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Ghent University (UGent) is the top university of Belgium and one of the top
universities of the world, according to the Academic Ranking of World Universities
(ARWU). With 200 years worth of history under its sleeve, the university helped
nurture a number of notable alumni, including Jacques Rogge, honorary president of
the International Olympic Committee, and Nobel Prize winner Corneille Jean
Frangois Heymans.

Unlike most universities, UGent does not have a single campus area. Instead, the
campus buildings are scattered all over the city of Ghent, to the point that it is difficult
to tell where the city ends and the campus begins. As a result, the simple act of
reaching your lecture hall is a chance to learn and connect with the city, in stark
contrast to isolating oneself in the campus area. While this may prove frustrating
when trying to find your way around in the beginning of the semester, at the same
time Google Maps is your friend.
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Perhaps due to the IBMBA programme welcoming all post-grad students with open
arms, most of the courses are designed to cater for the learning speed of students with
non-business backgrounds. However, UGent mostly assumes that all exchange
students have at least bachelor-level understanding of the subject. While this is
nothing to be surprised about, but as a student from a different academic field,
choosing the right courses alone had proved to be a challenge. Luckily most course
descriptions also provided details about the background knowledge students were
expected to have, thus allowing me to avoid courses that are obviously out of my
league,

As for the courses themselves, | am certainly no stranger to western teaching methods
as | have studied in the UK for my bachelors. However, studying in UGent still
proved surprising (though this might stem from differences in academic fields). Each
class can easily reach over 100 students, thus it was nigh impossible to have the same
type of interactive, student-driven classes as before. Instead, the traditional, passive
type of lectures reigned supreme, which can be rather disappointing.

The silver lining however lies in the group discussions and group assignments, a
break from the usual mold. Group discussions in the Development Economics course
allowed us to analyze the reading materials in smaller detail, while group projects
were a good way to apply what we have learnt in class, such as writing a marketing



communication plan for a new brand.

One thing to note is that grouping for assignments were done in the beginning of the
term, with no time allowed to get acquainted with your classmates first before
deciding. Given how big the class is, | suppose this is inevitable.

Aside from group discussions, the Development Economics course also required us to
write an essay. Unlike other essays, we are required to focus on one existing article to
analyze and criticize. This serves as a perfect example to showcase the difference
between Eastern and Western education. Eastern education not only emphasizes
exams and memorization, but also instills the idea of a  “model answer” - your
textbooks and your teachers’  words are absolute, so stop thinking and start
memorizing. In contrast, Western education focuses on critical thinking, to reach your
own conclusions and to make compelling arguments. Criticizing an academic article
may sound like heresy to us, but to the West this is perfectly normal.
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Aside from the well-known Benelux union, Belgium also shared close ties to both
France and Germany. This, combined with Belgium being in the central of Europe,
led to the country being one of the top destinations for European students. Therefore,
both the student dorms and lecture halls are chock full of exchange students under the
Erasmus programme.

Although students from the same countries tend to form their own clique (which can
be difficult to enter considering the language barrier), chatting in English was still
perfectly fine. In the span of one semester, | have learnt more about not just Belgium,



but also other countries such as Germany, Australia, Turkey and Japan. | had spent
my time in the UK in a student dorm as well, but back then most of my dormmates
were either British or mainland Chinese, being less multicultural in comparison.

As for the city of Ghent itself, while it lacked the hustle and bustle of Brussels, its
historical buildings made no secret of Ghent’ s glittering past as one of the biggest
and richest cities of medieval Europe. Being interested in history myself, having a
walk around the city centre proved to be the perfect way to spend my leisure time.
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@ Experiencing education in the west, and a wider variety of courses
@ Understanding cultures of other countries, and to befriend students from all
over the world
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Compared to countries such as the UK, the US, France and Germany, Belgium may
have remained under the radar of students from Hong Kong and Taiwan. However,
one semester in UGent proved that Belgium is not only an important member of the
European family, but also the  “cultural melting pot” of the area. If you want to
experience and learn more about Europe, Belgium is your best bet. UGent may not be
as well-known as Cambridge or Oxford, but its achievements are certainly nothing to
sneeze at. If you are planning to go abroad for studying, please give UGent a chance!
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Sint-Pietersplein, nearby is the main campus for the Faculty of Economics and
Business Administration



