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Reading Passage 3
[A] For centuries, universities have occupied a unique
position in society as the primary guardians of advanced
knowledge and key catalysts for socio-economic mobility.
Traditionally structured around four-year residential degree
programmes, higher education institutions focused on
academic research and providing students with broad
intellectual cultivation alongside specialised professional
credentials. However, in the contemporary era of escalating
tuition costs, rapid technological disruption, and shifting
labour market demands, the traditional university model is
undergoing unprecedented scrutiny. Economists and
education policy experts are actively debating whether
tertiary institutions can preserve their foundational ideals
while adapting to a globalised economy that values
practical flexibility over traditional degree duration.

[B] The modern research university traces its structural
origins to the early 19th-century Humboldtian model
pioneered in Germany. Initiated by Wilhelm von Humboldt,
this framework integrated research and teaching,
establishing academic freedom and deep theoretical
inquiry as the bedrock of higher education. While this
approach successfully powered the scientific and
technological advancements of the 20th century,
contemporary analysts argue it created an insular system.
By prioritising faculty publication rates and theoretical
discovery over applied workforce alignment, traditional
universities often produce graduates equipped with
specialist knowledge but lacking adaptable technical skills.

[C] In response to these structural gaps, alternative tertiary
frameworks have emerged, most notably work-integrated
learning (WIL) and micro-credentialing models. Micro-
credentials — short, targeted certifications focusing on
specific competencies such as data analytics, machine
learning, or financial modelling — allow learners to acquire
marketable skills in months rather than years. Higher
education theorists suggest that adult learners benefit
significantly from these modular pathways. Research
indicates that short, focused programmes enhance skill
retention and independent learning compared to lengthy,
passive lecture-based formats.

[D] To evaluate the career trajectories of graduates from
traditional versus alternative higher education pathways, Dr
Alistair Vance led a comprehensive eight-year study at the
Cambridge Institute for Higher Education Policy. Tracking
2,500 tertiary graduates across 50 international institutions,
the research team analysed post-graduation employment
outcomes, career progression, and long-term earnings. Dr
Vance’s data revealed a distinct pattern: while graduates
with traditional four-year degrees initially secured higher
starting salaries in established corporate sectors, micro-
credential holders and WIL graduates demonstrated greater
career mobility, lower rates of underemployment, and
superior adaptability during economic downturns.

[E] Despite the growing popularity of modular
qualifications, critics caution against the complete
corporatisation of higher education. Academic
traditionalists argue that reducing university education to
mere technical skill acquisition undermines the broader
civic purpose of tertiary institutions. Universities, they
contend, must foster democratic citizenship, critical
thinking, and ethical reasoning — qualities that cannot be
easily measured by short-term employment metrics. As
Professor Sophia Lin of the International Association of
Universities remarked, “If higher education becomes solely
an arm of corporate workforce training, we risk losing the
foundational humanistic inquiry that drives long-term
societal progress.”

[F] To reconcile these competing pressures, leading global
universities are experimenting with hybrid degree
structures. Termed “stackable degree models,” these
programmes allow students to earn discrete, industry-
aligned micro-credentials that can either be used
immediately in the labour market or accumulated
(“stacked”) over time toward a full bachelor’s or master’s
degree. For example, a student might complete a six-month
certificate in cloud computing, work in industry for two
years, and later return to university to integrate those
credits into a degree in computer science. Early
implementations in Australia and Canada demonstrate that
stackable models maintain institutional academic rigour
while offering greater flexibility to working professionals.

[G] Looking to the future, higher education will likely evolve
into a continuous, lifelong learning model rather than a
single post-secondary event. As artificial intelligence
automates routine intellectual tasks, the value of
knowledge alone will decline, while the premium on
continuous upskilling will rise. The central challenge for
21st-century universities will be creating affordable, flexible
learning pathways that bridge academic research with
dynamic industry demands, ensuring higher education
remains both intellectually enriching and economically
viable.
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Questions 1–4 — Matching Headings
Reading Passage 3 has seven paragraphs, A–G. Choose the correct heading for paragraphs A, C, E and F from
the list below. Write the correct number, i–vii, in the boxes provided.

i The outcomes and efficiency of modular and short-form learning programmes

ii Concerns regarding the loss of civic purpose and humanistic inquiry

iii A flexible framework combining short certifications into full qualifications

iv The historical roots and academic focus of the research university

v Future shifts toward continuous lifelong education in an AI era

vi Current economic pressures and the debate over tertiary value

vii Empirical data on long-term employment outcomes and graduate adaptability

1.  Paragraph A 

2.  Paragraph C 

3.  Paragraph E 

4.  Paragraph F 

TIP  A heading summarises the whole paragraph, not just one detail. Eliminate headings that only match a single

sentence before choosing. 

Questions 5–9 — True / False / Not Given
Do the following statements agree with the information in Reading Passage 3? Tick TRUE, FALSE, or NOT
GIVEN for each.

5. The Humboldtian model of higher education prioritised practical vocational training over theoretical
academic research.
☐ TRUE ☐ FALSE ☐ NOT GIVEN

6. Dr Vance’s Cambridge study included higher education institutions located exclusively in North America.
☐ TRUE ☐ FALSE ☐ NOT GIVEN

7. Graduates with traditional four-year degrees earned higher initial salaries in established corporate
sectors than micro-credential holders.
☐ TRUE ☐ FALSE ☐ NOT GIVEN

8. Professor Sophia Lin supports transforming higher education exclusively into corporate workforce
training centres.
☐ TRUE ☐ FALSE ☐ NOT GIVEN

9. Artificial intelligence is expected to decrease the demand for continuous professional upskilling in the
future.
☐ TRUE ☐ FALSE ☐ NOT GIVEN
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Questions 10–13 — Summary Completion
Complete the summary below. Choose NO MORE THAN TWO WORDS from the passage for each answer.

Stackable Degree Frameworks

To balance academic traditionalism with modern employment needs, tertiary institutions are

implementing “stackable degree models.” Under this system, students earn short, industry-focused

qualifications called (10) , which can be applied immediately in job markets or later

combined toward complete degrees. For example, a student might complete a (11)  in

cloud computing before entering the workforce.

Successful implementation in countries such as (12)  and Canada demonstrates that

stackable qualifications maintain institutional rigour while providing greater flexibility for 

(13) .

TIP  Summary completion follows the passage in order. Once you find the answer to one gap, the next answer will

appear later in the same paragraph or the next one — never earlier. 
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Explanations reference the paragraph and exact evidence used to reach each answer — use these to check your own
reasoning, not just the final answer.

Q ANSWER EXPLANATION & PASSAGE LOCATION

1 vi Para A: Introduces the traditional role of universities and the current pressures — rising
tuition, technological disruption, and shifting labour demands — that are driving scrutiny
of the model.

2 i Para C: Describes the outcomes and efficiency of modular learning programmes —
enhanced skill retention and independent learning — compared to traditional lecture-
based formats.

3 ii Para E: Warns against the corporatisation of higher education, highlighting the risk of
losing democratic citizenship, critical thinking, and humanistic inquiry.

4 iii Para F: Details stackable degree models that allow students to accumulate short,
industry-aligned micro-credentials toward a full bachelor’s or master’s degree.

5 FALSE Para B: States that Wilhelm von Humboldt established “academic freedom and deep
theoretical inquiry as the bedrock” of the model — the opposite of practical vocational
training.

6 FALSE Para D: Explicitly states the study tracked graduates across “50 international institutions”
— the word “international” directly contradicts “exclusively in North America.”

7 TRUE Para D: States that graduates with traditional four-year degrees “initially secured higher
starting salaries in established corporate sectors.” The comparison with micro-credential
holders is implicit but clear from the surrounding sentence.

8 FALSE Para E: Professor Lin explicitly warns against this shift, stating “if higher education
becomes solely an arm of corporate workforce training, we risk losing the foundational
humanistic inquiry that drives long-term societal progress.” She opposes this
transformation, not supports it.

9 FALSE Para G: States that as AI automates routine tasks, “the premium on continuous upskilling
will rise” — directly contradicting the claim that demand for upskilling will decrease.

10 micro-credentials Para F: “…students to earn discrete, industry-aligned micro-credentials that can either be
used immediately in the labour market or accumulated toward a full degree.”

11 six-month
certificate

Para F: “…a student might complete a six-month certificate in cloud computing, work in
industry for two years…” The gap tests location of the qualification type, not the field
name.

12 Australia Para F: “Early implementations in Australia and Canada demonstrate that stackable
models maintain institutional academic rigour…”

13 working
professionals

Para F: “…offering greater flexibility to working professionals.”
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