CUNY’s approach to GED Preparation
There are a few principles that guide instruction at CUNY’s adult literacy/GED program.  One of these is an emphasis on learning by doing.  Educators at CUNY believe that students become proficient readers and writers, and develop a deepening understanding in the fields of science, math and history, when they do what expert readers, writers, scientists and mathematicians do.  In CUNY classrooms, a GED student “doing”science might conduct an experiment to compare the permeability of different materials under the earth as part of a lesson on groundwater.  A student in a math class might measure the tiles in the classroom floor to calculate the room’s area.  A student in another class might read and discuss a novel with other students in preparation for writing a diary entry as one of the characters in the novel.  Activities like these, which engage students in experimentation, measuring and taking the stance of a character or an author, provide them with the chance to take on the role of practitioners right from the beginning.  In so doing, students are introduced to the practices typical of different academic disciplines.  At the same time, they see the relevance of academic knowledge to their own lives.
Students who come to CUNY GED programs vary widely.  They may be single mothers, middle-aged adults forced to leave school when young to support their families, young adults who have dropped out of high school or immigrants who need a high school diploma to continue their education in the United States.  Our students come to us from places as varied as the Caribbean, Africa, Asia and New York City—places where educational practices and standards differ widely.   Such diversity creates a dilemma for teachers: how can they help students “make up” for the high school education they may have missed, improve their reading, writing and math skills, and prepare for the peculiar format of the GED test at the same time?  At CUNY, educators have chosen to use theme- and content-based courses to address the varying needs of their students. 
In theme-and content-based courses, students investigate one or two central questions across disciplines, time periods, or genres.  In a content-based course on the Civil War, for instance, students might investigate the question “What caused the Civil War?” by studying maps, looking at photographs of the time, reading oral histories, textbook excerpts, poetry, and fiction, and creating graphic organizers that help them compare historical events.  In a theme-based course such as “Identity,” students might read and write poetry and personal narratives, study anthropological and psychological case studies, and debate the issue of nature vs. nurture as they investigate a question like: what is identity and where does it originate from?
The theme- and content- based approach was developed at CUNY in the early 1990s as an alternative to the traditional approach, which stresses workbooks and the building up of “skills.”  In the traditional approach, pre-tests are used to identify those skills that students are lacking, and the missing skills are then developed in isolation through drill and practice.  By contrast, CUNY’s approach is based on the belief that education has a humanistic function and value and that our students are intelligent and capable of actively acquiring knowledge.  By introducing students to the ways of thinking typical of each academic discipline, raising open-ended questions that require students to think for themselves, and building extensive reading and writing in to our courses, we believe that CUNY’s approach not only prepares students to pass the GED test, but also for college.

Theme and content-based curricula, in which skills and content are interwoven, provide an engaging and effective way for students to build both content knowledge and skills during the limited time that they have in a GED-prep class.  While we believe this approach is best, we also recognize its challenges for teachers.  Creating a course that includes appropriate reading material on a particular content area/theme, as well as connected activities that provide a balance of reading and writing practice, is time-consuming and demanding work.  For this reason, CUNY teachers and staff developers have created a number of curricula for use with students at all levels for teachers to draw upon as they plan.  To view an annotated list of CUNY curricula, click here. 
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