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O. KOREAN EDUCATION AT A GLANCE  
*All data are from 2013  unless otherwise noted  

(i)  Enrolment  r ate  in Korea  (age group )  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(ii ) Number of university students  

  

  

  

  

 

(iii ) Undergraduate & graduate s tudents 

by field of study  (2012)  
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12% 

6% 

Enrolment rate of 
tertiary education 

Junior College Undergrad (Bachelor)

Graduate (MS&Ph.D.)Others

Junior College: 805,011 

Undergraduate: 2,574,901 

Graduate: 329,822 

Total: 3,709,734 

69% 

22% 

9% 

100% 

69%  
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(iv ) Number of Korean university   

stu dents going abroad   

 

 

 
 Number of students 

 144,087 

 
83,039 

Total 227,126 

* Degree: Paid full degree  

** Language courses: includes exchange programs  

 

 

 

 

 

 (v ) Most visited c ountries for studying 
abroad among Korean students  (2012)  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source for (v ): “S. Korean students in China quad-

ruple  in 11 years” Yonhap News Agency 2013 

 

 

 

( vi ) Number of schools  in Korea  (2012)  

 Natl Public Private Total 

Junior  

College 

2 7 154 163 

Undergrad 47 1 179 227 

Graduate 1  42 43 

Total 50 8 375 433 

-National universities: established and run by the 

Korean government  

-Public universities: established and run by local 

governments  

-Private universities: established and run by inco r-

porated educational institutions  

TERTIARY INSTITUTIONS  

-Junior college: 2 or 3 years. Diplomas given . 

-Undergraduate: 4 year s. I ncludes univers ities, 

industrial universities, university of education, 

technical college, air & correspondence university, 

distance university, cyber university, miscellaneous 

school, and college in the company. Degrees given . 

-Graduate: Master ’s course and Ph.D.  

 

 (vi i ) International rankings of lea d-

ing Korean universities   

Classification QS 2013 THE 2013 

Seoul Natl 35 44 

KAIST 60 56 

POSTECH 107 60 

Yonsei 114 190 

Korea 145 201-225 

SKKU 162 201-225 

Hanyang 249 351-400 

 

Source for (i) - ( iv), (vi) , (vii) : 2013 Brief Statistics 

on Korean Education, Korean Educational Statistics 

Service (KESS)  
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I . INTRODUCTION   

1.1 Purpose of the paper  

Education has played a central role for modern Korean society. It is the cornerstone 

of the post -war phenomenon leading to the Han River Miracle – an economic transfo r-

mation of a ruralised country into a global industrial powerhouse.  

This report aims at a nalyzing and providing insight on Korean tertiary education for 

Danish higher education institutions , R&D institutions and companies  to understand why 

Korean students consider studying abroad and serve as a tool for Danish higher educ a-

tion institutions to enter into collaboration with partners in the Korean education sector.  

1.2 Korea ôs education ranking on major international indicators comparison  

South Korea has consistently ranked high on 

global education proficiency tests. For example, 

The Learning Curve 2014 Report 1 conducted by 

Pearson ranked South Korea as number one, with 

1.3 overall index score (the weighted sum of co g-

nitive skills and educational attainment  score). 

Denmark ranked 11 th  place (0.46 overall index 

score) and the United States ranked 14 th  place 

(0.39 overall index score). According to the Lear n-

ing Curve Report, top -performing countries reflect 

a culture in which education as a whole is respected and responsibility falls on all shou l-

ders – teachers, students, and parents 2. Based on the stud ents ’ performance on global 

literacy and numeracy tests, South Korea gives the impression of a stable, efficient ed u-

cation system.  

1.3 Korean education from a Korean ôs perspective  

However,  excessive focus on education comes at a price. Result - intensive focus on 

education has led to demanding parents, aggressive study hours, and sleep -deprived, 

unhappy students. It was reported that suicide was the biggest cause of death among 

people aged 15 -24, and that anxiety over career and academic p erformance was the 

primary reason why 13 -19 year -olds contemplate suicide in Korea 3. The expense of ed u-

                                                   
1 The report analyzes the educational performance of 39 countries using a “global index ” that consist s of data 

from the Economist Intelligence Unit.  

2 Couglan, Sean. “UK’s second best education in Europe. ” BBC 2014.  

3 “High Performance, high pressure in South Korea ’s education system. ” ICEF Monitor 2014.  

<Table 1 ï The Learning Curve 2014> 

 

(Rank) 

 

Overall 

Index 

 

Cognitive  

Skills 

 

Educational  

Attainment 

S. Korea 
(1) 

1.30 1.35 1.19 

Finland 
(5) 

0.92 0.99 0.79 

Denmark 
(11) 

0.46 0.32 0.75 

U.S. 
(14) 

0.39 0.49 0.19 

Source: Pearson 2014 
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cating children has been mentioned as one of the factors contributing to the declining 

birth rate 4. Being an education -centred society comes at a cost in  which it affects not 

only world rankings but also other socio -economic facets of life in Korea.  

Almost 6% of Korean tertiary students studied abroad in 2013 5. There may be 

many reasons why those students choose to leave Korea and study in foreign institu tions, 

but there is one underlying assumption to be made: They leave because they fe el  like 

they can  find better opportunities by studying or taking a degree outside of Korea. What 

those opportunities are, what factors lead those students to that conclusio n will be fu r-

ther discussed.  

II. OVERVIEW OF KOREAN EDUCATION SYSTEM  

2.1 Primary, secondary, higher  education  chart  

 

                                                   
4 “South Korea ’s education system: the great decomp ression. ” The Economist 2013.  

5 According to an article on The Economist “Exams in South Korea: the one -shot society ”,  13% of Korean 

tertiary students studied abroad in 2011.  

Source: Natl Institute for Intl Education (NIED)  
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2.2 Overview of higher education  

As shown on the previous charts, various institutions constitute Korea ’s higher ed u-

cation: Universities, graduate schools, industrial universities , junior colleges, universities 

of education, open universities, technological universities, and other miscellaneous inst i-

tutions. Due to the large num ber and variety of schools, there has been difficulty con-

tro lling  and ensuring quality of education. Korea Council for University Education (KCUE) 

“is the sole institutional accreditation authority and has conducted four cycles of volu n-

tary institutional evaluations and accreditations of its member universities between 1982 

and 2006 ,” and is working closely with the Korean government 6. Recently, the Ministry 

of Education in Korea has publically announced its pla ns to restructure universities , 

which will gi ve it much authority to evaluate universi ties and either punish or reward 

universities based on results 7.  

Higher  education can be divided into the  different categories based on (1) what e n-

tity is responsible for establishing/m anaging the institution and ( 2) types of degrees :  

2.2.1 Public/Private/National  

Â National: Established and run by the Korean government  

Â Public: Established and run by local governments  

Â Private: Established and run by incorporated educational institutions  

<Table 2 ï Number of tertiary national/public/private schools in 2012> 

Total National Public Private 

433 50 8 375 

Source: Ministry of Education & KEDI 2013 

2.2.2 Junior college/Undergraduate/Graduate  

Â Junior College: Minimum  course length of 2 -3 years [Associate ’s degree]  

Â Undergraduate:  Course l ength o f 4 -6 years  [Bachelor ’s degree]  

Â Graduate: Min imum course length of 2 -3 years  [ Master ’s and doctor ’s d e-

gree ]  

                                                   
6 “Overview of Accreditation ” KCUE. http://english.kcue.or.kr/resources/resources_01_01.php  

7 Yoon, Min -Sik. “University R estructuring  Scheme Runs into Resistance. ” The Korea Herald 2014.  
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ñ   -Kim Hye Sook, professor at Yonsei University (ICEF Monitor)-   

South Koreaôs zeal for education and individualsô desire to get into a 
prestigious university is higher than in any other country in the world.ò 

<Table 3 ï Number of tertiary junior college/undergraduate/graduate schools in 2012> 

Total Junior College Undergraduate Graduate 

433 163 227 43
8
 

(1,134)
9
 

 

 National Public Private Total 

Junior College 2 7 154 163 

Undergraduate 47 1 179 227 

Graduate 1 

(216) 

- 

(15) 

42 

(903) 

43 

(1,134) 

Total 50 8 375 433 

Source: Ministry of Education & KEDI 2013 

IV. OVERVIEW OF KOREAN TERTIARY EDUCATION  

3.1 Admission process  

      

 

 

 

Most schools have three types of admission process: Regular, Early -Admission (Susi), 

and International. Based on eligibility and favourable conditions,  students strategically 

prepare for college during their high school years.  

Regular Admission:  This applies to the majority of high school students in 

 South Korea.  More than 650,000 high school seniors take an annual, state -

 administered exam called sune ung, or College Scholastic Aptitude Test 

 (CSAT). Result of this particular exam is the sole determinant of whether a 

 student can enrol  in a university or not.  

Commissioned by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (MEST), 

Korea Institute  for Curriculum and Evaluation (KICE) develops and impl e-

ments CSAT annually. An eight -hour - long exam covering subjects of Korean, 

Mathematics, Social Studies/Science/Vocational Studies, and Foreign La n-

guage, CSAT can be only taken once annually.  

                                                   
8 Pure graduate schools with only master ’s and doct or’s degree offered  

9 Graduate schools within universities (undergraduate & graduate degrees offered)  
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Students decide where to apply once they receive their scores. Because the 

results are based on a curve (number of applicants that year, mean score) 

that varies yearly, applying for schools is just as important and carefully 

processed as taking the CSAT.  

Early -Admission :  Unlike the regular admission, (which only overlooks the 

CSAT score) early -admission has a wide variety of application methods and 

procedures. This is an admission system that takes a comprehensive look 

into different talents, abilities, an d special environments of applicants. It a l-

so reflects the type of students school officials wish to recruit regardless of 

the students ’ grade on CSAT. Necessary documents and admission proc e-

dures differ among schools and year. Some early -admission applica tions i n-

clude: (1) North Korean refugee application, (2) English -proficiency applic a-

tion, (3) Athletic application, etc.  

International Admission:  In order globalize the campus, many institutions 

place emphasis on foreign students ’ recruitment. There are t wo categories: 

(1) The applicant and his/her parents are not citizens of Korea (2) The a p-

plicant has a Korean citizenship but undertook all of his/her education (both 

primary and secondary) outside of Korea. Generally, students prepare the 

required documen ts 10  and submi t them directly to the schools. There are a 

number of scholarships available for foreign students to study in Korea, like 

the Korean Government Scholarship Pro gram which provides: (1) full tuition 

exemption, (2) living expenses of 800,000 KRW/ month, (3) airfare for one 

round trip, and (4) Korean language training fee for one year.  

3.2 University Rankings  

The following tables illustrate the rankings of Korean universities on both national 

and international level:  

JoongAng Ilbo University Ranking s:  Since 1994, JoongAng Ilbo (Korean newspaper 

company) has been the first and only press media corporation  ranking Korean univers i-

ties. The overall university evaluation uses 31 indicators based on four categories: (1) 

reputation and alumni represe ntation in society, (2) research  and faculty, (3) educatio n-

al conditions and financial re sources, (4) globalization.  
                                                   

10  Application for admission, personal statement and study  plan, letter of recommendation, counsellor  refe r-

ence, official high school transcript and graduation certificate, copy of applicant ’s passport , certificate of facts 

concerning the entry and exit, records of achievements, supplementary materials, proof of language proficie n-

cy, agreement for verification of academic record  
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<Table 4 ï JoongAng Ilbo University Rankings> 

1 POSTECH 11 Ewha Womanôs 19 Kyungpook National 

2 KAIST 12 Hanyang (ERICA) 22 Korea Tech 

3 Sungkyungkwan 13 Dongguk 23 Seoul Tech 

4 Korea 14 Inha 24 Kookmin 

5 Yonsei 15 Ajou 25 Soongsil 

5 Seoul National 16 Konkuk (Seoul) 26 Chonnam National 

7 Hanyang (Seoul) 17 HUFS 26 Sejong 

8 Sogang 18 Pusan National 26 Catholic Uni. 

8 Chung-Ang 19 Uni. of Seoul 29 Chungbuk National 

10 Kyunghee 19 Chonbuk National 30 Yeungnam 

Source: JoongAng Ilbo 2013 

 

The QS World University Rankings:  Published by British Quacquarelli S y-

monds (QS), the rankings on both world and regional categories are pu b-

lished annually.  

<Table 5 ï QS World University Rankings> 

Classification 2011 2012 2013 

Seoul National University 42 37 35 

KAIST 90 63 60 

POSTECH 98 97 107 

Yonsei University 129 112 114 

Korea University 190 137 145 

Sungkyungkwan 259 179 162 

Hanyang University 314 249 249 

Source: 2013 Brief Statistics on Korean Education, KESS 
 

Times Higher Education World University Rankings:  Published by British 

magazine Times Higher Education (THE), it is an annual world university 

rankings powered by Thomson Reuters. It uses 13 indicators grouped under 

the following: (1) teaching, (2) research , (3) citations/ research  impact, (4) 

industry in come, and (5) international outlook.  

 

<Table 6 ï THE World University Rankings> 

Classification 2011 2012 2013 

Seoul National University 124 59 44 

KAIST 94 68 56 

POSTECH 53 50 60 

Yonsei University 226-250 183 190 

Korea University 226-250 226-250 201-225 

Sungkyunkwan 301-350 201-225 201-225 

Hanyang University - - 351-400 

Source: 2013 Brief Statistics on Korean Education, KESS 
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3.3 Junior c ollege  

     3.3 .1 Overview  

 

Junior colleges are an equivalent of ‘community colleges ’ in the United 

States. History of junior colleges in Korea began in 1964 in the form of “vo-

cational higher schools ”. In total, there were 9 schools, 23 departments, 

and 953 students. Vocational highe r schools were established to produce 

technical manpower in order to support government efforts in boosting n a-

tional economic development.  

In 1970, professional schools were established. Compared to vocational 

higher schools (which took 5 years of educati on), professional schools were 

short - term (2 -3 years). The government realized a shifting international 

demand for short - term higher education and established 26 schools.  

Since 1970, there has been a lot of development. Colleges were categorized  

and managed in a structured system; funds fostered growth in the number 

of schools and students. Government ’s efforts in bringing industrial techno l-

ogy development by improving vocational education sectors brought much 

change in Korea. In total t here were  163 junior colleges and 805,011 st u-

dents enrolled in 2013 11 .  

                                                   
11  “2013 Brief Statistics on K orean Education ” Ministry of Education & KEDI,  2013.  

Source: Korean Council for University College Education (KCCE) 2010 
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A diploma or associate ’s degree is given to students attending junior colle g-

es. In some fields, students can take a bridging program that will allow 

them to complete and receive bachelor ’s degre e.  

     3.3 .2 Statistics  

 á Number of junior colleges (2012) 

 Natl Public Private Total 

Junior College 2 7 133 142 

Technical College - - - - 

Miscellaneous School - - 1 1 

Distance University - - 1 1 

Cyber University - - 2 2 

College in the Company - - 2 2 

Specialized College - - 3 3 

Polytechnic College - - 12 12 

Total 2 7 154 163 

 

â Number of students in junior colleges (2012) 

National Public Private Total 

2,671 14,121 797,852 814,644 

 

ã Students by field of study (2012) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Ministry of Education & KEDI 2013 

 

3.4  Undergraduate  

3.4 .1 Overview  

The main factor s differentiating undergraduate  schools from junior colleges 

are  the number of years students typically spend and the degree students 

receive at the end of their education. Undergraduate schools are part of 

universities in which bachelor ’s degrees are given out to students. There are 

10 
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Art & physical education

general universities and universiti es in specialized fields such as unive rsity 

of education (see chart on 3.4 .2 Statistics á below). Majority of the students are 

at general universities.  

3.4 .2 Statistics  

 á Number of undergraduate schools (2012) 

 Natl Public Private Total 

University* 31 2 156 189 

University of Education 10 - - 10 

Industrial University - - 2 2 

Technical College - - 1 1 

Air & Corr. University 1 - - 1 

Miscellaneous School 2 - 2 4 

Distance University - - 1 1 

Cyber University - - 17 17 

College in the Company 1 - - 1 

Total 44 2 180 226 

â Total number of students in all undergraduate schools (2012) 

National Public Private Total 

747,164 31,939 1,805,511 2,584,614 

* Number of students in university
12

 (2012) 

National Public Private Total 

427,232 31,939 1,644,787 2,103,958 

ã Students by field of study (2012) 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   
12  General universities in a conventional manner, not including specialized schools or cyber universities.  
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*Students by field of study (university only) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Ministry of Education & KEDI 2013 

3.5  Graduate  

     3. 5.1 Overview  

Unlike junior colleges or undergraduate schools, graduate schools are “de-

signed to pursue the objectives of higher education more profoundly, while 

cultivating both the ability to guide academic research and creative talent 13”. 

Graduate schools are usually part of universities yet there are also 43 re-

search - intensive pure graduate schoo ls in Korea where  only master ’s and 

doctor ’s de grees are provided.  

Within graduate schools, there are two types of courses: Master ’s and Do c-

torate ’s degree s. Both tak e minimum of 2-3 years. Application process is 

simple, in which applicants submit required documents 14  and go through an 

interview process.  

In order to successfully  graduate with a  master ’s degree , students  need to 

(1) fulfil  required credits, (2) pass the set examination , and (3) submit a 

thesis approved by at least three examiners. For Doctor ’s degree, students  

must (1) fulfil required credits, (2) pass a comprehensive examination, and 

(3) submit a thesis approved by at least five examiners.  

 

                                                   
13  “School System, ” Study in Korea, National Institute for International Education.  

14  Application form, personal statement and study plan, lett ers of recommendation, official bachelor ’s transcript 

and graduation certificate, financial certification, certificate proving English or Korean proficiency, and agre e-

ment for verification of academic record, etc.  
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     3.5 .2 Statistics  

 á Number of graduate schools (2012) 

 Natl Public Private Total 

Independent (Pure graduate) 1 - 42 43 

Graduate School
15

 216 15 903 1,134 

Total 217 15 945 1,177 

â Number of students in graduate schools (2012) 

 National Public Private Total 

Independent 267 - 7,853 8,120 

Graduate School
16

 100,978 4,499 215,947 321,424 

Total 101,245 4,499 223,800 329,544 

ã Students by field of study (2012) 

 

 

 

[Masterôs Degree]             

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

Source: Ministry of Education & KEDI 2013 

 

 

                                                   
15  Graduate schools within universities (u ndergraduate + graduate)  

16  Ibid.  

[Doctorôs Degree] 
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2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

no. of students 123,965 127,000 151,566 152,852 164,169 154,178 144,087

0

50,000

100,000

150,000

200,000

IV. FULL - DEGREE STUDY ABROAD  

4.1 Overview  

On February 2014, Korean students graduated from high school. T here were 

631,197 graduates, and  446,474 advanced directly into higher education  (70.7%) .  

<Table 7 ï High school graduates after graduation in 2014> 

 

Out of 446,474, only 0.3% of the students (1,135 students in total) decided to pu r-

sue either junior colleges or universities outside of Korea. 99.7% of the students 

(445,339) enrolled in a domestic school.  

In this regard, t here are di fferent factors to note: (1) The  survey above only ove r-

looks high schools students who graduated in Kor ea (not abroad) on a specific date, (2) 

the  survey is time -specific, meaning that any students who decided to take a gap year or 

study abroad few mont hs later were exempted, (3) the  number constitutes only the st u-

dents going directly abroad after high scho ol, which is a small percent age of the whole 

population  of Korean students pursuing de gree /exchange studies  abroad.  

 

<Table 8 ï Total Number of Korean students pursuing degrees abroad> 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                         

As seen in the table  above, there was a rise in the total number of Korean st u-

dents pursing degrees abroad from 2008 -2009 (+19.3%). It stagnated from 2009 -

Not pursuing higher
education

Pursuing higher
education

Domestic school

Study abroad

Source: KESS 2014 

70.7% 
99.7%  

Source: Statistics Korea 
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2010 but increased fro m 2010 -2011 (+7.4%). However, since 2011, Korea has been 

observing a constant rate of decrease in the number of students studying abroad for 

degree courses ( -6% from 2011 -2012 and -6.5% from 2012 -2013).  

4.2 Possible reasons for studying abroad (full - degre e)  

Korean students represent a large portion of the international student body 

overseas (3 rd  largest group of international OECD students enrolled in OECD cou n-

tries 17 . Studying abroad entails an assumption that students seek opportunities ou t-

side of the home country. It could be for personal, social, or economic reasons – but 

this paper discusses three possible explanations: (1) Intense competition within K o-

rean society, (2) Quality of education, (3) World ranking, (4) Society perspective on 

foreign degrees.  

(1) Intense competition within Korean society  

 
As mentioned above, many students find themselves pushed aside from 

any conventional way of success in Korea should they fail to enrol  in ce r-

tain universities. This encourages students to seek similar or better ed u-

cational systems outside of K orea that will satisfy their aspirations. Ha g-

wons 18  often offer counselling services for applying at foreign institutions 

along with preparation for national university admissions as a possibility, 

in case their original plans of enrolling in prestigious Ko rean schools 

don’t work out.  

(2) Quality of education  

“No discussion or debate takes place in a South Korean high school 

classroom. It ’s all about memorization. Students mostly spend their time 

memorizing an exorbitant amount of material in order to  do well on 

suneung (CSAT), which will mainly decide how high - ranking a college 

they can get into, ” criticized Lee Yun -ho, a professor at Sunchon Natio n-

                                                   
17  “Education at a Glance. ” OECD 2011.  

18  Hagwon: Afterschool cram session academies in Korea. An estimate of $20bn is spent annually on private 

tutoring in South Korea.  

The current Korean higher education system is strictly about rankings. Only some 

five percent of high school seniors are accepted into the top 10 universities.  The 

current system is based on a relative evaluation scale; that means that the r e-

maining 95% each year are stripped of any chances to turn the tables  when 

they graduate college because they will be branded as students who were not a c-

cepted to top - tier schools  in Seoul … Our society looks heavily at the academic 

background of any candidate. It ’s like a traffic jam – if the elite students at the front 

don’t move forward, those behind are rendered immobile ”                 

Lee Jong -Yul (CEO of Korus Education  Institute)  

ñ 
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al University 19 . He is not alone in this observation: Much emphasis on 

exam scores creates a paradoxical learning environment in which st u-

dents are discouraged from various methods of learning and instead 

forced to excel in test preparation and memorization 20 . As Michael Horn 

writes, “Korean students have high educational achievement not because 

of Korea ’s sch ools but often despite them 21 .” Because primary and se c-

ondary educations are  shaped this way, many higher education experts 

are concerned that Korean universities maintain this unenthusiastic  ap-

proach  to learning. As the job market has worsened over the years, pe o-

ple note that universities seemingly play the role of creating good future 

employees rather than good students. “Korean education cannot produce 

geniuses; we don ’t have any Nobel laureates, bu t we can produce a lot 

of Samsung mid - level managers 22 .”  

(3) World ranking  

The biggest advantage of studying abroad has been acquiring degree 

deemed higher than that of domestic universities ’. As much as Korean 

pride over the high percentage of educated po pulation 23 , many were 

astounded by the global university ranking results in 2011. Whereas 

other top Asian universities ranked in the upper half, two Korean unive r-

sities barely made it into the bottom half of the chart. The results were a 

stark comparison to  the high national reputation and extreme compet i-

tion for enrolment within Korea.  

<Table 9 ï Ranking comparison of four top Asian universities> 

University 

of Tokyo 

Peking 

University 

KAIST Seoul Natl University 

2011-12 30 2011-12 49 2011-12 94 2011-12 124 

2012-13 27 2012-13 46 2012-13 68 2012-13 59 

2013-14 23 2013-14 45 2013-14 56 2013-14 44 

 Source: Times Higher Education ï World University Rankings 

                                                   
19  Lee, Songhood. “South Korea ’s dreaded college entranc e exam is the stuff of high school nightmares, but is 

it producing ‘robots ’?” CBS News 2013.  

20  Salmon, Andrew. “OCED education report: Korea ’s school system a pressure cooker for children ”. Telegraph 

2013.  

21  Horn, Michael. “What Koreans wish Obama understood about their schools. ” Forbes 2014.  

22  Ibid.  

23  As of 2011, 64% of Korean aged 25 -34 graduated from college or graduate school, which is the highest 

among the world ’s 42 leading economies.  

16 



 

 

 

 

Since 2011, rankings of KAIST and Seoul National University have risen 

(56 and 44 th  place in 2013 -2014 rankings). However, only the top 2.5% 

of the national university entrance examination (CSAT) attend 

KAIST/Seoul National University and other Korean universities still have 

considerably  low global  rankings 24 .  

(4) Society perspective on foreign degrees  

One factor to consider is the chaebol 25  culture. It has been reported that 

for most conglomerate owners and their family members, studying 

abroad is quite common. They show distinct school preferences (George 

Washington University and the Un iversity of Southern California are the 

two of the most popular choices among chaebols) 26 . However, this is not 

only unique among chaebol family members  but also among CEOs; it 

has been reported that 1 in every 5 CEOs among the top 500 companies 

in Korea gr aduated from foreign institutions 27 . Again, George Washin g-

ton University was ranked top as the institution where most CEOs r e-

ceived their degrees, followed by University of Pennsylvania, Harvard 

University, and Stanford University. There may not be direct l inks of 

benefits, but being associated and sharing culture among chaebols and 

CEOs are interesting to note as plausible motivations for studying abroad.  

<Table 10 ï Example of Korean top management and their degree> 

 

Source: The Korea Herald 2014 

                                                   
24  Yonsei University: 190, Korea University: 201 -225 (Times Higher Education – World University rankings).  

25  Chaebol: Korean form of business conglomerate owned by family i.e. Samsung, LG, Hyundai, etc.  

26  “Korean corporate leaders bound by school ties. ” The Korea Herald 2014.  

27  “1 in 5 CEOs studied abroad … rankin g of universities. ” CEO Score Daily 2013.  
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2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

no. of students 93,994 89,867 89,383 99,035 98,296 85,035 83,039
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V. FOREIGN EXCHANGE PROGRAM  

5.1 Overview  

     Not all Korean students pursue full degree studies abroad ; some also go for exchange 

visits/programs. Foreign exchange programs fall under ‘language course ’ cate gory in 

government  statistics , which means that national data for only exchange in university 

fields is not available.  I t has been reported that  83,039 students went on language 

courses in 2013 28 . Compared to 2010, when 99,035 students were reportedly taking la n-

guages courses outside of Korea, there has been a -16% drop.  

<Table 10 ï Total number of Korean students pursuing language courses abroad> 

Source: Statistics Korea 

In 2012, two of the most popul ar destinations for Korean students studying abroad 

were the  United States (73,351 students) and China (62,855). Canada was the third 

most visited country (20,658), with Japan (19,994) and Australia (17,256) trailing 

closely 29 . It is interesting to note that among Koreans studying in China, nearly 60% 

were doing language and other short term courses rather than pursuing a full degree. 

On the other hand, almost 80% of the Korean students studying in the U.S. were there 

for full degree programs at universities and graduate schools 30 . In comparison, 92 K o-

rean students  were reported to have visited Denmark for exchange programs in 2011 31 .  

<Table 11 ï Most visited countries for studying abroad (full degree & language courses) in 2012> 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                   
28  “Current status of Korean students going abroad ” Statistics Korea 2014  

29  “S. Korean students in China quadruple in 11 years ” Yonhap News Agency 2013.  

30  Ibid.  

31  Ministry of Science, Innovation and Higher Education, Denmark 2011.  
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     Language has been a big reason for students to consider foreign exchange  programs 

in Korea. A simple explanation for such focused emphasis on language can be made with 

the term “8 Specifications. ” Popular among university students and job seekers, “spec” 

often refers to characteristics or qualities deemed desirable or necessary in order to su c-

cessfully get a job in Korea. In the past, there were “5 must have specs ”: (1) university 

degree, (2) good GPA, (3) TOEIC score 32 , (4) study abroad experience, a nd (5) certific a-

tions. Today, the alleged “5 must haves ” accrued to “8 must have specs, ” requiring the 

previous five with an addition of (6) internship, (7) volunteering experience, (8) comp e-

t ition awards 33 .  

<Table 12 ï 8 Specifications in Korea> 

University degree Certifications 

Good GPA Internship 

TOEIC score (English) Volunteering experience 

Study abroad experience Competition awards 

     On a cursory glance, language skills may seem relevant for one or two specifications, 

but it is an ability subtly intertwined with many. For instance, many universities have a 

minimum  English exam score which students must submit prior to receiving th eir unive r-

sity degrees. One of the key requirements of applying for a foreign exchange program is 

a language proficiency exam score. Likewise, there are many instances in which la n-

guage skills act as a necessity rather than an option for students. It is no t uncommon for 

students to take one or two semesters off to solely focus on language classes. This is 

why many Korean students consider studying abroad as an option to perfect their la n-

guage abilities and job prospects.  

5.2 Exchange student program  

     There are generally three types of exchange programs in Korean universities. Accor d-

ing to the status of the universities, conditions of MOU agreements, and personal pred i-

lection, students may choose accordingly.  

5.2.1 Exchange student program  

ü Studying at an institution with 1:1 MOU agreement for one semester/one year. 

ü Tuition paid at home university.  

                                                   
32  The Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC) is an English language  test designed specifically 

to measure the everyday English skills of people working in an international environment.  

33  Park, Bo Hui. “8 specifications of university students. ” E-daily News 2014.  

19 



 

 

 

 

ü Must be enrolled at home university throughout the entire exchange period. 

5.2.2 Visiting student program  

ü Studying at an institution with exchange agreement for one semester/one year.  

ü If the exchange school has higher tuition fees, it is directly paid to the exchange institution. 
Should the exchange institution have lower fees, students have to pay the home university 
the remnant of what they paid for the exchange institutionôs tuition.  

5.2.3 Independent student program  

ü Studying at any institution of preference (does not matter if the institution has an agreement 
with home university).  

ü If tuition is paid at both institutions: home university accepts both semester credits and 
grades 

ü If tuition is paid only at the exchange institution: home university accepts grades only 

5.3 Students ô experience studying in Denmark  

     The following information is based on 25 randomly selected students ’ reports from 

four top universities in Korea (Seoul National University, Yonsei University, Sogang Un i-

versity, and Sungkyunkwan University)  delivered to ICDK per request . All four univers i-

ties have one or more agreements with Dan ish u niversities as shown on table  below.  

<Table 13 ï Korean and Danish universitiesô collaborations as of Nov. 2013> 

S=student exchange agreement            R=research agreement        D=Dual degree                M=mou 

Korean/Danish KU Arhus SDU Aalborg RUC ITU DTU CBS 

KAIST       S,R,D,M S 

Seoul National University S S (D)  S R  S,R S 

Yonsei University S    R    

Korea University S   S R   S 

Sungkyunkwan University   S  S    

Sogang University  S       

Chung-Ang University     S    

Kyung Hee University    S     

Ewha Womanôs University S    S,R   S 

Dongguk University    S     

Ajou University    S     

Konkuk University   S      

Chonbuk University    S     

Hongik University    S     

Hallym University    S     

Hanshin University     R    

Jeju National University    S     

International Design School  
for Advanced Studies (IDAS) 

   S     

Source: DASTI 
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5.3.1 Preparation  

Before going on an exchange program, students  need to prepare at least one s e-

mester in advance.  

 ̧ Outgoing Students Leaving for the Spring Semester  
  Application Date: Early ¶Mid July of the previous year  

 ̧ Outgoing Students Leaving for the Fall Semester  

  Application Date: Early ¶Mid January of the same year  

All four universities require  students to finish at least two semesters in Korea before 

applying for an exchange program. Submission of a foreign language proficiency 

exam score is mandatory. Procedures and required documents for application differ 

among universities.  

5.3.2 During th e exchange program  

25 reports based on students’ experience living in Denmark were compiled from 

four universities.  

 

 

Students went to the following schools from year 2011 -2013: Aalborg University, 

Copenhagen Business School, Roskilde University, University of Southern Denmark, 

Aarhus, and University of Copenhagen.  

Most students expressed satisfaction with their ex change experience at Danish i n-

st itutions. In general, students agreed that living expenses were much higher in 

Denmark than in Korea. All students noted that Denmark is comparably smaller 

than Seoul (where all the students’ home universities are located at) and that i n-

conveniences arising from living in a small city exist and will require adjustment. 

The active participation in class and project -based courses seem to be the recurrent 

theme of students as they emphasized how important it is to speak up in cl ass (u n-

like the classroom setting in Korea, where students rarely speak freely). Almost all 

students agreed that the school officials were helpful during their stay, yet they 

Field of Studies 

Business* Economics* Psychology* 

Sociology Architecture Communication 

English Lit-

erature 

Political 

Science 

International 

Studies 

History  Engineering 

* Most dominant majors 
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rarely had a chance to interact with Danish people.  

5.3.3 After the exchange program  

These are the following notes that students made about their experience studying in 

Denmark:  

ü Speaking and writing skills are necessary (Studying English prior to the program is rec-

ommended to other students. Could be difficult) 

ü Easy-going professors (No hierarchical relations between a professor and a student) 

ü Small city (Might need cultural adjustment at first. Koreans are used to 24/7 open stores 

and customer-friendly services) 

ü Difficulty with getting a place to live in (scams targeting exchange students) 

ü Almost no interaction with Danish communities (Exchange students have a network and 

socialize often) 

All students recommended Denmark as a desirable place to do an exchange pr o-

gram. For many, it was a country where they discovered and explored ar ti s-

tic/cultural diversity. For some, they didn’t spend much time exploring but noted 

that living in Denmark helped them to rediscover their identities and purpose in 

life. The exchange program period helped students to slow down and focus on 

themselves rat her than what society expects from them and what they need to 

accomplish in order to climb up the social status in Korea.  

VI. CONCLUSION  

     Education is a high priority in Korean society, yet it is important to emphasize both 

progress and disadvantages rooting from such intensive focus. Driven only by results, 

Korean students can often miss out on important opportunities. However, Koreans are 

constantly  seeking for ways of improvement and will continue to bring changes to ensure 

quality and satisfaction  among students and parents. A considerable number of Korean 

students study abroad  and there may be various reasons why they pursue opportunities 

outside of Korea – both full degree and short term courses such as foreign exchange 

programs. Whether it be for purposes unfound in Korea or chances lying ahead of them 

abroad, students will seek places that will fulfil  their needs.  

     Given the relativel y low numbers of student exchange/interaction between  Korea and 

Denmark, t here is a considerable potential in enlarging the collaborations between Da n-

ish and Korean higher education institutions  is present . The benefits for both Danish 

and Korean students to experience the two very different educational and cultural sy s-

tems are obvious and will broaden perspectives and personal insight to both nations.  
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