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EDUCATION

BACKGROUND INFORMATIO
FREE PASS FAILS KIDS

Schools are finally ending an educational practice they never should have started —
promoting even the students who fail.

The mistaken theory behind these “social promotions” is that children who are held back
at school suffer damaging blows to their self-esteem.

But this feel-good teaching practice ignores a basic truth about the learning process.
Chiefly, most knowledge is sequential. And a child who can’t master material one year isn’t
likely to grasp more advanced lessons the next.

Embarrassed by high school students who can’t read or write, several school systems are
queétioning policies allowing the mass promotion of failing students. And governors from
California to Texas this month joined the President in calls to abolish the social promotion of
students who can’t make the grade.

Their doubts make sense. Ignoring academic problems won’t make them disappear, and
giving students a free pass maintains schools’ mediocrity by absolving students and teachers of
their failings.

Yet, bans on social promotions alone won’t help the nation’s troubled schools or their
students. Turning academic failures into success stories is more complicated than telling kids,
“Sorry. Try again.”

There is scant research supporting the notion that students who repeat classes will im-




prove their academic achievement. What's more, drop-out rates balloon 20-30% among stu-
dents who are held back.

The debate over dealing with lagging learners requires more than a pass-fail choice.
Instead, school systems need better ways of identifying struggling students early on and pro-
viding them with intensive tutoring and customized learning plans.

That’s the solution adopted at Long Beach, Calif., where educators have set up “check-
points” in grades 3 and 8. Students missing needed skills are sent to summer school.

Similarly, 42,000 Chicago students were required to take summer “bridge” classes last
year because of their low test score. By September, 15,000 had improved enough to be promoted.

Weekend classes, tutoring and summer school are costly, but targeted help is no more
expensive than the average $5,500 per pupil states pay when students repeat a grade.

Replacing the social promotion of failing students with early effective help teaches kids
an important life lesson: Competence counts. And for students, personally, it is more reward-

ing than a free pass.

1 What decisions have the schools made?

What is meant by the phrase “social promotions”?
3 What is the author’s attitude toward “free pass”? List at least three points to support
your answer.

4 Are there any major problems with the “retention system”? What are they?

FURTHER READING

» vReading A

R R

LEARNING FOR LIFE — WHEREVER YOU ARE*

The New York Times Magazine this weekend featured a Harvard undergraduate student

from China and her work to shake up education in China. The article is long, but if you grew

* Adapted from “Education in China and America”, by Suo Zhigang, http://www.imechanica.org/node/1179



up in China, it should be a quick read, and fun. If you grew up in the US or Europe, perhaps
this is a helpful read, just to learn how other people live.

I entered college in China in 1981. Many things seemed to remain the same, for many
things are dominated by one thing: the national entrance examination to get into college. In
my year, about 4% high school students went to college. Now the number is 22%, as compared
to 40% in the US.

The significant increase in the entrance rate doesn’t seem to have alleviated the anxiety.
As a parent to a freshman college student, I can attest that junior and senior years in high
school are not much fun even for students in the US. Once a country has vastly increased the
rate of college entrance, students will still want to get into “better” colleges. The rat race is on
if you are a rat, no matter where you are.

The New York Times Magazine article also mentioned the Soviet-style over specialized
education in Chinese colleges. My class in college had maybe 60 students specialized in
compressors, another 60 students specialized in refrigeration, and yet another 60 students
specialized in welding. It really wasn’t as terrible as it sounds. In order to specialize in mechanics,
we had to study math, physics and chemistry. We studied electrical circuits, alloy treatment,
and mechanical drawing. We even had a continuous stream of humanity courses. I'm not sure
I enjoyed all the courses, but I cannot claim that these courses damaged my brain, either. I
remember some of the humanity courses required writing, which turned out to be a useful
skill. As a consequence of specialization, we did learn a lot of mechanics.

I often feel sorry tor American students in my undergraduate class, knowing that strength
of materials will be their first and last course in the mechanics of deformable materials. So
many beautiful sights unseen! But they also seem to turn out to be OK. A liberal (and superficial)
education doesn’t damage their brains, either.

The high level debate about education makes me dizzy and turns me off. So far as I can
tell, both systems of education work fine, and have their own limitations. The bottom line is
that the quantity of knowledge is too large to be crammed into 4 years, and you’d have to make
choices, making it either narrow or shallow or perhaps both. You’ll just have to be prepared to
engage yourself in life long learning.

I suspect the Soviet-style specialization came about for a simple reason of economics: in
the old days in China, college graduates were so precious that the government would assign
you a job after you graduated. In hindsight, it never stopped amazing me how an 18 year old
could be convinced to devote his life to the specialty of welding or mechanics, for that matter.

But my American students have kept telling me that they are presented with too many

choices and they spend too much time worrying about if they have made the right choices. Relax.



Nobody will really know if you make right or wrong choices. So long as you remain curious

enough to make choices, you'll be fine. After all, we are all in this game of learning for life.

Reading B &
g

LEARNER AUTONOMY

The concept of learner autonomy has been around for a few years and even become a
buzzword within the context of language learning. Unfortunately, however, it has also been
misunderstood as being no more than self-instruction. While it may be true that learners who
are able to follow a path of self-instruction successfully may have acquired a high degree of
learner autonomy, it is also true that self-instruction often fails to provide successful results.
Some also assume that learner autonomy in the classroom means that the teacher transfers all
control to the learners and thus becomes a redundant part of the learning process. Consequently,
learner autonomy is often described as a new methodology. However, while the teacher may
play a major part in developing autonomy in the learners, this certainly cannot be programmed
in any way.

In David Little’s words “autonomy is a capacity — for detachment, critical reflection,
decision-making, and independent action. It presupposes, but also entails, that the learner will
develop a particular kind of psychological relation to the process and content of his learning.
The capacity for autonomy will be displayed both in the way the learner learns and in the way
he or she transfers what has been learned to wider contexts”. I will try to elaborate briefly two
of several ideas that were used to explore the concept of learner autonomy: George Kelly’s
theory of personal constructs and the work of the Russian psychologist Vygotsky and his view
that mental abilities are determined by social relationships.

In his theory of personal constructs, Kelly points to the fact that “different men construe
[the universe] in different ways .... Some of the alternative ways of construing are better adapted
to man’s purposes than others. Thus, man comes to understand his world through an infinite
series of successive approximations”. This process of construing the world is never complete, but
rather a “continuous process of hypothesis-testing and theory-revision”, an ongoing process of
adjustment and adaptation. When these adjustments to the learner’s view of the world require
only few changes in the underlying personal constructs, learning will take place easily and
without major complications. If, however, these adjustments present a major restructuring of the
underlying personal constructs, learning will be difticult or even painful. One of the most im-

portant conclusions of Kelly’s theory is the necessity to lay open the processes of personal con-



structs and their development. In the area of second language learning, the key to success in
learning a second language lies in an increased awareness of the learning process.

The other major influence on the concept of learner autonomy that [ would like to mention
here is derived from the former Soviet psychologist Vygotsky. Central to his ideas is the impor-
tance of social relationships to the development of mental abilities and thus also learning. The
central term in his theory is “the zone of proximal development. It is the distance between the
actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of
potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in col-
laboration with more capable peers”. This collaborative process is also reflected in natural child
development: “[t]he developmental learning that unimpaired small children undergo takes
place in interaction with parents, brothers and sisters, grandparents, family friends, neighbors
and so on. Education, whether institutionalized or not, is likewise an interactive social process.
For most of us, important learning experiences are likely to be remembered at least partly in terms
of our relationships with one or more other learners or with a teacher”. Vygotsky’s approach,
then, emphasizes that social interaction and collaboration are essential to the learning process.
This involves the extensive use of alternative learning environments where students can col-
laborate and interact in pairs or larger groups, new environments that have not been shaped by
teacher-centered, non-collaborative classrooms. These public spaces could ideally complement
the private learning spaces derived from Kelly’s theory of personal constructs. External social
interaction and internal cognitive interaction are, of course, inseparable and influence each
other. The idea that learners need to become aware of and accept responsibility for their learning

process is thus extended to include the learning process of their peers.

I How do you interpret “the rat race is on if you are a rat, no matter where you are”?

(Reading A, Paragraph 3)

o

Do you think that both Chinese and US systems of education work fine, and have
their own limitations? Give some examples to support your opinion.

3 What is the definition of learner autonomy? Please list some examples from Read-
ing B.

4 Which influences are vital in defining the term learner autonomy?

What particular issues related to the reading materials in the unit would you like to
discuss with your classmates?



FOLLOW-UP TASKS
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Task 1: Finding Your Classmate’s Opinion on Free Pass
Time Limit: 15 minutes
Activity Type: Group work

Procedures:

I Divide the class into groups of 4—6.

Work as a team to design interview questions.

Do

3 Conduct an inter-group interview, and try to get as much as possible your
classmate’s opinion about free pass. You may take notes.

4 After the interview is over, go back to your group, and report to group mem-

bers what the interviewee thought of the issue, using reported speech style.

- y
Interview question types:
Open questions: the kind of QUestions which are capable of eliciting unlimited infor-
mation from the interviewee, normally a “wh-" type, but not necessarily so. For
example:

* What is the major purpose of your visit to China?

e Could you please tell me something about your newly published book?

® Why is it that the decrease in the interest rate might not necessarily stimulate

large-scale investment?

Closed questions: the kind of questions which require a yes/no or limited reply, in which
case only certain information can be elicited from the interviewee. For example:

e [s it your first visit to China?

¢ How would you rate the service provided by the travel agency — excellent, good,

fair or poor?

Reported speech:

Like a television news announcer, a person reporting other people’s speech should
distinguish his/her attitude from the interviewee’s. And such a distinctive feature is often
achieved by “indirect speech” such as:

® Mr. Zhang clearly stated that ...

® Miss Wang also emphasized the point that ...

® He finally concluded that ...




Thought Snack

The Thought Snack that follows is designed to help you straighten things out,

Discuss with your partner each of the following statements and reason out why you think

so or why not.

1

o

6

Grade retention does not improve learning as a whole.

L] Agree [J Disagree ;

Basing promotion decisions on test scores is unfair to many students and undermines
educational quality.

[] Agree U] Disagree

Educational research clearly shows that retention is not helpful. A student who is not
doing well in Grade 4 and is held back will, when finally promoted, usually still be at
the bottom of the class in Grade 5.

L] Agree [ Disagree
Repeating grades wastes a lot of taxpayers’ money.
[0 Agree [ Disagree

Meanwhile, in order to raise test scores, many schools reduce the curricula to test
coaching. As a result, many important things are not taught, depriving students of a
good education.

L] Agree [ Disagree

The “drill and kill” instruction forced by teaching to the test also caused many young

people to dislike school.
L] Agree U] Disagree

Task Il: Solving the Problem

Time Limit: 20 minutes
Activity Type: Group work

Procedures:

' 1 Divide the class into groups of 4—6.
: 2 Locate as many as possible of the currently existing and potential problems
: in the education system. Some of these are:

e students’ lack of learning motivation

© too many examinations

¢ too much pencil work and memory work

e little relevance to future careers



