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Abstract

This paper examines changes in Korean women’s social status over the last 30 
years, both before and after the enactment of the Women’s Development Act in 
1995. Social status is a social form of differentiation and value assessment, and 
the status of men and women are positioned differently within its process. Thus, 
social status is not naturally granted, but it shows the vicissitudes of society. 
Women’s social status appears in the context of overall society, and this research 
examines the type variation of gender equality- as gender neutrality, gender recog-
nition, and de-gendering or deconstructing the gender- as the status changes in 
politics, economy, human rights through statistics, and the status changes through 
laws and systems. 

By tracing the improvement in Korean women’s social status over the last 30 
years, I show that women’s social status has become practically equal to men’s 
in many social sectors, such as in occupation, legal rights, education, political par-
ticipation, and other areas. However, despite all this evidence of official equality, 
there are still questions about the true improvement of women’s social status and 
gender equality due to remaining inequalities, such as the scarcity of women in 
professional fields, the prevalent imbalance in housework, and the increase of sex-
ual and domestic violence towards women, the coherent belief in gender differ-
ences, and others. In the future, the endeavor for the improvement of women’s 
social status should explain the paradoxical inequality hidden underneath the su-
perficial success that has been seen thus far.
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Introduction

With the spread of further and higher education and of gender equal-
ity, the likelihood of women continuing and completing higher educa-
tion has reached approximately the same level as for men. In terms of 
the quantity and quality of employment, the achievement of women 
graduates has greatly improved. In areas where selection exams are in 
place (for example, the Korean Bar Exam, the selection exam of civil 
servants and the teaching qualification exam), women’s achievement has 
been particularly outstanding, giving an impression that the issue of gen-
der discrimination in the labor market has been resolved or perhaps 
even that female graduates seem to have a better chance for employ-
ment than male graduates.

However, in terms of the overall employment rate and the quality of 
employment, gender inequality still exists in a way that disadvantages 
women (Shin, Jeong, & Ku, 2008; Shin, 2010). For example, the ob-
servation of women graduates following their graduation in 2005 reveals 
that, within three years of their graduation, their employment rate was 
consistently lower in comparison to their male counterparts by approx-
imately nine percent. Women were also 10 percent more likely than men 
to be employed at Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) or as tempo-
rary workers.

What contributes to the persisting issue of gender inequality? While 
there may be external factors such as gender differences in the domi-
nant subjects of their university major, androcentric organizational cul-
ture, and the prejudice against women workers, internal factors also play 
a role including women’s adaptability to organizational cultures and their 
work ethic. 

Since the late 20th century, the rapid development of modern tech-
nology and globalization has resulted in a rapidly changing labor market, 
with accelerating changes in the types of jobs and roles. Paradoxically, 
the labor market demands more universal and core competencies of 
workers (OECD, 2004). Core competencies are the transferable skills 
and aptitudes that are demanded from every job and industry. As terms 
referring to core competencies, generic skills, essential skills, and basic 
competencies are utilized by researchers and international organizations 
without a formally adopted definition of core competency. Thus, in this 
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study, core competencies are not considered to be different from essen-
tial skills, generic skills, or basic competencies. While there is debate 
over what can be listed as core competencies, lists generally include cog-
nitive and attitudinal competencies such as communication skills, inter-
personal and cooperative skills, higher-order thinking, mathematical 
competency, and resources-information-technology processing & applica-
tion skills.

In fact, company-level analysis of the competencies of human re-
sources shows that management considered the core competencies of 
graduates most important and yet, they still left much to be desired 
(Chae, Ok, Choi, Kim, & Oh, 2005; Chae, Park, & Lee, 2006). In the 
changing labor market, the demand for core competencies has focused 
attention on the development of these competencies in higher 
education. For students in higher education, it has become important to 
build their core competencies in order to prepare themselves for the job 
market.

Since core competencies are the basic and universal skills that are re-
quired for women students’ success in their career, the analysis of the 
level and types of their core competencies needs to go beyond academic 
research. The analysis is also necessary for informing policies towards 
encouraging women’s career advancement and gender equality. Based on 
an analysis of women’s core competencies and their advantages and dis-
advantages in the labor market, it is possible to provide improved sup-
port to women in building their core competencies, including the design 
of a competency-building program and the provision of training courses.

The importance of core competency in promoting successful career 
advancement is receiving increasing attention, but nobody has yet inves-
tigated university students’ levels of competency, what differences envi-
ronmental factors may make, and whether the competency of students 
may differ depending on the university courses they take. In order to 
improve the core competencies of students and universities, the level of 
existing competencies and the competencies’ pros and cons should be 
examined but so far, no effort has been made to do so. This is one 
of the major reasons why the importance of core competencies has only 
recently been highlighted and the tool to assess them had not yet been 
developed. 

The Korea Collegiate Essential Skills Assessment (K-CESA) is an ex-
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amination tool that was developed through research conducted between 
2006 and 2010 under the financial support from the Ministry of 
Education, Science and Technology. In order to define the list of core 
competencies, literature review and expert Delphi analysis were con-
ducted to identify six competencies. Diverse groups of experts and pro-
fessionals, including the Education Assessment Society and company 
HR experts, collaborated to develop this tool. (Jin, Lee, Chae, Yu, Park, 
& Lee, 2007). K-CESA examines the competencies of university stu-
dents and provides the foundation for the development of skills devel-
opment programs.

This research will use K-CESA to examine women students’ core 
competencies and draw implications for women’s competency 
development. Three research questions form the primary purposes of 
the study: 

First, what are the current levels of male and female university stu-
dents’ core competencies? 

Second, what gender differences exist in the level of these core com-
petencies? How do women differ from men in terms of their core com-
petencies? What are their strengths and weaknesses? Third, what factors 
play a role in determining the level of women students’ core com-
petencies? How do university, grade, family background, academic ach-
ievement, and subject domain relate to the level of core competencies? 

Methods

In order to examine the core competencies of women students, 
K-CESA results are statistically analyzed using t-test and analysis of var-
iance (ANOVA) for mean comparison between genders. The gender dif-
ferences are also tested using multiple regression to examine whether 
significant gender differences remain after controlling for students’ 
backgrounds. K-CESA is a web-based tool to examine the level of six 
core competencies. Table 1 shows the components of the six core com-
petencies and how they are examined.
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Table 1

K-CESA Questions

Dimension Sub-dimension # Question Question style Time (min.)

Communication

․ Listening comprehension 10 Multiple choice 15

80
․ Discussion and moderation 10 Multiple choice 20
․ Reading 10 Multiple choice 15
․ Writing 1 Performance 20
․ Speaking 1 Performance 10

Resources-Information-Technology 
Processing & Application

․ Resources processing and application․ Information processing and application․ Technology processing and application
30 Multiple choice 45

Interpersonal & 
Cooperative Skills

․ Works with diversity, teamwork․ Leadership․ System thinking
50 Self-reported

(Five-point Likert)
Non-

limited

Global Competency
․ Attitude to diverse culture․ Understanding of diversity․ Understanding of globalization․ Experience of globalization

48 Multiple choice 30

Higher-order Thinking
․ Analytical thinking․ Inferential thinking․ Evaluative thinking․ Alternative thinking

8 Essay writing 90

Self-management
․ Self-directed learning․ Goal-oriented planning and organization․ Personal, social, civic responsibility․ Emotional self-control

60 Self-reported
(Five-point Likert)

Non-
limited

For example, for communication skills, students have to speak about 
their opinion via microphone after listening to a problem situation oc-
curring in the workplace. For RIT skills, students have to choose the 
correct answer to a question such as ‘How can you interpret the figure 
and table on market share?’ 

This study is a secondary analysis on the raw data of the K-CESA 
and additional survey administrated in 2009.1 One thousand and sixty 
nine male and female participants from nine different universities took 
K-CESA during December 2009. An additional survey of the curricula 
and programs related to the core competencies at universities was ad-
ministered to students who took the K-CESA. 

Although the original sampling frame was made to include public and 
private universities from different regions within South Korea, the sam-
ple was not perfectly representative, so there are limitations in generaliz-

1 The instruments, methodology, and initial descriptive statistics of 2009 K-CESA were re-
ported in the study of Jin, Lee, Lim, & Yu (2009) that had been supported by the Korean 
Ministry of Education, Science and Technology.
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ing the interpretation of the results. While this gender comparison study 
by using K-CESA tool is focusing on the question whether there are 
gender differences in core competencies, this study cannot examine 
what factors are responsible for any gender differences that may exist. 
Because this study does not employ experimental or longitudinal meth-
ods, it is also limited in the causal conclusions that can be drawn.

Previous Literature

The Concept of Core Competency and Its Components

Various terms are used in previous literature to refer to core com-
petencies including: foundation skills, competency, essential skills, ge-
neric skills, key competencies, life skills, and core competencies. The 
concept of core competency was not introduced through systematic aca-
demic research, but rather, the concept is general and commonsense. 
Some examples of prior inventories of core competencies include:

• Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS)’ 
necessary skills: Necessary skills are workplace know-how that 
is made up of five competences and a three-part foundation of 
skills and personal qualities that are needed for solid job 
performance (SCANS, 2000, p. 3).

• Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA)’s key skills: 
Key skills that are most commonly needed for success in a 
range of activities at work, in education and training and life 
in general (QCA, 2004, p. 1).

• Australian Education Council, Mayer Committee’s key 
competencies: Key competences that young people need to 
be able to participate effectively in the emerging forms of 
work and work organizations (Australian Education Council, 
Mayer Committee, 1992, p. 3). 
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• American Society for Training and Development (ASTD)’s 
foundation competencies: general competencies that are 
demanded regardless of the job types or roles. 

• OECD Definition and Selection of Competencies (DeSeCo)’ 
key competencies: Key competencies are those that 
contribute to valued outcomes for society and individuals, 
help individuals meet important demands in a wide variety of 
contexts and are important not just for specialists bur for all 
individuals. Competencies are more than just knowledge and 
skills and involve the ability to meet complex demands, by 
drawing on and mobilizing psychosocial resources (including 
skills and attitudes)(OECD, 2005, p. 4).

While there are many different terms for, and definitions of, core 
competency, all of them have in common that a core competency is a 
necessary and essential skill for work life. A core competency is not 
something that is particular to certain jobs and roles. Rather, it is a skill 
that every worker should have regardless of their occupation and role. 
Consistent in the previous literature is that this competency does not 
refer to knowledge or technique in a narrow sense but it is comprised 
of a complex combination of factors including the core human qualities, 
attitudes, aptitudes, problem solving abilities, and interpersonal skills. 
Whatever role one may play in society, to achieve success in social and 
interpersonal contexts, it is necessary to have a combination of various 
competencies including the cognitive abilities for problem solving, 
healthy attitudes towards self, others, and the society and social adapta-
tion ability (Ju, Jin, & Park, 2010).

While there is an active debate on the concept of core competency 
and the components of a comprehensive framework, there has not been 
much research into examining the competencies. Previous literature 
lacks research verifying the components of core competency, factors af-
fecting the levels of these competencies, and the influence that core 
competency has on the likelihood of future employment and salary.
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Previous Research on Women’s Core Competencies

There has been a debate over gender differences in the components 
of core competency. Core competency consists of cognitive and 
non-cognitive components and the debate over gender differences has 
been particularly focused on the cognitive component.

Recent literature references OECD surveys such as the International 
Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) and the Adult Literacy and Life Skills 
Survey (ALL). The results of these surveys reveal gender differences in 
core competencies. In order to examine adult literacy, IALS measured 
adults’ ability to understand text in magazines and newspapers, the abil-
ity to interpret graphs and figures, and numerical reasoning skills. These 
results were compared across the cultures of over 20 countries (NCES, 
1998). According to the results, although there was little overall differ-
ence between genders, in countries where significant gender difference 
was found, men scored higher in the ability to understand the texts in 
magazines and newspapers and numerical reasoning, and women scored 
higher in the ability to comprehend texts. In South Korea, women scor-
ed higher in the ability to comprehend texts but lower in the ability to 
comprehend documents and numeric data (Lee, Han, Park, Lee, Lee,  
& Kwon, 2001).

On the Program for International Students Assessment (PISA), an as-
sessment that examined teenagers’ competencies, young women ex-
hibited stronger comprehension of texts, while young men exhibited 
stronger numerical reasoning skills. On examinations, girls generally 
score higher in reading and boys in mathematics and science but girls’ 
achievement has been improving to the extent that the gender differ-
ence is becoming less and less significant. 

The ALL survey, a follow-up to the OECD DeSeCo project, exam-
ined adults’ core competencies and conducted cross-national comparisons. 
In South Korea, the survey included 5,200 participants, with the results 
showing that women scored slightly lower than men in their numerical 
reasoning (Im, Choi, & Oh, 2005). Although not statistically significant, 
women scored higher in their ability to interpret texts and documents, 
while men scored higher in problem solving.

However, there was an interaction effect between gender and educa-
tion in the ability to interpret texts and documents. Within the group 
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that achieved higher education levels, women scored better but, within 
the group that achieved lower levels, men scored better. The interaction 
effect between gender and education was only significant in the group 
aged 26 and above, but not in the younger group. Within the older 
group, the likelihood of women having achieved higher education levels 
is lower than that of men. Therefore, within the group aged 26 and 
above, the interaction effect between gender and education implies that, 
when the level of education is controlled for, women have stronger abil-
ity to interpret texts and documents. However, no significant interaction 
effect was found for the younger group, where education levels are ap-
proximately equal between genders. 

There was also an interaction effect between gender and age that af-
fected the level of core competencies. As their age increased, women’s 
scores reduced more significantly than men’s. Especially among groups 
that achieved higher levels of education, while men did not show any 
differences based on age, women showed a large reduction in their com-
petencies as age increased. This result implies that women have a lower 
likelihood of applying their core competencies in everyday life and thus, 
they are more likely to exhibit a lower level of core competencies as 
their age increases. The focus of research on gender differences in the 
non-cognitive component of core competencies (self-management, inter-
personal skills, organizational adaptation skills, and leadership) has been 
on the awareness of employees, students in higher education, and 
employers. Most of these suggested that there are limitations on wom-
en’s work ability.

Shin (2010) examined panel data of university graduates and found 
that, among the possible difficulties the graduates experienced in the job 
market, women were more likely than men to report challenges in inter-
personal relationships within their organization. An analysis of women’s 
work ability in science and technology disciplines (Jin, Son, Shin, & 
Kim, 2004) demonstrated that, on average, women exhibited higher lev-
els of professional competency than men but lower levels of inter-
personal and physical competency.

In an analysis of students’ confidence in their competencies (Min, 
Huh, & Kim, 2002), female students exhibited lower confidence than 
male students in all 10 areas of competency. Female students exhibited 
significantly lower confidence in leadership, creativity, ability to begin 
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and carry on a project, problem solving, IT, use of foreign languages, 
and ability to learn vocational knowledge. Although not significant, 
women also exhibited lower confidence in professional perseverance and 
self-management. On the leadership dimension, the gender difference 
was found to be a product of various organizational and cultural factors 
in addition to the gender differences. Regardless of the reason, in com-
parison to men, women were found to be lacking in political and net-
working ability, formation of mentorship, leadership and ability to adapt 
to organizational culture (Kim & Kim, 2000; Won, 2006).

Research into the Courses in Higher Education for the Improvement of Women’s 
Competencies

Differences in the attitudes and academic achievement of students can 
be increased based on the content of the official and unofficial educa-
tion curriculum in schools. This has been pointed out by experts in edu-
cational sociology. Based on analysis of gender differences in both edu-
cation curriculum and textbooks, efforts to resolve these issues have 
been made. Despite efforts that have been made to promote gender 
equality in education, such as removing stereotypical gender roles from 
textbooks, the unofficial education curriculum and extra-curricular activ-
ities often remain androcentric. 

As students’ core competencies are usually developed at universities, 
it is important to know if a program is offered to enhance core com-
petencies, that it is offered and valid for both genders. In a survey that 
looked at competency development and career development programs at 
universities, women indicated considerably lower satisfaction with these 
programs than men. According to Shin (2010), women were significantly 
more likely than men to attend the career development programs, but 
their satisfaction rate was significantly lower. Kim (2000) also showed, 
in her analysis of university career development programs that support 
students’ employment, that there was significant gender bias in these 
programs. This included male-oriented program development and career 
information provisions, job advertisements with a stereotypical gender 
role division, misunderstandings of women’s career development, em-
phasis on traditional stereotypes of femininity, and demand for uncondi-
tional acceptance of gender inequality in recruiting. The male-centered 
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system originates from a belief that companies prefer male workers, that 
men have more chance of success in the labor market, and that the pro-
vision of male-centered support improves the status and ranking of the 
university. The gender inequality in these programs is a reflection of the 
gender inequality in the job market.

A meta-analysis of organizational human resource development re-
ported that there were few areas of competency where gender differ-
ences were obvious and women’s satisfaction rate with training and edu-
cation was lower than men’s (Shin, 2008). This may be the result of 
overlooking women trainees’ characteristics and needs. 

Data Interpretation and Discussion

For data collection, participants were recruited from the population of 
second and third year students from four universities within the sur-
rounding areas of Seoul and five universities in other areas. In total, 
1,069 students participated. They were divided into two groups accord-
ing to their academic disciplines: social science and humanities, and sci-
ence and technology. Although a few students from arts, music, and 
athletic subjects also participated, the number was too few and they 
were excluded from the study. Table 2 shows the distribution of the 
sample according to their university, gender, and academic discipline. 
Except for Universities E and H, the sample was relatively balanced in 
gender composition, regardless of their academic discipline. 

Table 2

Frequency by University, Academic Discipline, and Gender

University 
Total Social science and 

humanities Science and technology Total Social 
science Science

Male Fem. Total Male Fem. Total Male Fem. Total Female Female Female
A 57 55 112 36 35 71 21 20 41 49% 49% 49%
B 69 71 140 34 41 75 35 30 65 51% 55% 46%
C 51 62 113 24 31 55 27 31 58 55% 56% 53%
D 38 39 77 20 22 42 18 17 35 51% 52% 49%
E 56 18 74 53 18 71 3 0 3 24% 25% 0%
F 61 73 134 25 34 59 36 39 75 54% 58% 52%
G 69 67 136 37 39 76 32 28 60 49% 51% 47%
H 55 94 149 26 40 66 29 54 83 63% 61% 65%
I 66 68 134 34 41 75 32 27 59 51% 55% 46%

Total 522 547 1069 289 301 590 233 246 479 51% 51% 51%
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Gender Comparisons in the Core Competencies

The assessment of core competencies consisted of six competencies. 
For each competency, the score was converted and coded on a 
four-point scale according to pre-selected criteria. The coding scale in-
cludes poor (1), average (2), good (3), and excellent (4). Table 3 shows 
the mean levels of each competency for the gender groups.

Both gender groups show fairly similar patterns in their assessed level 
on the core competencies. Both groups scored the lowest on communi-
cation skills, followed by higher-order thinking. Information-Technology- 
Resources (ITR) utilization competency and global competency were at 
a medium level. The average assessed level of non-cognitive compo-
nents (self-management and interpersonal skills) was close to 3.0, in-
dicating good skills in these areas.

There were some gender differences observed in the data. Women 
scored relatively higher than men in their communication skills and 
global competency and relatively lower than men in their interpersonal 
skills, higher-order thinking, self-management, and in the processing and 
application of information, technology, and resources. 

Table 3

Mean Comparison between Genders

1=poor,
2=average,
3=good,
4=excellent

Communication Global 
Competency

Interpersonal & 
Cooperative 

Skills
Higher-order 

Thinking Self-management

Resources, 
Information, 
Technology 

Processing & 
Application

Male
Mean 1.68 2.38 2.95 2.24 2.88 2.38

N 353 353 353 330 330 330
S.D. .680 1.073 .950 .761 .981 1.124

Female
Mean 1.74 2.44 2.75 2.10 2.74 2.28

N 366 366 366 374 374 374
S.D. .679 1.055 .942 .721 1.007 1.038

Total
Mean 1.71 2.41 2.85 2.17 2.81 2.33

N 719 719 719 704 704 704
S.D. .680 1.063 .950 .743 .997 1.079

Gender Differences in Assessed Core Competency Levels

Table 4 shows male and female participants’ levels of the six core 
competencies and their sub-scores. Not controlling for the overall scores 
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and sub-scores, gender differences between their scores was analyzed us-
ing t-tests for group mean comparison. Each competency was evaluated 
at one of four levels, with the levels assigned numerical values for the 
t-test: 1=poor, 2=average, 3=good, and 4=excellent. 

Table 4 

Gender Difference in the Six Dimensions of Competency and Sub-competencies

Male 
(I) Female (J) Gender difference

(J-I)
Eta 

Squared

Communication

Dimension Total 1.68 1.74 .061
Listening 2.39 2.74 .347 *** .026

Discussion 2.31 2.48 .172 * .007
Reading 2.14 2.13 -.002
Writing 1.36 1.56 .203 *** .023

Speaking 1.61 1.67 .066

Higher-order Thinking

Dimension Total 2.24 2.10 -.141 * .009
Analytical thinking 2.89 2.82 -.070
Inferential thinking 2.28 2.12 -.158 * .008
Evaluative thinking 2.36 2.25 -.112
Alternative thinking 2.22 1.98 -.245 *** .019

Global Competency

Dimension Total 2.38 2.44 .058
Attitude to diversity 2.27 2.35 .081

Understanding of diversity 2.39 2.36 -.033
Understanding of globalization 2.35 2.34 -.007

Experience of globalization 2.01 2.10 .095

Resources-Information-T
echnology Processing & 

Application

Dimension Total 2.38 2.28 -.101
Resources 2.30 2.27 -.033

Information 2.29 2.25 -.037
Technology 2.45 2.30 -.147

Self-management

Dimension Total 2.88 2.74 -.144
Self-directed learning 2.80 2.73 -.073

Emotional self-control 2.78 2.60 -.175 * .008
Goal-oriented planning and organization 2.68 2.61 -.078

Personal, social, civic responsibility 2.81 2.62 -.191 * .009

Interpersonal & 
Cooperative Skills

Dimension Total 2.95 2.75 -.192 ** .010
Emotional relationship 2.77 2.65 -.120

Cooperation 2.75 2.58 -.163 * .008
Moderation 2.64 2.38 -.258 *** .018
Leadership 2.79 2.54 -.249 ** .017

System thinking 2.82 2.75 -.070
Note. * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001 1=poor, 2=average, 3=good, 4=excellence
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The t-test shows that there was not a statistically significant gender 
difference between the overall scores on communication skills but wom-
en scored significantly higher than men (p < .001) on the sub-scores 
of listening and writing. However, it should be noted that the effect size 
was small (eta squared < 0.2). Women also scored significantly higher 
than men on the discussion skills sub-score (p < .05). On the com-
petency of higher-order thinking, men scored significantly higher on 
both the overall score (p < .01), and on two of the sub-competencies. 
On the alternative thinking sub-competency, men showed a significantly 
higher score than women (p < .001) and on the inferential thinking 
sub-competency, men again scored significantly higher (p < .05). On the 
competency reflecting the processing & application of resources, in-
formation, and technology, men scored higher than women on both the 
overall scores and the sub-competency scores but the differences were 
not significant. 

On the overall global competency and the related sub-competencies, 
the difference between genders was not significant but, on some of the 
sub-competencies, men or women scored higher. On the overall score, 
women were slightly higher. However, in the sub-competency reflecting 
the attitude towards diversity and the experience of globalization, men 
scored slightly higher. 

In the areas of self-management and interpersonal skills, men tended 
to score higher and, in a number of sub-sections, they showed a sig-
nificantly higher level. Within the competency of self-management skills, 
men scored significantly higher on the sub-competencies of emotional 
self-management and personal, social, and civic responsibility (p < .05). 
Within interpersonal skills, men scored significantly higher on both the 
overall score (p < .01) and in the sub-competencies of coordination (p 
< .001), negotiation (p < .05) and leadership (p < .01). 

In order to test how the disciplinary field of students’ majors affect 
these gender differences, a two-way ANOVA analysis method was used 
with a Bonferroni posthoc test. The result shows there is no significant 
disciplinary effect on the gender difference (p > .05).

Factors Affecting Core Competencies

In addition to the gender differences observed so far, other factors 
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were accounted for, including the academic discipline of the student’s 
major, the university location (surrounding areas of the capital vs. other 
areas), the level of the parents’ income, the level of the father’s educa-
tion, and the average grade point average of the previous year, as all of 
these factors may be related to a student’s level of psychological abilities, 
including both cognitive and affective aspects. For example, the parents’ 
income and father’s education are proxies for the socio-economic status 
of a student. The university location can be a proxy of institutional pres-
tige and college admission selectiveness in South Korea where most of 
the national resources are centralized in the capital city, Seoul.

Multiple regression analysis was conducted to examine the relationship 
between these independent variables and the dependent variable by cod-
ing the independent factors as dummy and ordinal variables. The results 
of this analysis can be found in Table 5. Most of the gender differences 
found earlier were no longer significant when the above factors were 
controlled for except for the listening and writing sub-competencies 
within communication skills. 

In addition to the gender differences outlined, the academic discipline 
of students also produced group differences. Natural and technical sci-
ence students generally scored lower than social science and humanities 
students, and their scores were significantly lower on global competency 
and self-management. The score of their university entrance exam was 
significantly related to most of the sub-competencies of the cognitive 
competencies, including communication skills, higher-order thinking, and 
the use of resources, information, and technology. They were also sig-
nificantly related to one sub-competency of global competency. 
Socioeconomic capital, as represented by the parents’ income, and re-
production of cultural capital, as represented by the father’s education 
level were found to have a weak relationship with some subsections of 
global competencies. 

Academic achievement, as represented by the previous years’ grade 
point average, was not significantly related to the cognitive components 
of the core competencies. However, it was positively related to the de-
finitive areas of core competencies, especially with the exposure to glob-
al atmosphere. Academic achievement also produced a significant differ-
ence in self-study, the ability to adapt to an organizational culture, and 
the overall score on interpersonal skills.
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Table 5

Multiple Regression Analysis of Background Influences

Gender
(male=0, 

female=1)

Major
(social 

science=0,
science=1)

Location
(0=outside 
of Seoul,
1=Seoul)

Parents’ 
income 
(1=low,
4=high)

Father’s 
education
(HS=0,

college=1)

GPA
(A=4, D=1)

Communication

Dimension Total .168 -.157 .270** -.003 -.069 -.032
Listening .510*** -.083 .374* .014 -.276 .123

Discussion .146 -.176 .429** .029 -.281 -.141
Reading -.008 .114 .473** .084 -.252 .145
Writing .352** -.035 .182 .021 .024 -.173*

Speaking .075 -.231 .237 -.064 .146 -.073

Higher-order 
Thinking

Dimension Total .116 -.060 .534*** .061 -.012 .116
Analytical thinking .034 -.157 .401** .035 -.046 .190

Inferential .115 -.228 .644*** .055 .004 .024
Evaluative .079 .016 .476*** .043 -.120 .010
Alternative -.044 -.079 .369* -.030 .064 .191

RIT Processing & 
Application

Dimension Total -.014 -.020 .518** .099 -.114 .157
Resources .091 .094 .597*** .059 -.018 .100

Information -.042 -.030 .389** -.004 -.175 .224
Technology .136 -.158 .045 .173 -.025 -.192

Global Competency

Dimension Total -.046 -.441** .098 .202 -.013 .218
Attitude to

diversity -.045 -.329* -.263 .219* -.030 .155

Understanding of
diversity -.054 -.351*** .237* .016 .029 .068

Understanding of
globalization -.079 -.397** .236 .031 -.033 .166

Experience of
globalization .035 .032 -.098 .000 .280** .173*

Self-management

Dimension Total -.035 -.297* -.152 .077 .090 .238
Self-directed

learning .005 -.234 -.076 .173 .036 .437***

Emotional
self-control -.023 -.115 -.258 .100 .005 -.003

Goal-oriented
planning and
organization

-.092 -.142 -.054 .037 .308* .226

Personal, social,
civic responsibility -.062 -.163 -.359* .093 -.019 .210

Interpersonal & 
Cooperative Skills

Dimension Total -.063 -.204 -.236 .053 .066 .338**
Emotional
relationship -.083 -.122 -.275* .141 .052 .104

Cooperation -.026 -.047 -.243 .134 -.059 .219*
Moderation .001 -.252 -.056 .009 .052 .027
Leadership -.151 -.185 -.242 .093 .181 .260*

System thinking .093 -.123 -.202 .035 -.078 .371**
Note. * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001
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The Emphasis on Core Competencies at Higher Education

In addition to the K-CESA test questions, participating students were 
given a number of survey questions to report how was actively they par-
ticipated in their college courses and how classroom instructions empha-
sized and focused on the development of the core competencies. Table 
6 shows the mean score of male and female students’ responses to the 
questions. Higher scores indicate greater emphasis on core competencies. 
The average score for the education curriculum was a little higher than 
the midpoint of the scale. The scores did not differ much depending 
on the core competency being measured and there was not a significant 
gender difference.

Table 6

Emphasis on Core Competencies in Curriculum

Dimension Male
(I)

Female
(J)

Gender
difference

(J-I)
Higher-order Thinking 3.57 3.47 -.091

p>.05

Communication 3.57 3.63 .058
Resources-Information-Technology 

Processing & Application 3.60 3.51 -.087

Global Competency 3.62 3.58 -.047
Self-management 3.57 3.55 -.017

Interpersonal & Cooperative Skills 3.55 3.59 .041
Note. 1: No, Not at all 2: Relatively Unlikely 3: Neutral 4: Relatively Likely 5: Highly Likely

However, as shown in Table 7, the students expressed that their 
courses did not provide enough content or methods to improve their 
core competencies. They found their university courses did not employ 
a problem-based learning environment to practice higher-order thinking 
and improve their utilization of resources, information, and technology. 
Women students were less likely to observe an emphasis on core com-
petencies in coursework than male students. 

When asked about their class participation, women responded that 
their participation in active interaction, discussion, experiments, and 
practice was low. Women were particularly lower than men in their par-
ticipation in questioning, debate, and study groups, however they were 
more active in report writing and in the management of individual 
projects.
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Table 7

Core Competency Emphasis in Coursework and Participation in Classroom Activity

Item Male (I) Female
(J)

Difference
(J-I)

Emphasis 
in 

coursework 

Memory 2.93 3.07 .136*

Analysis 2.85 2.75 -.106*

Interpretation 2.73 2.62 -.114*

Judging 2.66 2.61 -.053

Application 2.73 2.66 -.070

Classroom 
activity 

frequency

Discussion 2.64 2.38 -.256***

Presentation 2.86 2.94 .079

Writing reports 3.00 3.16 .160**

Individual project 3.05 3.17 .115*

Online community 2.59 2.50 -.085

Asking a question to a teacher 2.53 2.44 -.091

Asking a question to a peer student 2.84 2.93 .094

Field trip, experiment 2.51 2.45 -.069

Group project 3.01 3.02 .014

Study group 2.58 2.39 -.187**
Note. 1: No, Not at all 2: Relatively Unlikely 3: Neutral 4: Relatively Likely 5: Highly Likely
***p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

Table 8 shows students’ evaluation of the impact of various programs 
that universities provide to promote the development of core compe-
tencies. They responded that such programs such as internship and 
global activities in particular are beneficial for the development of core 
competencies. Women showed a more positive attitude towards the im-
pact of these programs than men. Students generally expressed a pos-
itive response to the impact of specific activities of university programs 
on developing core competencies, especially for resume writing programs. 
Women tended to perceive a larger impact than did men. Women also 
considered vocational psychometric testing to have a greater effect than 
did men.
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Table 8

Student Evaluation of the Effectiveness of Developmental Activities

Male 
(I)

Female 
(J)

Difference
(J-I)

Extra-curriculum program within college 3.84 3.85 .006
Curriculum program within college 3.76 3.76 .006
New special program for core competencies 
development 3.70 3.72 .025

Working on research project with a professor 3.62 3.72 .095
Club activity 3.93 4.03 .101
Internship, field experience 4.19 4.39 .200***
Study abroad 4.21 4.40 .193***
Private academy 3.64 3.82 .173**
Study group 3.73 3.84 .114
Career education program 3.58 3.56 -.018
Special lecture on career development 3.41 3.43 .020
Workshop on career development 3.51 3.49 -.025
Camp activity like leadership camp 3.62 3.69 .067
Job event (job festival, etc.) 3.54 3.57 .023
Online database for job hunting 3.36 3.37 .010
Community for job hunting 3.58 3.55 -.028
Psychometric testing 3.50 3.63 .129*
Career counseling 3.64 3.73 .098
E-portfolio 3.25 3.17 -.087
Workshop for resume writing and presentation 3.73 3.86 .124*

Note. 1: No, Not at all 2: Relatively Unlikely 3: Neutral 4: Relatively Likely 5: Highly Likely
***p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05

Conclusion and Suggestions

This research focused on the core competencies necessary for suc-
cessful career advancement in a changing labor market. Using K-CESA, 
which examines the competencies of university students, women’s core 
competencies were analyzed and compared to men’s scores, both on the 
overall competency scores and on the scores of the sub-competencies. 
Based on the results, there are a number of important implications. 

First, although the study was not conducted on a representative sam-
ple of the national student population, and these results and inter-
pretations have limitations, the results clearly showed that both men and 
women were found to be lacking in communication, global competency, 
higher-order thinking, and resources-information-technology processing 
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and application skills. Considering that the selected nine universities rank 
high in the university rankings and the competencies of their students 
should not be worse than that of students in other universities, the re-
sults indicate an overall deficiency of core competencies among Korean 
students.

Communication skills appeared particularly weak, despite being the 
core and basic skills demanded in work life. These skills are also ex-
tremely important for Korean students who spend much of their time 
reading and writing during their primary and higher education. Given 
the importance of communication skills, it is necessary to critically ana-
lyze and improve on the relevant education curriculum in order to en-
hance practical communication skills. 

Second, when comparing women’s core competencies to men’s, wom-
en tended to show a lower score than men except on communication 
skills. However, when controlling for university and discipline of study 
variables, the gender difference was not significant. The reason for the 
non-significant gender differences could include the relatively small sam-
ple size to account for the many variables and that female students were 
a more self-selected group than male students due to participating uni-
versities ranking in upper-middle of the university rankings. It is impos-
sible to find an exact cause and effect relationship with the non-ex-
perimental method that this study used. Further studies may find a caus-
al relationship when they adopt a more representative and greater sam-
ple to include a full range of college students from both 2 and 4 year 
institutions across the nation. This study relied on data from students 
at just nine out of 166 four-year higher education institutions in Korea.

On interpersonal and cooperative skills, women’s low score provides 
support to previous research that revealed women’s weakness in their 
interpersonal skills. Strong interpersonal relationships within an organ-
ization necessitate an understanding of the organization, leadership, and 
conflict management. These are the skills that must be enhanced in or-
der for women to demonstrate their full capability in this area. In order 
to achieve this, various educational programs must be developed and 
offered.

Furthermore, students in science disciplines scored lower than human-
ities students on their communication skills, global competency, and 
self-management. Given this difference between disciplines on the core 
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competencies, students in science disciplines should be alerted that they 
need to develop these competencies in order to advance in their careers. 
Schools should also focus on core competencies, building and operating 
educational programs to promote the development of those competencies.

Third, the results of this study showed that students felt that their 
schools were emphasizing core competency development to some ex-
tent, and that their programs had a positive, but not strong, impact on 
their competencies. However, efforts to encourage active participation 
and interaction in class were considered insufficient, especially among 
women.

Universities must pay attention to developing core competencies 
through their courses and must also provide support to women so that 
they can develop the core competencies in ways that are most suitable 
for them. This empirical study clearly shows that female students de-
mand more education relevant to core competency development than 
male students. This finding suggests that educators and administrators 
in higher education institutions need to help ease the enhanced anxiety 
that female students might feel, relative to male students, when they de-
sign and provide extra-curriculum programs like mentoring or coaching 
by female role- model figures.

Fourth, the K-CESA was completed in 2009 and began to be used 
towards the end of 2009. This study was the first to apply K-CESA. 
The scores on core competencies were consistently low, regardless of 
university, gender, or academic discipline. This result suggests that the 
competencies measured by K-CESA are different from the reading, writ-
ing, and numerical reasoning skills measured by university entrance 
exams. In order to validate K-CESA and ensure it is reliable, the tool 
needs to be applied to a greater number of universities, with analysis 
of the results. 

Lastly, because of time and resource limitations, the sample in this 
study was not representative of the total college student population in 
South Korea, so there are limitations in generalizing the results. In fur-
ther studies, a more representative sample needs to be obtained and an-
alyzed in order to extend research into the components of the core 
competencies, the influencing factors, and the levels of these core 
competencies. 

By using K-CESA to examine the competencies of university stu-
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dents, this study provides empirical evidence of how female students’ 
core competencies and demand for developmental programs are differ-
ent from those of male students. Though these data and statistical analy-
sis results have limitations, this study suggests the value of an evi-
dence-driven policy-making process towards exploring better policy for 
students in higher education. While most previous literature focused on 
the equity between genders in college entrance and the labor market, 
this study extended the gender equity issue to the effect of higher edu-
cation by analyzing female students’ experience with higher education 
curriculum and how well they acquired the core competencies.
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