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The emphasis of university study has always been on an academic discipline or
a profession as preparation for, more recently at least, the subsequent world of
work. Consequently, university curricula have been predominantly concerned
with the specialist knowledge and attitudes associated with disciplines and
professions. It has always been tacitly acknowledged that more generic
knowledge, together with other competences and attitudes, is an essential part
of a well-rounded individual. The traditional perspective has been that
immersion in a university atmosphere in itself allows students to acquire generic
knowledge, competences and attitudes. Recently in Hong Kong and elsewhere,
much emphasis has been placed upon the acquisition of generic knowledge and
skills. The concept of the ideal graduate has emerged: one who is competent in
a fledgling way within a major discipline or profession but can also play a full
citizenship role by contributing in a broader sense to the local and international
communities.

Generally, the qualities of this ideal graduate are characterised as follows:

• Conceptual/theoretical knowledge related to a discipline or profession, together
with specialised skills that enable that knowledge to be applied.

• Generic skills and attitudes that enable a graduate to function competently in the
wide range of professional and social situations that will be encountered after
graduation.

• An understanding of broader historical, philosophical, political, epistemological,
etc. perspectives that enables specialised disciplinary knowledge to be appropriately
framed and that may also guide decisions and actions taken as a citizen of a larger
community.

All universities in Hong Kong implicitly or explicitly embrace the concept of the
ideal graduate and have adopted the following two practices – as listed in Section 2.
2.4 – to enable students to attain generic knowledge, understanding, skills and
attitudes:

1. The inclusion of mandatory components within curricula to help students acquire
such competences.

2. The establishment of extracurricular or co-curricular student activities that aim
to promote these.

The remainder of this chapter discusses these two practices, with reference to specific
examples from Hong Kong campuses where appropriate.

6.1 Inclusion of mandatory components in curricula for
developing students’ generic competences

Essentially, there are two approaches by which the traditional curriculum may be
broadened in order to develop the qualities of the “ideal graduate” noted above.
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The first approach is to embed this intention integrally into the subjects of the
mainstream disciplinary curriculum by introducing new curricular emphases, teaching
methods and educational technologies. Essentially, this involves the specification of
learning outcomes, particularly those relating to the second and third qualities of the
“ideal graduate” identified above. Chapter 5 has discussed in detail how universities
are moving in this direction, especially in relation to generic competences and desirable
attitudes, so there is no need to revisit these developments in this section.

The second approach is to introduce specific and separate mandatory subjects into
the curriculum. Language subjects are one component; the other usually goes under
the name of “general education”. There is a fair degree of commonality across Hong
Kong in the ways in which curricula reflect these emphases, though there is inevitably
variation as a result of the different missions, histories and cultures of the institutions.
The arrangements in a number of universities are outlined below.

It should be noted that all universities have quite similar language requirements,
the norm being that students are required to take around six credits of language
subjects for each of English and Chinese. There is also little variation in the ways in
which this is organised. Specialist language centres are established on each campus
for the delivery of these language enhancement subjects; all operate in a similar
conventionally professional and competent manner that is well established in
universities. The provision is analogous to that of any other subject within the
curriculum. Beyond noting that some interesting alternative complementary
structures involving “language across the curriculum” are being piloted in a number
of contexts, there is little more to add.

University A has recently reorganised its mandatory curriculum requirements under
two broad headings: “Major” and “Complementary Studies”. The focus of
Complementary Studies is a broadening component, which is divided into two
categories:

Core requirements:

• English language (two units).25

• Chinese language (one unit).
• Values and the meaning of life (one unit).
• IT portfolio (one unit).

Distribution requirements, which have been structured by categorising
disciplinary subjects into the following four fields of knowledge:
• Humanities.
• Social sciences.
• Business and communication.
• Sciences.

25 In the remainder of this section, one unit is taken to be equal to approximately 3% of a student’s total
undergraduate degree work.
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The distribution requirements are now described as follows:

• Any two subjects (two units) outside the student’s own category of knowledge
[for the degree major], of which one must be a Science subject for non-Science
students.

• Any two subjects outside the student’s own major/option.

• Three subjects as free electives.

Thus University A has adopted the strategy of broadening students’ intellectual
exposure by requiring that they study a range of regular subjects from outside the
normal disciplinary focus, while allowing students a considerable choice as to what
those subjects should be.

University B’s strategy differs in that students are required to take general education
courses that have been developed specifically to provide students with a broader
base of understanding and appreciation. Typically, students are required to complete
four or five units of general education from more than 200 subjects that are
categorised under four headings as follows:26

Area A: Our own heritage

Introduce students to a comprehensive understanding of the essential
characteristics of Chinese civilization. Students should learn to appreciate and
evaluate, by way of an integrated approach, their own cultural heritage from a
broad intellectual perspective.

Area B: Nature, technology and the environment

Introduce students to an understanding of nature, science and technology,
our role in being part of nature, the effect of human activities on the
environment, the impact of science and technology on life and society, and
implications for the future of mankind.

Area C: Society and culture

Enhance understanding of the ways in which human societies and cultures are
formed and represented in their generality as well as in their diversity; introduce
students to the theories and/or methodologies through which social, political,
economic or cultural issues are studied.

Area D: Self and humanity

Explore the diversity of value and the meaning of human endeavours, and to
enhance students’ understanding of self, through the study of the humanities
and related disciplines.

26 General education requirements are spread across the university as a whole and the specific college
programme in which the student is based.
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Students on general programmes are required to take a one unit course from each
of the four areas; those on professional programmes take a course from each of areas A,
C and D.

As part of a major curriculum reform, University C has revised its requirements for
both language and general education requirements. Mandatory language subjects
will no longer form part of the curriculum. Instead, students’ language proficiency
in both English and Chinese will be assessed on admission to the university. Where
students fall below benchmark standards, they will be encouraged to attend
appropriate aspects of a non-credit language enhancement programme that will be
made available. As a condition of graduation, students will be required to attain an
assessed standard of proficiency in both English and Chinese.

The general education requirement for students is that all students should complete
at least two units: one with a focus on China (in view of the increased likelihood of
students finding employment on the Mainland) and a second for broadening
purposes. Currently, general education subjects are organised into a number of
domains based upon the epistemological bases of judgments that are made within
those domains:

• Philosophical judgment.
• Value judgment.
• Aesthetic judgment.
• Historical judgment.
• Scientific judgment.

In addition to formalised curriculum elements, University C also proposes to make
mandatory student participation in a minimum prescribed number of hours of
non-credit bearing co-curricular activities. Co-curricular activities is the focus of
the next section.

6.2 Establishment and encouragement of extracurricular or
co-curricular student activities

Every higher education institution in Hong Kong offers a programme of activities
that is designed to enrich students’ university experience. Typically these activities
are organised and offered by the student affairs office (or similar office) on campus.
In some cases (e.g. University C, the final paragraph of Section 6.1) participation in
such activities is mandatory, in other universities students are free to choose whether
or not to attend. Extracurricular or co-curricular activities tend to be offered under
the following kinds of headings:

• Study skills programmes introducing students to a range of learning approaches,
together with specific tools for reading, note-taking, etc. designed to enhance their
ability to cope effectively with the demands of university study.
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• Orientation to the world of work, e.g.:
– Talks by employers and alumni relating to various professions.
– Development of job interview skills.

• Topical interest talks relating to social/political developments.

• General interest programmes relating to culture, music, visual arts, etc.

• Physical education programmes.

• Leadership development programmes.

University A has placed a good deal of emphasis on its co-curricular programmes,
within a structure that is noteworthy for the significant proportion of the total activity
that is based within academic departments. The prevailing philosophy in the university
is that such opportunities for students should be conceptualised as co-curricular –
a supplement and complement to the regular curriculum – rather than
extracurricular. These initiatives are described by the university as central to its aim
to develop the student as a “whole person” via seven overlapping areas: spiritual,
intellectual, physical, social, aesthetic, career and emotional. Over the past few years,
the number of departmental co-curricular activities on offer has increased
significantly – as has student participation in the programmes. In outline, the
departmental activities are categorised under the following headings:

• Mentoring programmes.
• Support for academic learning.
• Staff-student interactions.
• Student participation in governance.
• Paid work experience.
• Real world experiences.
• Interactions with professionals and alumni.
• Cross-cultural experiences.

University B has created an Art and Cultural Education Programme “in pursuit of
its vision to provide whole-person-education to its students”. While students are
strongly encouraged to join in the programme, their participation is voluntary. To
date more than 40 courses/programmes have been mounted under the scheme, which
has wide-ranging objectives, such as stimulating students’ interest in various fields
of the arts (creative writing, film, etc.), involving them in critical approaches to
current affairs, personal growth, etc.

One particularly noteworthy initiative is the Reading for Life Mentorship Scheme.
More than 20 leading individuals in the community – eminent writers, filmmakers,
journalists, entrepreneurs, etc. – act as mentors to groups of four students. Each
mentor meets regularly with a student group over three months in order to discuss
books that they have chosen to read. On three occasions all mentors and groups
come together for a plenary session to discuss and consolidate emerging ideas and
insights.
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Finally, it is worth describing University C’s emphasis on the provision of “real world
experiences” for students, as a co-curricular activity. This is service learning, which
has always been prominent within the institution. To quote from a university
document:

During the first 15 months of one current programme [the University Off-
campus Volunteer Experience], 1,000 students and 20 faculty and staff members
have been involved in 98 community service projects with 100 community
organizations. University C is a “caring community” where community service
plays an important role in the education of our students.

The rationale for service learning is outlined by the university in the following way:

Service learning addresses simultaneously two important needs for our society:
the education and development of young people and the provision of increased
resources to serve individuals and communities.

Service learning:27

• Enriches students’ learning of academic subjects.

• Develops in students leadership skills as they learn to work collaboratively
with people in the community.

• Promotes intercultural and international understanding.

• Fosters students personal growth, maturity, the examination of values and
beliefs, and civic responsibility, all within the context of a community and its
needs.

• Provides help to service agencies and to communities, addressing needs that
would otherwise remain unmet.

• Sets academic communities in a balanced relationship with the community
that supports them and in which they are located.

• Advances our understanding of societies, cultures and world issues by testing
scholarship against immediate practical experience and theory within a
cultural context.

Currently, involvement in service learning is a voluntary co-curricular element.
However, consideration is being given to integrating it into the curriculum in selected
courses across the institution.

27 University B acknowledges the source of these principles as the International Partnership for Service-
Learning and Leadership.
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