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4 / Optional Courses at University K2/Fi% &R
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=
Directions: Most university students take a combination of mandatory and optional courses
during their undergraduate studies. How important a role do you think optional courses

should play in students’ education? Provide reasons to support your opinion.

The Role of Optional Courses

University students are at the age when they are aware of their academic
interests and able to make many decisions on their own. In light of this fact, it
is reasonable that they should be given the freedom to take optional courses both
within and outside their major area of study. Nevertheless, the central
importance of core or requisite courses cannot be understated, and students
should be careful not to spread themselves too thin.

By the time students have finished high school, they have often narrowed
their academic interests. Upon entering university, for example, a student might
decide to major in English, psychology or economics. However, students are
likely to have other interests outside the scope of their field of major. Allowing
them to take non-major courses will offer two important benefits. First, it will
engender a more meaningful academic experience. Second, it will cultivate
students who are well-rounded and bring a variety of skills into the workplace
upon graduation. For these reasons, university students should be given the
opportunity, and even encouraged, to take courses outside their major.

In addition to taking noncompulsory courses outside of their major,
university students are also generally allowed to take elective courses within, or
relevant to, their academic major. An undergraduate student majoring in
economics, for instance, would typically be required to take core courses such
as microeconomics, macroeconomics and econometrics, among others. Courses
such as industrial economics, environmental economics and labor economics,
however, may be offered on an optional basis. This allows students to develop an
area of specialization within their major that can better prepare them for
employment or graduate studies.

From the foregoing discussion, it is evident that optional courses offer
students a variety of benefits. However, it would be a disservice to students

if universities allowed them to take too many optional courses, especially ones
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outside of their academic major. If an engineering major graduated having
completed a variety of coursework in sociology and anthropology but only two
or three engineering courses, it is unlikely that he would have attained enough
expertise in his field to be well-trained professionally or to qualify for postgraduate
work. It is critical that students avoid becoming a “jack of all trades and a
master of none” .

In my opinion, students should be encouraged to pursue their unique and
potentially diverse academic interests. To this end, optional courses are an
essential part of higher education. However, too many optional courses would
thwart students’ ability to develop a single main area of expertise, with
detrimental consequences to their future careers.
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) Teacher-centered versus Student-centered Classes
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Directions: Some people argue that the teacher is the source of knowledge while students
are merely passive followers of the teacher. Others hold that students can learn substantially
from interaction with one other. In your opinion, should classes be teacher-oriented or

student-oriented 7
-+
SETLXL

Teacher-centered versus Student-centered Classes

Over the past few decades, teaching styles have changed significantly. Many
teachers no longer feel satisfied with lecture-style, teacher-centered learning. A
student-centered teaching style has been shown to have substantial benefits for
both teachers and students.

Student—centered learning can help students take an active interest in their
education. Attendance is a problem in today’s universities and colleges. Some
students fail to attend classes, while others sleep or socialize during class time.
Students who are forced or at least encouraged to participate in discussions and
answer questions aloud are more likely to pay attention. Studies have shown that
answering questions aloud improves understanding and retention. In addition,
students’ participation may help them realize that going to class is more effective
than simply reading the textbook on their own, without the aid of a teacher.

At first glance, student-centered learning seems to make teaching a more
difficult task. It requires instructors to think of ways to engage their students and
make sure that each one is participating. In reality, however, student-centered
learning is of great benefit to teachers. When students are forced to express their
opinions and answer questions on the spot, it is easy for the instructor to see
where students are having trouble. This type of communication between teachers
and students can greatly enhance a teacher’s understanding of what the students
have learned or missed.

Another advantage of student-centered learning is that it can enable students

‘to improve their social skills. Under a teacher—centered mode of instruction,
students have little or no opportunity to interact with their peers. As a result,

opportunities to build communication and teamwork skills may be severely limited.
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One of the important functions of higher education, including in-class learning,
should be to prepare students for a smooth transition into society and the
workplace. Only by encouraging student participation and interaction can
universities foster students’ ability to make this transition smoothly and
effectively.

Student-centered learning helps teachers do a better job of planning what
material they are going to teach and how best to present it to their students.
Students find this type of learning not only more enjoyable, but also much more

effective than teacher-centered learning.
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Theoretical Courses and Practical Courses
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Directions: Some courses ( such as mathematics, economics and philosophy) are regarded
as theoretical or fundamental courses, while others ( such as computer programming,
accounting and English conversation) are viewed as practical courses. Do you think that
one type of course is more valuable or important than the other? Why or why not?

ZEEX

Theoretical Courses versus Practical Courses

While scholars and academics might argue for the importance of
fundamental or theoretical courses, career advisors are more likely to contend that
practical courses are of the essence. With respect to this debate, I would
prefer to adopt a “ middle-of-the-road” position. In other words, I do not
believe that fundamental courses are more important than practical courses, or
vice versa, but rather that each type of course serves its own distinct purpose.

Just as a high-rise building cannot be erected without a solid foundation
and sound framework, students must first acquire foundational knowledge in
order to learn practical skills. Medical students have to learn about biochemical
processes before they can understand the etiology of diseases and how to treat
them. It would be unfeasible for a student to bypass a biochemistry course and
study pathology or oncology. In the same vein, courses in physiology, while not
having any * practical” application per se, offer a necessary foundation for
students pursuing careers in pharmacology or toxicology. Given that theory lays
the foundation for practice, the importance of fundamental courses in higher
education cannot be underestimated.

Although some students move on to pursue postgraduate or even doctoral
studies, most undergrads enter the job market at the end of their four-year
degree. In general, students attend college in order to acquire the skills they need
to succeed in their careers. With intense domestic and global competition in
the job market, students must learn skills that will enable them to fill a need in
society once they have finished their post-secondary studies. Practical courses,
which enable students to solve real-world problems, are superior to theoretical
courses in preparing students for the job market and should thus form an
important part of the curriculum.

While the value of theoretical and practical courses has already been amply
demonstrated above, it is worth noting that not all courses fit neatly into either
of these broad categories. For instance, although an introductory economics
course may generally be regarded as a fundamental course, it also offers practical
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applications. Theoretical economic concepts such as opportunity cost and
comparative advantage can easily be applied to everyday life and even business
decisions. While statistics may seem like a theoretical course, it has direct
applications for data analysts, actuaries and statisticians. Even philosophy
courses can offer practical value for students wishing to become professional or
academic philosophers.

In sum, both theoretical and practical courses have their own intrinsic
value. While the former are vital to helping students develop foundational
knowledge and problem-solving skills, the latter can assist students as they
embark on their careers. Finally, as the preceding analysis indicates, the
distinction between these two types of courses is not cut and dried, and may
depend on a student’s major and career goals.
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Non-academic Subjects in the Curriculum
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Directions: Universities and colleges should teach only “ academic ™ subjects, while “ non-
academic”  subjects ( such as physical education, music and art) should be removed from
the course calendar. Do you agree with the above proposition ? Why or why not ?

e
BEIEXL

Non-academic Subjects in the Curriculum

It is sometimes argued that institutions of higher learning should offer only
“academic” courses to students and exclude all courses that are deemed “non-
academic. 7 This argument, however, is flawed and without merit. The diverse
selection of subjects offered at universities and colleges across China reflects the
diversity of Chinese society itself. Attempts to draw an artificial line between
academic and non-academic courses would not only limit students’ choices, but
also stifle the rich diversity that is vital for society to thrive as a whole.

i3

One important reason for maintaining “ non-academic” subjects in the
curriculum is that the distinction between academic and non-academic subjects is
itself subjective. Certain subjects, including mathematics, science and English,
are often regarded as “academic”, while subjects such as physical education,
music and art are disparagingly viewed as “non-academic”. While this distinction
may appear to be valid on the surface, it is actually fallacious. The word
“academic” itself refers to anything that is related to school, especially one of
higher learning. It follows, therefore, that any body of structured learning
established as a post-secondary course can and should be described as
“academic” .

Subjects that are sometimes labeled as “ non-academic” have their own
intrinsic value in both academia and society in general. If subjects such as
music, art and physical education were shunned by colleges and universities,
society would face a gradual stagnation of talented musicians, actors and
athletes. Countless artists have honed their skills during their college studies and
subsequently risen to stardom. American actors Ben Affleck and Matt Damon,
for instance, scripted the movie Good Will Hunting while studying film and

theater, a traditionally “non-academic” subject, at Harvard University.
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The movie went on to win an Oscar for Best Original Screenplay.

The inclusion into the curriculum of so-called “non-academic” subjects does
not mean that traditional “academic” subjects will not continue to play a central
role in post-secondary education. Indeed, courses like mathematics, science and
English will always remain at the cornerstone of college education. Finally, all
varieties of subjects, including both those regarded as “academic” and others that

are deemed “non-academic”, have a rightful place in the halls of academia.
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The Use of Multimedia Teaching Protocols
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Directions: Multimedia can be seen as offering an alternative or complement to traditional

teaching. To what extent do you think multimedia should be incorporated in the classroom?

Provide evidence to back up your assertions.

SEENL

The Use of Multimedia Teaching Protocols

In recent years, great technological advances have been made. New
technology has changed the face of homes and workplaces all over the world.
One place where technology’s role is still uncertain is the classroom. In my
opinion, multimedia may be used as a supplement to lessons and classroom
activities, but it should not be used to replace traditional teaching methods.

More and more teachers have begun making PowerPoint presentations.
PowerPoint technology makes it easier for teachers to plan lessons. It can save
instructors the trouble of constantly writing on the blackboard, giving them
more time to explain the information they are showing their students. Teachers
can also include beautiful pictures and short videos in their multimedia
presentations, which can help interest students in the topic being presented.
Visuals are always an important tool in the classroom, and PowerPoint technology
makes incorporating photos into a lesson simple and inexpensive. However,
teachers must take care not to overdo it. Making an entire presentation full of
pictures may be easy, but it won’t necessarily teach the students anything. Factual
content is always the most important component of any lesson. Videos, pictures
and bright colors can be distracting to students and should not form the bulk of
the lesson.

Some teachers are also beginning to allow their students to do work on
computers. This enables each student to work at his or her own pace, and,
indeed, the Internet can be an excellent tool for research. Unfortunately, many
students are tempted to do just about everything but research when they have
access to the Internet. Students may ask themselves: “ Why bother doing
schoolwork when I can listen to music, watch videos, read the news, and check
my email — all at the same time?” It is difficult to force students to use computers
responsibly, so unless the teacher is able to carefully monitor each student,

allowing them to use computers may do more harm than good.
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Electronic equipment is expensive and fragile. It can break suddenly, so
teachers must be careful not to depend on multimedia. Some schools simply do
not have the money to pay for projectors and computers. Although multimedia
can be a valuable tool in the classroom, teachers who only teach in the “old-
fashioned” way will not be selling their students short.
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Directions: Self-directed learning , also known as self-education, refers to teaching oneself,

as opposed to learning in a school setting or from a tutor. Do you think that self-directed

learning can replace traditional university education? Support your argument with

appropriate details.

SEEXL

12

The Flaws and Merits of Self-Education

Not every student chooses to or has the ability to attend university. Some

high school graduates may opt to seek a job, start their own business, or pursue
other interests. However, for young people wishing to further their academic
careers, self-education is no substitute for university studies.

One major shortcoming of self-education is its inherent lack of a well-defined
structure. Universities and their professors offer pedagogical expertise and provide
curricula based on appropriate learning goals, realistic expectations, and ongoing
evaluation. It would be difficult, if not impossible, for young people to duplicate
this kind of structure, short of having attended teacher’s college themselves.
Another advantage of structure is the discipline and motivation it promotes.
Without tests, assignments or exams, self-learners may lack the incentive to stay
on track with their studies. Furthermore, they would lack the essential feedback
that comes from instructors’ evaluation.

Another flaw of self-education is that it does not provide an environment in
which the learner can interact with others and engage in social intercourse. In
addition to providing a structured education, university studies endow students
with a dynamic social environment. This not only provides an excellent
opportunity to make lifelong friendships, but also enables students to enhance their
communication, leadership and teamwork skills. All else being equal, a self-
taught learner is less likely to develop skills such as these that become critical as
young people enter society and the job market.

Despite the fact that it is not a viable replacement for post-secondary
education, self-directed learning can still coexist alongside university studies. If
an English major is interested in child psychology but does not have the option
or desire to take it as an elective course at university, he or she might decide to
purchase books on the subject or learn about it on the Internet. In addition,
many useful skills, such as basic website design, can be learned simply through



