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Abstract

As the world is rapidly globalising, we need a new notion of core competence, which is appropriate in a global society. This paper conducts a comprehensive review on various sectors of Korean education to investigate achievements and remaining issues with regard to developing global competence in Korea. For this, the authors propose a working model of global competence, which consists of cross-cultural competence, global literacy and communication skills. Major findings show that, in all the major phases of Korean education, such as public schools, corporate and adult learning, cross-cultural competence and communication skills have received major attention, while global literacy remains largely untouched. It also turns out that a more technical aspect of communication skills, especially English-speaking ability, has been emphasised more than open-mindedness and a willingness to understand people of different races and cultures. Based on these findings, the authors call for more attention to be placed on exploring the nature and elements of global competence and synchronised efforts among various sectors of education to help young and adult learners acquire relevant knowledge, skills and dispositions in this globalising world. 

Introduction

Focusing on major phases of education, including public schools, corporate education and adult learning, this study reviews Koreans’ efforts to develop global competence and explores future directions and potential implications for other countries. Many people would agree that globalisation is one of the most significant changes in the human condition over the last few decades. Since Marshall McLuhan coined the term the ‘global village’ in the early 1960s, globalisation and its impacts have become increasingly visible in many aspects of human life. Its impact is not isolated to a few areas, such as the economy, communication and transportation. Rather, globalisation has infused almost every aspect of our lives, causing a more holistic and fundamental reconfiguration of human societies (Friedman 2005; Held and McGrew 2002; Steger, 2003). In a sense, globalisation is no longer just a matter of change for social institutions; it represents a new modus vivendi. As a result, responding to globalisation is no longer limited to a few groups, such as business leaders, politicians and futurists (Friedman 2005; Reimers 2008; Steger 2003; Tye 1991). Rather, as more diverse people and goods become visible in local communities and as individuals’ job security often depends on people thousands of miles away, how to handle the changing environment is becoming a task of ordinary people.
To help adult learners effectively respond to this rapidly shifting environment, we need to construct a comprehensive model of global competence, a topic which has received little attention from studies on human competences. Leading international organisations, including OECD and UNESCO, have sought to delineate basic knowledge and skills necessary for adult learners to maintain personal and collective success, finding ways to help them acquire those competences. During the industrial period, adult basic literacy was the primary concern, and it continues to be a major target in adult education (UNESCO 1997; 2000). The earlier approach to literacy education, however, has changed, as the concept of literacy was extended from the 3R’s to include higher-order functions, such as making guided decisions in a given situation. We believe this is a relevant shift, considering that the world has, since the 1980s, become a knowledge-based society.

Within this context, the notion of adult basic skills was further elaborated upon, as adult learners need more complicated and multifaceted knowledge and skills in a knowledge-based economy. ASEM, for example, redefined adult basic skills as basic competences and skills that all the adult learners need to have to cope with the changing labour market and economic condition (ASEM 2002). As a result, terms such as ‘key competences’ or ‘core skills’, which cover multiple areas, including problem-solving skills, teamwork, digital literacy, decision-making, and so on, began to receive public attention (OECD, 2001, 2002). One of the landmark events in recent efforts to clarify key skills is the OECD’s Definition and Selection of Competences (DeSeCo) project initiated in 1997. The DeSeCo report recommends three areas of key competence: use tools interactively, interact in heterogeneous groups, and act autonomously, and specifies sub-categories in each competence area (Rychen and Salganik 2003).

What is notable in this report is its recognition of globalisation, which is expressed in its second component, ‘interact in heterogeneous groups’. In fact, we believe that, if so far arguments about core competences have focused on helping adult learners be successful members in a knowledge-based society, we need to pay more attention to exploring the knowledge and skills required in the globalising world. In light of this, we think it is very appropriate that the DeSeCo project recognised the significance of this task, emphasising that, ‘Globalisation is creating new forms of interdependence, and actions are subject both to influences (such as economic competition) and consequences (such as pollution) that stretch well beyond an individual’s local or national community’ (OECD 2005: 7).
Conceptualising global competence
However, in recognising the significance of ‘interacting in heterogeneous group’, as mentioned by the DeSeCo project, we need to further articulate the elements of global competence. This is because globalisation itself is a multidirectional process, including the emergence of a global economy, a massive exchange of people, ideas and cultures, and global challenges, such as climate change, food crises, the extinction of species, genocide, fuel depletion, and poverty. In fact, there have been various attempts within the context of K-12 education to define what students need to know and are able to do in this globalising world (Case 1993; Hanvey 1976; Merryfield and White 1996; Reimers 2008). For example, Robert Hanvey, a notable figure in American global education, proposes five dimensions of global perspectives that are attainable through school curriculum:
Perspective Consciousness: The recognition or awareness on the part of the individual that he or she has a view of the world that is not universally shared, that this view of the world has been and continues to be shaped by influences that often escape conscious detection, and that others have views of the world that are profoundly different from one's own.
‘State of the Planet’ Awareness: Awareness of prevailing world conditions and development, including emergent conditions and trends, e.g. population growth, migrations, economic conditions, resources and physical environment, political developments, science and technology, law, health, inter-nation and intra-nation conflicts, etc.
Cross-cultural Awareness: Awareness of the diversity of ideas and practices to be found in human societies around the world, of how such ideas and practices compare, and including some limited recognition of how the ideas and ways of one's own society might be viewed from other vantage points.
Knowledge of Global Dynamics: Some modest comprehension of key trails and mechanisms of the world system, with emphasis on theories and concepts that may increase intelligent consciousness of global change.
Awareness of Human Choices: Some awareness of the problems of choice confronting individuals, nations, and the human species as consciousness and knowledge of the global system expands.
The above five dimensions primarily focus on intellectual aspects. However, more recently, Reimers (2008) proposed the tridimensional nature of global competence: the ethical dimension, the skill dimension, and the disciplinary dimension. In his model, the ethical dimension means a positive disposition and tolerance towards cultural difference, whereas the skill dimension primarily means an ability to speak and understand foreign languages. Finally, the disciplinary dimension means knowledge and understanding of world history, geography, and global issues and challenges.

This model and other proposals for global competence, however, cannot be automatically applied to adult learners, as there are differences between adult learners and K-12 students, in terms of what to know and what they should be able to do in a global society. Disciplinary knowledge of global history and geography, for example, may be treated significantly in K-12 students, whereas this is less urgent for adult learners to acquire. Considering these differences, as well as potential commonalities between the two groups in global knowledge and skills, we propose a working model of global competence that adult learners need to acquire to face the globalised living conditions. It needs to be noted that this is an exploratory model, and we call for more attention to be placed on clarifying knowledge and skills that adult learners in various contexts should have in this changing world. 

Figure 1. Model of global competence


Cross-cultural competence: As people of different races, belief systems and cultural backgrounds are more likely to work together, cross-cultural competence becomes more important. This dimension of competence includes not only the appreciation of cross-cultural awareness and tolerance, but also the recognition that human beings have universal human rights and thus should be treated fairly and equally, regardless of their ethnicity and culture.
Global literacy: Adult learners need to keep updating their knowledge and understanding of the environment that they live in. They should comprehend the nature and scope of changes initiated by globalisation and the potential influence caused by those changes on them and their community. They also ought to be able to cope with the changing environment, making informed decisions for the sustainability of the planet earth. This would include having an understanding of the global system, such as the global economy, global politics and global exchanges of products and ideas. This would also include the awareness and appropriate response to global challenges including environmental crises, global inequity, climate change, poverty, disease, and terrorism.
Communication skills: In its simple sense, communication skill means an ability to speak and write a language. Communication skills, however, are more than that, as we often observe miscommunications even among people using a same language. Therefore, beyond being able to speak a foreign language, communication skills include a willingness to understand people in other cultures and be open-minded towards them.

In the following pages, we apply this working model to major stages of education in Korea, such as public schools, corporate education and adult learning. We included public schools in our review because we take the view that developing global competence should start from the early stage of learning. We will review what has been done and what needs to be done to develop global competence in a Korean context, finding potential implications for other countries. 

Developing global competence in public schools

Substantial changes to various sectors of society, caused by globalisation, have created new tasks for Korean public schools. This is especially challenging, since Koreans have long considered themselves to be uniform in terms of ethnicity and culture. Amidst an ever growing exchange of people, cultures and ideas, Korean educators face a challenge to prepare students to become informed and responsible members of a global society. Among the three global competences introduced above, two elements – communication skills and cross-cultural competence – have received major attention in public schools, while global literacy has been relatively marginalised.

First of all, English-speaking ability has been regarded as the most important skill for students to become globally capable. In fact, fluency in English has been closely connected with one’s social status and income in Korea, and thus a vast amount of time and energy has been invested in improving K-12 students’ English-speaking ability. Also, a substantial number of Korean students go to English-speaking countries each year, mostly to the US, to learn English through short-term or long-term programmes. According to national data, 16,446 students went abroad to learn English in 2004, whereas in 1997 that number was only 3,274 (KEDI: 287). 

This emphasis on English communication skills became even greater when the new government, inaugurated in 2008, tried to employ English immersion programmes into the public schools. This policy was based on the recognition that English is the basic skill to improve Korea’s potential in the globalising world. Within this context, various in-service programmes operate to improve English teachers’ instruction, aiming to hire 100,000 native speakers by 2010 and place them into public schools. This drive, however, has created heated debates over its efficiency and influence on students’ learning. Some argue that the government should invest in other, more urgent issues, such as overhauling the learning environment; while others argue that the new policy will only benefit the students whose English is already good. There is a fear that the tightened competence standards in English would perpetuate the current social structure as it would give an advantage to students from the middle and upper-middle classes. Another notable argument is that the ability to simply speak English has little to do with enhancing students’ communication skills and that what Korean students really need is an intellectual ability and mental disposition to communicate with people from various cultural backgrounds beyond a narrowly defined English speaking skill.
As Korea is fast becoming a multicultural society, cross-cultural competence has recently received considerable attention from teachers and policy makers. As noted earlier, Koreans had always thought of themselves as belonging to the same ethnic and cultural group. This myth, however, began to be deconstructed as the cultural and ethnic ‘others’ became more visible in Korea. As an emerging global economy, Korea has to depend upon foreign workers for manufacturing, since its people prefer better-paid and safer jobs. In the early 1990s, there were about 50,000 foreign workers in Korea. This number increased to about 360,000 in 2005, forming 2.5% of the total labour market.

Women with various nationalities became visible in Korea through ‘international marriage’ mostly between Korean males and foreign females. This is not only because the population has decreased but also because young females in rural areas have moved to big cities. In 2004, statistics showed that 11% of marriages were international marriages, and that number was 27%  in rural areas. As children of multicultural families started at public schools, teachers began to observe a change that they have never experienced before - multicultural classrooms. In 2007, about 13,000 students from multicultural families were attending various levels of public schools and the number is increasing. Consequently, emphasising cross-cultural competence among culturally diverse groups of students and between teachers and students has become an urgent issue in Korea. 

Global literacy, the last element of global competence in our model, seems to have received less attention from Korean educators. This is because, like in many other countries, the primary mission of Korean public schools has been to create a common culture among students and encouraging loyalty to the nation. Therefore, even though global issues, such as the environmental crisis and energy depletion, were mentioned in the school curriculum, efforts to enhance global responsibilities and participatory citizenship are almost non-existent in Korean public schools.
In conclusion, compared to the model of global competence that we proposed here, it turns out that Korean public schools focus on communication skills and cross-cultural competence, leaving global literacy largely unaddressed. Furthermore, efforts to improve communication skills tend to focus on narrowly defined language skills instead of going further to include multicultural and cross-cultural communications skills. This is likely to cause a problem, considering that Korea is fast becoming a multicultural society due to a growing number of racial and cultural minorities. As such, more efforts are required to develop global competence among Korean students.
Developing global competence at a corporate level

Globalisation and its impacts have resulted in substantial changes in the business environment as well. The increasing global marketplace is characterised by increasing global competitions, global telecommunications, international trade, and global finance (Marquadt and Engel 1993). What makes global competence important for companies is the fact that a significant share of future economic growth will come from the overseas market and that 20% of future jobs will be connected with international trade. Korean companies are aware that their survival depends on how efficiently they cope with this global business environment, and recognise the need to recruit globally-capable employees or train current members to acquire the necessary competences.

Of the three global competences proposed in this paper, as with public schools, cross-cultural competence and communication skills have received major attention in corporate education. First, cross-cultural competence is considered the most important element of global competence among employees. It has been argued that global managers must have a ‘global mindset rather than simple skills or abilities (Kedia and Mukherji 1991). Developing a theory of ‘global mindset’, Levy et al. (1999) suggest that a cosmopolitan perspective is necessary for today’s global managers. According to them, cosmopolitanism is a combination of global dispositions and orientations with specific knowledge skills required by one’s position. Korean companies have also recognised that enhancing global competences among their employees is an essential strategy for a sustained development.

The Federation of Korean Industries (FKI 2002), a representative association of Korean companies, for example, proposed a report entitled ‘Desirable College Curriculums’ based on survey research. FKI carried out a survey on the human resources desired by major Korean companies. The survey results show that employers require prospective employees to be equipped with global skills and dispositions along with creativity and interpersonal skills. Among the top ten skills and dispositions that Korean business leaders wanted  employees to have, a cosmopolitan outlook and foreign language skills were ranked second. In particular, fluency in English and Chinese has been stressed as a key global competence in the Korean business sector. It seems that language skills are almost equated with global competence. 
In contrast, global literacy has received relatively little attention in Korean businesses. This is partly because information of what is going on in the world is constantly being updated and provided by companies to their employees. Also, most employees in major companies tend to review their understanding of international events and changes for themselves. Another reason that global literacy does not receive much attention from companies is that it is not a major interest for them. In any case, the primary focus of companies is to maximise their profit rather than encourage global sustainability or co-existence of diverse cultures and peoples. As such, corporate education may not be best location for enhancing global responsibilities and citizenship. For this reason, companies tend to focus on skills and dispositions, which are directly related to their business product.
As a result of this, how do Korean companies train their employees to acquire global competence? What do they need to invest in for their employees to be globally-capable human resources? Many companies have made efforts to develop basic standards of global preparedness, intercultural adaptability, and communication skills that work for all cultures. In many cases, HRD departments in companies play a key role in establishing strategic goals and implementing action plans to develop global competence among its employees. Samsung Electronics, for example, runs multifaceted programmes for enhancing global competence. It runs both online and offline language programmes for employees. Also, it focuses on intercultural understandings and global business skills. These programmes are associated with Harvard University in the US. In the case of SK Telecom, language courses run year-round to improve its employees’ language skills. 

Developing global competence in adult learning

Unlike in public schools and corporate education, global competence seems to be largely marginalised in theory and practice of adult learning in Korea. There are a couple of research documents which construct basic competence for adult learners. Choi (2006), for example, has suggested a conceptual model of adult basic competence, emphasising the significance of learning abilities and literacy skills. Kim et al. (2006) argue that literacy, vocational skills and socio-cultural competence are important for adult learners. According to them, these competences are essential for a successful adult life.
While cross-cultural competence is almost invisible in adult learning in Korea, global literacy is slightly mentioned in the context of citizenship education. Kim et al. (2003) pointed out that national identity, trust and ownership, rights and responsibilities, and participation are the sub-domains of citizenship. This notion of citizenship, however, is at best only indirectly related to the global literacy that we proposed here. Also, in practice, efforts to enhance global citizenship among adult learners are largely missing. 
As for communication skills, ICT (Information and Computer Technology) literacy is also emphasised in the knowledge-based society, which is driven by technology. An ICT-literate person is defined as one who can use ICT tools to identify and appropriately represent information, collect and/or retrieve information in digital environments, and interpret and represent information by using ICT tools to synthesise, summarise, compare, and contrast information from multiple sources (ETS 2003: 8). With access to the internet and the fact that ICT has become a significant part of one’s daily life in Korea, adult educators have made efforts to update adult learners’ computer literacy.

Discussions and implications

So far, based on a working model of global competence, we have reviewed efforts to enhance global competence in various sectors in Korean education. Major findings show that, in public schools, cross-cultural competence and communication skills receive major attention, leaving global literacy largely untouched. We also found that education for cross-cultural competence has just begun, as a result of Korea becoming a more multicultural society, while communication skills tend to be narrowly defined as fluency in English. We drew a similar conclusion in corporate education, too. Cross-cultural awareness and language skills receive major attention from Korean companies as global competence. Not surprisingly, these concerns are dominated by efforts to maximise the company’s profit in a changing global business environment. As a result, other aspects of global competence, such as global literacy, open-mindedness towards other peoples and cultures, and awareness of global issues and challenges tend to be overlooked in corporate education.

Probably, the most notable finding of this study is the fact that global competence remains almost untouched in theory and practice of adult learning in Korea. We believe that this is a serious issue, considering that globalisation is the most significant change to our human lives. As such, we believe two general implications can be drawn from this study. First, we would like to urge that more attention be given to exploring and articulating the global competence that people need to acquire to become socially and economically successful members of the globalising world. The notion of core competence has shifted as the social environment has changed from an industrial society to a knowledge-based society. As the world is rapidly globalising, we need a new notion of core competence, which is appropriate in a global society. We hope the working model that we have proposed in this paper can shed light on further research on global competence.
Second, based on a new notion of global competence, we propose a comprehensive review on various sectors of education to draw on what needs to be done to enhance global competence. Our analysis, for example, demonstrates that global competence receives less attention in adult learning compared to public schools and corporate education in Korea. It also shows that some aspects of global competence receive more attention, whereas others are marginalised in schools and companies. We believe that conducting a comprehensive review of the various contexts of education, in terms of global competence, has provided a significant starting point for further research.
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