Small Bite #1

Why Do I Have to Take This Course?

By Tom Carson and Ellyn Gillespie

College students are required to take some courses that they otherwise might not choose to enroll in. It might be a history course, biology, math, or English...even a reading course. They often ask the familiar question, “Why do I have to take this course?” Although the following selection is written by authors of an algebra text, it contains wise advice to students who are enrolled in any course they might not choose to take. If you work hard in a course, you develop skills, acquire information, and improve your ability to think. These benefits last far beyond the semester in which you take the course.

1      Often this is one of the first questions students ask when they find out they must take an algebra course, especially when they believe that they will never use the math again. You may think that you will not use algebra directly in daily life. You may assume that you can get by knowing enough arithmetic to balance a checkbook. So, what is the real point of education? Why don't colleges just train students for the jobs they want? The purpose of education is no just job training but also exercise--mental exercise. An analogy that illustrates this quite well is the physical training of athletes.

2       During the off-season, athletes usually develop an exercise routine. It may involve weight lifting, running, swimming, aerobics, or maybe even dance lessons. Athletes often seek out a professional trainer to push them further than they might push themselves. The trainer's job is not to teach an athlete better technique in his or her sport. It is to develop the athlete's raw material, to work the body for more strength, stamina, balance, etc. Educators are like physical trainers, and going to college is like going to the gym. An educator's job is to push students mentally and work the "muscle" of the mind. 

3       A college program is designed to develop the raw material of the intellect so the student can be competitive in the job market. After the athlete completes the off-season exercise program, he or she returns to the coach and receives specific technique training. Similarly, when students complete their college education and begin a job, they receive specific training to do that job. If the trainer or teacher has done a good job with hard-working clients, the coaching or job training should be absorbed easily.

4       Taking this analogy a step further, a good physical trainer finds the athlete's weaknesses. The trainer then designs exercises that the athlete has never performed before and then pushes him or her accordingly. Teachers do the same thing—their assignments are difficult in order to work the mind effectively. If you feel "brainstrained" as you go through your courses, that's a good sign that you are making progress, and you should keep up the effort.

5       As teachers, we find that most students who struggle with mathematics have never really studied math. A student may think, "Paying attention in class is all I need to do." However, when you watch a teacher do math, keep in mind that you are watching a pro. Going back to the sports analogy, you can't expect to shoot a score of 68 in golf by watching Tiger Woods. You have to practice golf yourself in order to learn and improve. 

Source: Tom Carson and Ellyn Gillespie, Elementary Algebra, p. xiii. Copyright © 2004, Pearson Addison-Wesley. Reprinted by permission of Pearson Education.

VOCABULARY CHECK

Use the context clues from both sentences to reason out the meaning of the italicized words. The answer you choose should make sense in both sentences. Remember that you can go back to the paragraph and read the sentences before and after the ones used below. 

____1. You may assume that you can get by knowing enough arithmetic to balance a checkbook.  

Because my sister does not balance her checkbook each month, she often has to guess whether she has enough money to cover the checks she writes.

Balance a checkbook (b#lZMns  M ch+kZbKk.) is an idiom that means         (paragraph 1)

a. to record every check that is written.


b. to open a checkbook on a flat surface.

c. to verify recorded checkbook amounts and calculations are correct and agree with those of the bank. 

d. to lend a checkbook to someone else and allow that person to write checks on the account. 

____2. It is to develop the athlete's raw material, to work the body for more strength, stamina, balance, etc. 

The Tour de France is a three-week, 2,500-mile bicycle race that requires great stamina. 


Stamina (st#mZM-nM) is a noun that means


(paragraph 2)
                         


a. determination; firmness of purpose.


b. endurance; physical strength to resists fatigue.


c. flexibility.


d. coordination.

____3. A college program is designed to develop the raw material of the intellect so the student can be competitive in the job market.   


Thomas Edison had only three months of formal schooling, but his intellect and determination enabled him to become one of the greatest inventors of his time. 


Intellect (2nZtl-+kt.) is a noun that means


(paragraph 3)

               

a. a positive attitude towards life.


b. the ability to learn and reason.


c. the ability to focus on a single thing.


d. a person’s spirit.

____4. If the trainer or teacher has done a good job with hard-working clients, the coaching or job training should be absorbed easily. 


I had to work hard at understanding the material in the biology course, while my roommate absorbed it effortlessly.


Absorbed is (Mb-sôrbd) a verb that means 



        (paragraph 3)

a. presented.



b. learned.


c. ignored.


d. taught.

____ 5. Going back to the sports analogy, you can't expect to shoot a score of 68 in golf by watching Tiger Woods.  


To help us understand the function of the heart, our instructor made an analogy between the heart and a pump.


Analogy (M-n#lZM-j*) is a noun that means 



               (paragraph 5)           


a. the difference between two things.


b. a comparison between two things that are not alike in any way.


c. a comparison between two things that seem unlike, but are similar in some way.


d. disagreement or argument.


COMPREHENSION CHECK

Read each of the following questions. Then select the correct answer choice. Base your answers on information in the selection. You may refer to the selection as you answer the questions.

True or False

____1. Feeling “brainstrained” is evidence that you are making progress in your courses. 

___ _2. A trainer’s job is to teach an athlete better technique in his or her sport. 

Multiple-choice

_____3. Students receive specific job training when they

a. take a math course.

b. go through college.

c. work with a physical trainer.

d. actually  begin a job. 

​_____ 4. The real purpose of education is to


a. exercise the intellect.    

b. trains students for jobs they want.


c. provide students with physical training.


d. make students feel pushed.

_____ 5. To become good at a subject, you must


a. watch someone who is a pro at it.


b. work with a professional trainer.


c. practice with the material. 


d. know arithmetic and algebra.

WRITING PROMPTS

Give your responses to each of the following items.

1. Do you agree with the authors about the purpose of education? Why or why not?

2. What do you think the teacher’s role should be? Rather than saying, “to teach me” or “to teach (a particular subject),” be specific. Are teachers supposed to “stay on your case”? Simply provide information? Do you think it is their job to contact you if you have missed several classes or assignments?

3. What is your role, your job as a student? In other words, what is your responsibility?

