enter the voting booth, vote, and place ballots in the ballot box.  (Some explanation may be necessary ahead of time regarding modern-day voting methods—since it won’t be feasible to bring an actual voting machine into the classroom, this must be done the old-fashioned way with paper ballots and a ballot box.)
Election Results 

When everyone has voted, the polling clerks count the ballots and write the election results on the blackboard.  Discussion questions center around issues that might have affected the voting.  For example, was the election close, or was it a landslide?  Why?  What happens if there is a tie?
Caveats/Final Thoughts
The main difficulty in teaching this class is the short time frame.  The class must be kept fairly short, since students might receive their test appointments at any time.  

The other difficulty is the narrow subject matter constraints.  The textbook zooms through the highlights of American history, glossing over some and completely ignoring others.  Ideally, a US history course should be taught over the course of at least a college-length semester, to cover the topics in any kind of depth.  But since we must keep the test prep requirement firmly in the forefront, depth is harder to come by.   This dovetails with the problem of the time limit; there is simply not enough time to elaborate on the history topics as much as I would like.  
In addition, the short time frame also restricts the opportunity to incorporate more language instruction.  Despite the assumption of a relatively high level of English proficiency, students will have their own perceptions of their proficiency, and be aware of areas where they need practice and improvement.  I’d prefer to be able to address these needs in the context of the class subject matter, but it’s hard to take full advantage of the benefits of theme-based teaching in such a short time frame. 
Finally, I note that, if adequate internet access could be assured, there are many other directions this course could take: blogs, podcasts, and a class website would all be possibilities.  However, again, time remains a factor.  
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