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Abstract

This paper examines the changing perceptions of South Korean higher education credentials in
Xi’'an from the perspective of the interaction between local opening-up and study-abroad cognition.
Taking Xi'an as a specific local case, it analyzes the causes, manifestations, impacts, and possible
responses to these perceptual changes. The study finds that, with the deepening of economic ties,
people-to-people exchanges, educational cooperation, and mobility between Xi’an and South Korea,
South Korea has gradually become one of the potential study-abroad destinations for local students
and families. However, social perceptions of South Korean degrees in Xi’an have shifted from earlier
generally positive attention to more rational, differentiated, and stratified evaluation. The evalua-
tive logic has also moved from a simple “overseas degree label” orientation toward a more compre-
hensive model emphasizing institutional hierarchy, professional competence, language ability, and
expected returns. This change is shaped not only by internal stratification within South Korea’s
higher education system, the expansion of study-abroad supply, and changing expectations of re-
turns, but also by shifts in China’s criteria for evaluating overseas education, Xi’an’s local opening-
up process, employment competition, and information bias in public discourse. The paper argues
that changing perceptions of South Korean credentials are not an isolated study-abroad phenome-
non, but rather the result of the interaction among local opening-up, transnational educational cog-
nition, and social evaluation. The findings provide practical implications for improving Xi’an’s edu-
cational cooperation with South Korea, refining study-abroad guidance, and advancing high-level
opening-up.
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