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Degrees of Excellence and Difficulty:
British Higher Education System
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“It is really dazzlingly obvious. If you are thoroughly familiar with someone else’s language and
literature, if you know and love his country, its cities, its people, you will be instinctively disposed,
all other things being equal... to buy goods from him rather than from a Iless well known source,
to support him actively when you consider him to be right and to aveid punishing him too fierce-
ly when you regard him as being in the wrong.”

—S8ir Anthony Parsons—

1. Introduction

For many years the United Kingdom has been a major receiving nation for overseas
students who go either in search of specific job related skills or to undertake research
which can be applied on their return home. It is surprising, however, that Korea which
curnulatively has about 20, 000 of its students overseas (about 7,500 leave each year) should

send very few to Britain. The statistics for Korean students in the UK in the 1983/84
academic year are as follows:

UNIVERSITIES POLYTECHNICS OTHER
Postgrad jundergrad [Advanced/Non AdvancedHIGHER ED PRIVATE| TOTAL
87 28 4 1 15 95 230

Only 135 students were in higher education; the rest were in short stay language courses.
This number in relation to both the numbers of students which Korea sends overseas
and in relation to the numbers which go to Britain from other countries in the region is
quite insignificant. The statistics become disquieting when we consider that government
officials and academics increasingly voice worries about Korea’s intellectual dependence on
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the USA. An article in the Chosun Ilbo last March, for example, deplored the fact that
almost 80% of the Ph.D. holding professors in the leading universities in Korea had earned
their degrees in America.

The small number of Korean students in Britain is often explained on grounds of cost.
Now it is certainly true that the introduction of full cost fees for overseas students in
1980 has acted globally as a container of demand but it is not a sufficient explanation in
the case of Korea. The flow of Korean students to Britain has always been small and has
not declined at all since 1980.

In this article T will consider why Britain appears to be such an unattractive study op-
tion for Korean students and to speculate on some future developments. The main argu-
ment is that the context in which a decision to study overseas is made has the effect of
either filtering out perceptions of the UK as a possible destination or, when it is consid-
ered, of weighing the qualitative aspects of the UK system with connotations of diffi-
culty. But before developing these points a question needs to be asked.

I. Why study in the UK?

It would be tendentious to proceed beyond this point without reflecting on why a Ko-
rean should want to study in Britain. The reasons may be conveniently classified as fol-
lows:

a) Generic: The UK education system is widely considered to be of very high quality.
Long traditions of scholarship, research, and inventiveness underpin the strength of its
research capacity in many fields of human inquiry, but especially in science and techno ngy.
Funding for research is either directly through the university department or through the
various Research Councils. The systemn ensures that control over research remains vested
in the academic community and largely independent of government control. The quality
of the system is spectacularly reflected in the high number of Nobel Prizes awarded to
scientists working in British universities. It is seen in the frequency of British research
citations in learned and scientific journals which have an international circulation. Another
quality indicator is the high rate of success at undergraduate level and the high rate of
thesis completion at postgraduate level. This in turn is probably related to the very favor-
able student supervisor ratios which exist in British higher education. The average is
just under one to ten; a strong contrast with the situation in many other host countries
where the small group tuition system or individual tuterial are unheard of and the only
point of teacher student contact is in an overcrowded lecture hall. Academic standards
are roughly equivalent in all institutions which comprise the higher education sector.
There is no pecking order of first, second, third class universities as there 1s, for example,
in Korea.

b} Specific: There is a strong correspondence between the pattern of Korean demand
for training and expertise in certain areas of science and technology (e.g. electronics, in-
formation technology, engineering and computer science) and expertise in British faculties.
In all these areas it is possible to study for a one year taught Master degree consisting of
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about 2/3 taught and examined work and 1/3 dissertation. Language work is not a com-
pulsory feature of the system, as in the States for examnple, but pre-course language tui-
tion can be arranged if required. A one year Masters programme is a very effective way
for students to update their knowledge and equip themselves with the tools for sulxsequent
research. It is not the only available format, however. British universites and polytechnics
have proved to be very innovative in terms of course design. They pioneered the sand-
wich course {thin and thick) which combines theoretical studies with direct work ex-
perience and they are currently experimenting with the concept of the split Ph.D. where-
by doctoral students alternate periods of supervised research in Britain with periods in
their own country when they can collect and analyse data and do other necessary field-
work., KIER and the department of Mining Engineering at Leeds University currently
have a split Ph.D. programme operating.

Costs of study in the UK are not cheap. But posteraduate tuition charges-from a gov-
ernment set minimum of about £3,300 pa to a maximum, according to the institution, of
about £4,350—are less expensive than in the USA, Canada and some European countries
and average living costs of about £3,900 pa compare f{avourably with most other host
countries. In other words, in terms of a total budget, study in the UK is good value for
money. Other incidental reasons for studying in Britain could be mentioned. The fact that
English is the dominant second language in Korea; the fact that Britain is a very acces-
sible route into Europe; the fact that welfare provision is well devoloped. Hopefully, how-
ever, enough has been said to suggest that there appear to be some compelling reasons
why a Korean student might consider studying in the UK. And yet why do so few go
there? To answer this question we niust look at the context in which the decision to

study abroad is made.

M. The Korean context

The majority of Korean students going overseas today fund their own travel and study
often with help from relatives. How is a decision made? We can assume that decisions
on destinations are made by individual students in terms of a cost benefit calculation of
the range of alternatives known to them. However, whilst decisions are usually individual
they are made within a context shaped by the regulations of the counrty where they live
and the historical relation of that country to the receiving country. The context in which
a Korean decides to study overseas is defined by the relationship of Korea to the United
States. This relationship is markedly asymmetrical; it is structured in terms of dependence,
military, political, economie, and of course, intellectual. It predisposes Koreans to study in
the United States. A recent article in “Higher Education” on the movements of Asian
students identified eight elements of this context. They are:

Political affinities: America has high political visibility in IKorea related to its strategic
defence role and its relation to the domestic power structure. A concomitant of this has
been heavy investment in exchange programmes such as Fullbright and the Experiment
in International Living.
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Economic Exchange: The Korean economy is heavily dependent on the capacity of the
American market to absorb its products. The American commercial presence in Korea is
also large and swamps that of any other country. It is not necessary to speculate on the
precise cause and effect relation at work here between trade and students. Suffice it to
say that strong positive correlations are known to exist between the overseas student send-
ing rate and the degree of interdependence of national economies.

Immigrant ties: In the fifties and sixties many Koreans went to the US with the ex-
press purpose of seeking post study employment. As a result extended family networks
exist and these function as support systems for students who go there today. The extended
family gives practical assistance with accommodation and has “insider’ knowledge which
helps to mitigate culture shock.

Stmilarities in educalional structures: The Korean system of education is modelled on
that of the US: 4 years primary school, 3 years middle school, 3 vyears high school, 4
years bachelor degree, 2 years masters degree. Koreans show an easy familiarity with the
nomenclature of American education: sophornore, senior, grade point avarage, credits,
TOEFL, GRE, GMAT, etc.

Language: English has been the leading second language in Korea since it replaced
Japanese at the end of the colonial period. TOEFL testing centres have been established
in all the major cities and define the criteria by which competence in English is to be
assessed.

Capacity for absorption: The US Higher Education system is huge and both state and
private universities are geared to a market oriented view of education as product or com-
modity rather than as an individual process.

Supply and demand: Historically, when domestic enrollments have fallen in certain sub-
ject areas foreign students have been drawn in to make up the shortfalll An example
would be the turning away from science and engineering during the “greening of Amer-
ica” in the sixties. Students from the Middle Fast and South East Asia filled up the va-
cant places.

Quality: Koreans have a good knowledge of the relative status of American universities.
However, only a minority succeed in enrolling in the high prestige institutions, There
seems to be a willingness to trade in quality for the chance to obtain ga Ph.D. degree
from a low rated university; precisely the kind of institution that might have difficulty
in maintaining its student numbers if it were to rely on domestic enroliments.

The above is not a list of reasons why Koreans go to study in the US. It is a set of
assumptions (normally unarticulated) which underlie the decision making process and
shape perceptions. Students may, for example, cite the ability to cover the costs of their
study by supplementary teaching of undergraduates as a reason for going to the US. This
certainly used to be true, but it is no longer the case as there is pressure from American
students to avail of campus based earning opportunities and to acquire teaching experience.
Truth, however, is not the issue. Korean students continue to think that they will be able
to support themselves by teaching. Their professors, themselves educated in the US, tell
them they can. The context mediates the facts of the actual situation and transforms them
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into perceptions which subsequently serve as reasons for action. “Reasons” such as the be-
lief that American higher education provides lots of earning opportunities are thus sustain-
ed independently of their relation to the current facts. In the next section I will consider
how this pervasive context affects perceptions of the UK education system.

V. Perception of British Education

As suggested in the introduction, the primary effect of the context described ahove is to
eliminate the UK from consideration as a study destination. The cost benefit calculation I
referred to applies to the range of known alternatives and the UK is not a widely known
alternative, The invisibility of the UK education system is, of course, a symptom of the
invisibility of the UK as a whole.

There are two reasons for this. The first is the exiguous commercial presence of Britain
in Korea. The second is that Britain’s historical ties with America and the absence of any
major ideological clash in foreign policy can have the effect of making the UK appear
as an adjunct of the US. This impression is reinforced by language. In Korea, English
is regarded as a cultural artefact and possession of the United States; ‘British English’ is
considered strangely deviant, difficult and somehow less good.

The contrast with France and Germany is significant. They both have different kinds
of historical relationship with Korea but both countries are perceived as having clearly
defined cultural and political identities within a European frame of reference. Significantly,
Korean students view study options in France and Germany much more sympathetically
than they view them in the UK despite the practical obstacle of having to learn a new
language.

When Britain does impinge on the Korean conscicusness it is often in terms of outdated
cliches. Language learning textbooks refer to Dickensian fogs and English gentlemen. A
recent series of ‘sympathetic’ articles on British education in the ‘Hangkuk Ilbo’ showed
an exaggerated fascination with some of the elitist mythologies of the system: the dream-
ing spires of Oxford, high table, the playing fields of Eton, the Nelson touch (!). This
Iatter reference is particularly ironical when we consider that Nelson’s contact with formal
education ended when he was nine years old.

Low visibility or trivialisation then is one problem. The second problem is that the
cultural hegemony of the US proposes American models as the only possible norm or
point of reference. This distorts perceptions about those qualitative features of UK system
which, in another context, would function as powerful inducements. If all this is thought
rather fanciful I should point out that the empirical basis for these assertions is a series
of responses given to a questionnaire on attitudes to overseas study. The questionnaire was
administered earlier this year to about 80 students of the ‘International Geodwill Society’
and “The Group, two conversation groups who meet regularly in the British Embassy.

The criterion of quality, which I referred to in section 2, can be subjectively perceived
along an axis of excellence and difficulty, each with its own positive and negative polari-
ties. A copule of examples should make the point. In Korea there is considerable pressure
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to obtain & Ph.D. in order to get a tenured academic job. I have already mentioned the
willingness of rmany Ioreans to enter a less than prestigious institutions for the certainty
of obtaining a qualification. This option is not possible in the UK. An M Phil or Ph.ID.
is not any easier to obtain at Bristol than it is at Glasgow. The requirements for report-
ing experimental results at UMIST are no less stringent than at Sussex. There are no
degree factories in the UK. but this fact, which could serve as a guarantee of standards
to overseas students who are often unfamiliar with the reputation of the institution in
which they enrol, is filtered through the Korean context in terms of difficulty; standards
which may seem unaitainably high,

I mentioned earlier the research orientation of British universities. This leads to an em-
phasis, even at the undergraduate level, on students finding things out for themselves th-
rough a learning process rather than mastering a given body of knowledge which is pre-
scribed by a teacher. An assumption in higher education (in most Evropean systems, ac-
tually) is that there is a relatively low correlation between teaching ‘input’ as given in
lectures and set textbooks and learning ‘output’ as measured by examination performance
or dissertations. A legacy of Korea’s Confucian heritage is the amount of social power it
gives to teachers and the emphasis on ‘received instrcuction’ as defined by those teachers.
There are structural parallels between this system and the American consumerist view
of education wherby learning units as evaluated in terms of credits or semester hours
closely follow instructional content. The glory of the UK system is the independence and
self confidence it engenders in those who pass through it. To a Korean, however, it may -
appear threatening. The highly structured American system appears complex but sup-
portive by comparison. In consequence it is unsurprising that the value for money argument
is rarely worked out in favour of a UK study option. The student sample we questioned
correctly assumed that study costs in the UK were cheaper than in the US but consist-
ently overestimated the true cost. A partially worked out schema of the excellence,/diffi-
culty axis is given below.

QUALITY
excellence difficulty
~value for money cost
g teacdhing learning
Ve roduct rocess

{adequacy) Siructure 1Pnc]ependence

(US) TR
(visibility) (invisibility)

Facts and information about the UK education system are filtered through the context
(described in section 3) which serves to downgrade, the qualitative [eatures of the UK
systern and accentuate the dimension of difficulty.

V. The Future

Locking to the future we can consider how both internal and external changes will
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modify the key elements of context described here. Concern is {requently voiced, as I
have said, about the sole reliance on American models. The Presidential Commission for
Educational Reform, which will publish its report and recommendations in 1987, is act-
ively studying the educational systems of other countries. Three senior members of that
commisston visited the UK in November and they will also visit France and Germany.
There has long been a residual suspicion of Europe in Korea as it is considered the birth-
place of revolutionary political doctrines and of permissive values, There is however a
noticeable shift of interest towards Europe in the area of education and social develop-
ment. This is probably because the scale of European structures corresponds to Korean
requirements and because there is a recognition of the pioneering work that has been
done in these fields in Europe.

Internal dynamics will not in themselves lead to a greater proximity between Britain
and Korea. There are external signs, however, that suggest that this will happen. Korea
has become an object of considerable interest to British academics and they come here in
increasing numbers to investigate its achievernents at first hand. The Viee Chancellor of
Sheffield, Vice Chancellor elect of Loughborough, the Deputy Principal of UMIST and
the Pro Vice Chancellor of Kent have all visited Korea in either an official or private
capacity this year. They have gone away deeply impressed and anxious to develop joint-
research projects between departments in their universities and equivalent departments
in Korean institutions. Academic links already exist between Leeds (Mining Engineering)
and KIER, the Barttlett Scheol of Architecture (UCL) and SNU, Chelsea College (sci-
ence education) and SNU, Newcastle (T'own planning) and SNU. The aim of such links,
it must be stressed, is not to substitute one form of dependence for ancther but to pool
data and resources in order to become equal partners in developmental research.

Two other developments will serve to enhance the profile of Britsh higher education.
The first is a massive upgrading in the quality and quantity of information on the system
which is available locally. This is primarily a responsibility of the British Council. In the
future this information service may develop into a {ull counselling service which could
not only recommend courses but process applications as well. The second development
is that UK universities will make more strenuocus efforts to make themselves known in
the local educational environment. Warwick University and the North East Londen Poly-
technic have already done a considerable amount of work here. It is therefore reasonable
to anticipate that there will be an increased volume of academic exchange between Brit-
ain and Korea and this will be reflected in a steady incremantation of the number of
students going to the UK an increase in the nurnber of academic links.

Korea’s increasing desire for political autonomy and its growing economic and com-
mercial self confidence make developments such as the diversification of sources and models
in education and training seem not only desirable but also inevitable. The KBS, consisting
as 1t does of members of governmental, business and academic communities of hoth cou-
ntries is uniquely qualified to ensure that Britain and Korea see each other as natural
partners in these developments. sk
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