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Abstract

This article analyzes education in South Koregrédsents a brief history of Korea and East
Asian education. It also explores the dynamicti@hahip between the public and private
spheres of education in South Korea. A case sttiéprean English Preparatory Academy
(KEPA) is used to examine the financial, social] @gychological costs of education in South
Korea, as well as analyze one particular privagglamy that is profiting off of "education
fever,"” which is a phrase that labels Korean's sfise with education and social status.
Education is big business in South Korea, but whatseest does education serve: society,
individuals, or private corporations? Ultimatdlgonclude that education in South Korea is
driven by a cultural preoccupation with social ssaand class, as well as by free-market
capitalists seeking profit, and only marginallylwihe private economic returns of a post-
secondary degree, let alone the holistic developwfeihe individual. Education in South Korea
is not about skill based learning nor is it aboalividual student development, and to that extent,
| examine in the conclusion whether the Koreanesysaf education is just, and whether is
should be a model for the rest of the world todwll



"Children Dying Inside:" A Critical Analysis of Edation in South Korea

I ntroduction

During the 1990s free market enthusiasts pronouaceeéw” type of econonfythat was
spreading across the globe. This new economy wastaindustrial “knowledge” economy
focused on the development of “human capital” asa forms of technology. For the past
twenty years the strong correlation between edoigaiconomic opportunity, and social class
has been under scrutiny, hence, finding ways teease educational opportunity has become a
prominent public policy issue.The economic necessity of increased educatiqeoéily
college degrees and credentials, has become agmspél” and a "secular faitA."Today,
insecure people all across the world feel immemsssure to gain increased amounts of
education in order to hold onto middle-class sostialus, let alone to seek increased economic
mobility. Nowhere is this pressure felt more thasouth Korea.

Since the 1990s South Korea has caught the sptifgylobal attention as one of the
four "Asian Tigers." This moniker denoted the "aglle" socio-economic transformation from
an underdeveloped, autocratic third-world backwetker a developed, free-market, high-skilled
economy and democratizing society. South Koresbbasme famous for its highly educated
population, soaring industrial productivity, anc@vative technology. In global policy circles
South Korea is being heralded as an economic modebnly for developing states, but also for

advanced market democracfeSouth Korea is also held up as a model for eéhrcaty various

! Thomas FrankDne Market Under God: Extreme Capitalism, Markep@sm, and the End of Economic
DemocracyNew York: Anchor, 2001)Alison Wolf, Does Education Matter? Myths about Education and
Economic Growtt{fLondon: Penguin Books, 20Q2)4.

2 Amartya SenDevelopment as FreedofNew York: Anchor, 2000); Paul Morris, “Asia’s Folittle Tigers: A
Comparison of the Role of Education in their Depahent,”Comparative Educatio2, no. 1 (March 1996): 95-
109.

3 W. Norton Grubb and Marvin Lazersofhe Education Gospel: The Economic Power of SchgéGambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2007); Wdlipes Education Mattet.

* Mark Borthwick,Pacific Century: The Emergence of Modern PacifimABoulder, CO: Westview Press, 2007);
Eum Mee Kim,The Four Asian Tigers: Economic Development andatubal Political EconomyBurlington,
MA: Academic Press, 1998); Youngil Lifigchnology and Productivity: The Korean Way of Inérag and
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policy wonks and some renowned educational schdlahsternational policy makers point to its
highly educated population (one of the highesheaworld), its high levels on international
achievement tests, and its "efficient educatiogatesn,” which produces notable results on little
public funding - the South Korean government ins@steducation "well below" the
international average.

However, upon closer examination, South Koreaondt has a troubled free-market
economy and embattled political democracy, butimiense"” "obsession” with education borders
on psychosis. And despite some claims of an 'lefii¢ educational system, South Korea has
some serious issues that undermine the qualitig @ducational system and it boasts one of the
most expensivéf not the most expensive, educational systentsanworld, with most of the
total cost borne on the backs of middle-class garewhen it comes to education, South Korea
is suffering from "education fever," a concept thatean's themselves have used to label their
particular malady. While national statistics paint a pretty portrétie underlying reality is a
nightmare, especially for the young, who are pushexa highly competitive and stressful
social environment from a very early age.

International educational reformers and policy eralare focused on increasing years of

schooling, increasing educational achievement andstrdized tests, increasing access to post-

Catching Up(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999); lan Williams, "Kan Model Triumphs Over Wes#ia Times
Online(Nov 17 2009).

® David Azocar, "Korean Educational Model: A GoodtBian for Chile to Follow,'Chilean Library of Congress
(June 13 2008%asiapacifico.bcn.cl/en>; "A Slow Learning Curvelglding Its Breath: A Special Report on Egypt,
The Economisfuly 17 2010): 10-12The Economisbften uses South Korea as a positive example efvaldping
country that used education to bolster economicess; as it does in a cross-cultural comparisam Eglypt in the
above article.

® See for example Linda Darling-Hammond, "KoreaisnBlto Extraordinary AttainmentThe Flat World and
Education: How America's Commitment to Equity \D#termine Our FuturéNew York, 2010), 173-181.

" Wolf, Does Education Matter1; Michael J. SettEducation Fever: Society, Politics, and the Pursiit
Schooling in South Kore@lonolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2002), 6-7.

8 Seth,Education Fever2, 7; Michael J. Seth, "Korean Education: A Phifasioal and Historical Perspective,"
Korean EducationYoung-Key Kim-Renaud, R. Richard Grinker, & Kirk Warsen, eds. (Washington, DC, 2005),
3.
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secondary institutions, and increasing the attatro€post-secondary degrees. But rarely does
anyone ask, why? The standard reply, which hasrbe@ policy mantra, is global economic
competitiveness and national economic growfBut there is no evidence to prove that more
schooling, more achievement on standardized testise access to college, or more college
degrees will bring more national economic growtison Wolf perceptively argued, "Just
because something is valuable, it does not folloat yet more of it is by definition a good idea.”
Besides the unexamined connection between eduaatideconomic growth, no one bothers to
ask, what does all this education cost - not justricially, but in human terms, socially and
psychologically? But questioning the global "secdiith” in education, as Alison Wolf pointed
out, "places one somewhere between an animal-hatean imbecile’® South Korea is not
alone in being "obsessed" with educatidriThe whole world seems to be in the grip of
education fever.

| intend to focus the later of these two unexamhigeestions in order to critique the
global obsession with education. Specially, | exenthe financial, social, and psychological
costs of education in South Korea, as well as aeatye particular private academy that is
profiting off of "education fever." Education igglbusiness in South Korea, but whose interest
does education serve: society, individuals, orgig\corporations? Ultimately, | conclude that
education in South Korea is driven by a culturaggmcupation with social status and class, as
well as by free-market capitalists seeking prafitgd only marginally with the private economic
returns of a post-secondary degree. Koreans dsasoh concerned with any intrinsic value
placed on the process of education, nor is edutatiehicle for economic mobility or

individual development. Thus, | argue in the casmn, South Korea should not be seen as a

° Grubb and Lazersoithe Education GospeWolf, Does Education Matter-xi.
19 Wolf, Does Education Matter-xi.
" bid., 13.
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global educational exemplar. In contrast, the Béidrean educational model should serve as a

warning: beware the grip of "education fever."

A Very Short History of South Korea

The small country of Korea has been largely urmeaotiby the rest of the world until the
mid-twentieth century. For much of its three thenus year history, Korea was an autonomous
kingdom, conquered briefly only three times: by Th@ng dynasty of China in théh@entury, by
the Mongols in the f@century, and finally by Imperial Japan in the yeéaﬂfh century. The
Japanese were the most brutal of the three colmigstablishing a police state, a legal system
of racial discrimination, and forced modernizatiénDuring World War 1I, Korea country was
liberated by the United States. After the war, &remained a strategic asset, along with newly
conquered Japan, as the US sought to redevelopABastvhile protecting the region against
perceived communist threats from Russia and CHiréorea became one of the first major
conflicts in the global Cold War to contain comnmasmiand it ended in a draw. In fact, the
Korean war is still not officially over. No peatreaty was ever signed. Mild hostilities and
incivilities continue between North and South Kofaad the U.S. keeps a military presence
permanently based in the South). With the helpevkral decades of U.S. foreign aid and
economic advisors, South Korea has transformel itde a developed, quasi-democratic
country that has one of the world's most vibrawineenies, especially in the technology sector.
From 1965 to 1978 South Korea's GNP grew arouner®mt annually, which decreased

slightly to 8 percent from 1978 to 1997, hencetére “tiger" economy’?

12 Bruce CumingsKorea's Place in the Sun: A Modern Hist¢New York: Norton, 2005), 148-49; Setaducation
Fever, 49.

*bid., 209-10.

14 CumingsKorea's Place in the Sueth,Education Fever117.
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Yet South Korea remains an authoritarian and ddasgd society with deep social,
political, and economic inequalities. For muchtsfindependent existence in the twentieth
century, South Korea was ruled by military dictatand autocratic presidents. Its post-war
political history was punctuated with social unrastl several high ranking political
assassinations. "Korean-style democracy" develsfmdy and unevenly, a decades-long gap
between democratic rhetoric and authoritarian govent. After years of official repression
under military governments, political reforms fityatame in the mid-1980s as a direct result of
a "mass movement for democracy.” Free Nationaémdsy elections took place in 1985, labor
organizing was legalized in 1987, and a "civiliagime" finally controlled the country by
1993 The foundation of South Korea's vibrant econosnydsed on a history of Western
investment, state-sponsored capitalism, police stggiression, and the oligarchic control of
major industries by wealthy familiesHaebo), comprising a super-elite who often above the
rule of law?!®

Since the Asian financial crisis in 1997-1998, 8with Korean economy has greatly
expanded, due in part to an increase in the pablsumption of goods, which along with
education credentials, have become the dominarkersaof class distinction. But not everyone
has benefited from Korea’s expanding economy aokased access to educational institutions.
Inequality has intensified and there is “a growthligparity” between rich and poor measured by
consumption patterns, residential segregationaaodss to quality education, especially quality

higher education. Recent trends indicate a “nettepaof social inequality” that is an ever

'*bid., 364, 384, 392-95, 402.
18 Ibid., 205, 317, 373; Ki-baik Le#, New History of Korearans. Edward W. Wagner (Seoul: lichokak, 1984),
383-84; "Return of the OverlordThe EconomisfApril 3 2010), 71-73.
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present threat to the majority of South Koredné\nd of course traditional gender inequality
persists in full-force negating for many women aogial mobility due to academic degrees.
According toThe Economist'Only 60% of female South Korean graduates agaaden 25

and 64 are in work - making educated South Koreamen the most underemployed in OECD
countries® In 1994 women constituted only 8.6 percent ofieekers in the top fifty
corporations and in 1997 women held only 27 peroéatl the professional jobs.

Not only are the numbers of impoverished and undpleyed still a problem, there has
also been increasing unemployment and growingrjeedurity for white collar workers. Over
the past decade, Koreans have suffered setbackddss protective labor laws, increased
competition in the skilled labor market for fewetlftime jobs, and the introduction of
neoliberal business models, like increased usexibfe, contingent, and low-paid labor force
that can be easily hired and fired in reactionusimess cycle® Plus, the educationally driven
culture of South Korea turns out many more collggaluates than can be adequately employed
in the economy’ While South Korea is near the top in turning matre college educated
students each year, it ranks near the bottom mg@f actually employing these college
graduates. As Michael J. Seth pointed out, "In51@®ly 61 percent of college graduates were

able to find jobs within six months of receivingthdegrees, despite the booming economy and

" Hagen Koo, “The Changing Faces of Inequality intfd<orea in the Age of Globalization{orean Studie81
(2007): 1-18; Jae Hoon Lim, "Class Reproduction @ndhpeting Ideologies in Korean Educatiokdgrean
Education,Young-Key Kim-Renaud, R. Richard Grinker, & Kirk Warsen, eds. (Washington, DC, 2005), 17.
18 vProfiting from Sexism, The EconomistOct 21 2010).

19 Seth,Education Fever245; Laura Nelsonyieasured Excess: Gender, Status, and Consumermdism in
South KoregNew York: Columbia University Press, 2000).

20 Koo, “The Changing Faces of Inequality in Souttréin the Age of Globalization”; Andrew Eungi Kiamd
Innwon Park, “Changing Trends of Work in South Kar&éhe Rapid Growth of Underemployed and Job
Insecurity,” Asian Survey6, no. 3 (May/June 2006): 437-56; Nelsbleasured Exces®ennis Lett|n Pursuit of
Status: The Making of South Korea’s “New” Urban Mid ClasgCambridge, Harvard University Press, 1998).
2L United Nations Educational, Scientific and CultWaganization (UNESCO)South Korearevised version,
World Data on Educatiore” ed. (Paris: UNESCO, Oct 2006), 30.
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a labor shortage®® While South Korea has made some improvemertillitagys most other
developed economies. A recent OECD report fouatldhly 77.1 percent of college graduates
in 2008 were employed, compared to 87.8 percetiteir).K. and 83.1 percent in the JSThe
problem has only gotten worse as economic growststved and the amount of college
graduates have increased. The private rate afrédua college degree has been declining,
although their value as a symbol of social stagmsains undiminishetf.

It is not clear if the state will enact new polgi® help the majority of Korean citizens
and counter balance rising economic inequalityf thre country is slipping backwards towards
its autocratic and impoverished past. While Kdraa established democratic institutions, it is
still not a fully democratic country. In 2009 mdhan 3,300 Korean professors at 50 different
universities signed manifestos and marched in ptatating, "The freedom of expression and
assembly, judicial independence, basic human rigidsjustice are seriously in retre&t."
Korean historian Bruce Cumings has noted, "Hienaanid inequality were deeply ingrained in
Korean society until just the past few decades,fanthany Koreans these remain not just ‘facts
of life' butidealsof how to organize a proper society [author's easf#).”® There is a "great
contradiction" in South Korean socieéty.On the one hand, its people and political leddprs
profess democratic and egalitarian ideals; howetierKorean social structure continues to be
organized as a hierarchical status system, espeitsasocial relationships, educational
institutions, business culture, and political ctétuNowhere is this contradiction felt more than

in South Korea's educational system.

22 Seth,Education Fever247.

2 Cho Jae-eun, "Too Many Grads Fight for Too Fews,Jalbong Ang Daily (Oct 18 2010).

# |bid.; Lett,In Pursuit of Status.

% Hwang Jang-jin, "Intellectuals Engage in War adtbgies,"The Korea HeraldJune 11 2009).

% CumingsKorea's Place in the Suf?.

%7 Seth Education Fever144; Lim, "Class Reproduction and Competing Idgi#s in Korean Education,” 17.
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Public Education in South Korea

In East Asia state sponsored education and a aukurphasis on credentialed
knowledge workers has been a venerated traditioa fong time. In what is often called
“Confucian” culture, academic degrees have beeptiingary markers of social distinction and
economic mobility for over two thousand years. Tkeeeditary locus of aristocratic power
became blended with a meritocratic educated buraeycwhich created a “mixed aristocratic/
bureaucratic ruling clas$® Educational institutions stressed rote memozatif the Chinese
language, classical Chinese texts, ritualized fimatéon, writing, and the art8’> And while
Confucian and neo-Confucian educational principlidsstress individual development as “self
cultivation,” the emphasis of formal schooling, esially in later neo-Confucian institutions,
focused more on situating the individual within therarchical “structure” of society. Thus,
much of a student’s instruction was geared towasdcgalization process, whereby, one learned
proper social discourse, deference to superiotstraditional rituals® Instruction culminated
in a final “examination” that served as the gatewag social title and a position in the state
bureaucracy. This East Asian educational systexdymed a small population of literate and
cultured elites, trained in a traditional and ldygenchanging body of ethical and technical
knowledge. In South Korea these literate andslkaown ayangban served as ministers in a

"rigidly hierarchical bureaucracy" and ran the dlaylay operations of the st&fe Theyangban

2 James B. Palais, “Confucianism and the Aristocitireaucratic Balance in Koreafarvard Journal of Asiatic
StudiesA4, no. 2 (Dec 1984): 427-68.

2 palais, “Confucianism and the Aristocratic/Bureatic Balance in Korea”; Clark W. Sorensen, “Suscasd
Education in South KoreaComparative Education Revie88, no. 1 (Feb 1994): 10-35; Fredrick W. Mote,
Intellectual Foundations of Chin@ew York: Knopf, 1971); Lettin Pursuit of Status35.

30 Michael Charles KaltoriThe Neo-Confucian World View and Value System BiyMasty KoredDiss., Harvard
University, Sept 1977), 6, 7, 9, 82; Ldtt,Pursuit of Statusl5.

31 palais, “Confucianism and the Aristocratic/Bureatic Balance in Korea;” Sorensen, “Success anc:&thn in
South Korea;” SethEducation Fever9-12.



"Children Dying Inside:" A Critical Analysis of Edation in South Korea

class became hereditary during Choson dynasty €1990), thus, access to quality education
and the civil service examination became restribtedirth. Thus, the Korean system of
schooling "primarily served as a means of allogpfiower, privilege, and statu¥."

This ancient system was largely destroyed in Kbsethe occupation of Imperial Japan,
as ethnic Koreans were largely segregated fromulivey Japanese society and its racist system
of schooling. A minority of Koreans were educatedapanese dominated schools in the
Japanese language, but Koreans were restrictet@ssto both upper levels of education and to
upper levels of the job mark&t. After the liberation of Korea, a quasi-democratastitution
was enacted, including a series of education lavl®#49, which called for 6 years of
compulsory free education and non-compulsory taibased middle schools, high schools, and
colleges. South Koreans embraced Western demoatatls, especially free public schooling,
and they pushed their children towards the onlpleiavenue for upward social mobility and the
middle class. There was a "spontaneous"” and "eanbeush” for more and more schooling
even though the country lacked schools, textboakd,qualified teacherd. In 1964 elementary
enrollments exceeded 90 percent of the cohort jadipual by 1979 middle school enroliments
exceeded 90 percent, and by 1994 high school ements exceeded 90 percéntToday, South
Korea has one of the highest percentages of sagepopulation enrolled in both K-12 and
higher education, around 99 percent enrollmentiddia school, over 96 percent in high school,

and close to 70 percent in some form of higher atioc>°

32 Seth,Education Feverl2; Lett,In Pursuit of Status]9-21.

%3 Seth,Education Fever19-31.

34 Seth,Education Fever46-47.

% Sorensen, “Success and Education in South Kot€a,Mong Sah-Myung, “The Republic of Kore&ghooling in
East Asia: Forces of ChangR, Murray Thomas and T. Neville Postlethwaite, é@sford, UK: Pergamon Press,
1983),208-09.

% UNESCO,South KoreaHye-Jung Lee, “Higher Education in Korea,” CerftarTeaching and Learning, Seoul
National University (Feb 2009).
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In the 20" century, South Korea has combined the older “Cainfif values with modern
notions of meritocracy, consumer capitalism, andtera educational modeis.Public
schooling became not only an economic ladder tortioielle class, but academic achievement
also conferred social status and prestfgelowever, public schools in Korea have a bad
reputation for poor quality due to lack of fundirmgitdated curriculum, exam oriented classes,
autocratic and untrained teachers, large clasadsarcient pedagogical techniques that include
rote memorization, standardized tests, and corppreashment. Korean schools are also highly
tracked from middle-school and they relentlessly students based on a variety of standardized
tests. Student start preparing for these highestégsts in primary schodl. Its no surprise that
superior achievement scores are still highly catesl with socio-economic status, as wealthier
families can afford more private education to prepudents for these teéfsThis system has
been called "examination helléifiom chiok or "examination mania’* The pinnacle of K-12
public schooling is the National University Entrartexamination, whereby, only the best and
brightest students make it into the top tier Koraaiversities and on to the best jobs. Some
have dubbed the South Korean educational systeesttracy.** If a student gets into a top-
tier university, success. If not, failure. As @aholar summarized the predicament of schooling
in South Korea, “The crux of the matter is thastbystem is too competitive, too exam-oriented

with a single preoccupation to prepare studentsdbiege entrance exam$”

37 Sorensen, “Success and Education in South KoRdlip G. Altbach, “Twisted Roots: The Western Irapan
Asian Higher Education Higher Educatiorl8, no. 1 (1989): 9-29.

3 James Robinson, “Social Status and Academic Ssidee&outh Korea,Comparative Education Revied8, no. 4
(Nov 1994): 506-530; Lettn Pursuit of Statusl59.

%9 Seth,Education Fever157.

0 Robinson, “Social Status and Academic SuccessinhSKorea; ” Sorensen, “Success and Educatiomints
Korea;” Koo, “The Changing Faces of Inequality iough Korea;"” Sethiducation Fever88-90, 142.

*1 Seth,Education Fever140.

2 Sorensen, “Success and Education in South Kot&a,Sah-Myung, “The Republic of Korea,” 229.

*3 Koo, “The Changing Faces of Inequality in Southrés” 11; SethEducation Fever140.
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The pressure to perform and earn academic digimbbi increase social prestige and
economic stability is not new to East Asia, asdlesady been discussed. But there has been a
recent development that has changed the whole dgrafraducation in this region. Up until the
19th century the primary language of instructiotKorean schools was Chinese and Chinese
texts were almost exclusively studi€dWith the occupation of Japan in the late 19th 20t
century, Japanese was the primary language ofioi&in®> The most notable change to East
Asian schooling in the late 20th century, espegiallSouth Korea, has been the shift from
Chinese to the English language, which has becheiengua francaof the globalized world°

English is taught not only as a foreign languagk-it? schools, but it is also used as a
primary language of instruction in secondary scb@old higher education. In South Korea,
students have to start learning EnglishrﬁgtBade, if they have not already started to learn i
sooner in private schools. By high school, Korstaents spend about 4 hours a week learning
English in public schools, plus extra curriculaasdes at privateagwons Many Korean
colleges and universities require a foreign languagt in English before admittance and
mandate anywhere from 3 to 12 credits of Englistafetandard degree. And once a student

graduates from college, many businesses requird@OETOEFL scores for a job or

* Lett, In Pursuit of Status35, 164.

5 Seth,Education Fever20-29.

“¢ David Crystal English as a Global Languag€ambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 200%)bert
Phillipson, “English for Globalization or for the ®ld’s People?International Review of Educatictv, no. %
(July 2001): 185-200; David Nunan, “The Impact aigish as a Global Language on Educational Poliaieb
Practices in the Asia Pacific RegioM,ESOL Quarterly37, no. 4 (Winter 2003): 589-613; Patricia Davisi&yi
and Stephen G. Wiley, “English as Korea’'s Secomijuage,International Education30, no. 2 (Spring 2001):
41-49; Alan Brender, “To Compete, South Korean lgrsities Step Up Use of EnglisiChronicle of Higher
Education,52, no. 17 (Dec 2005): A40. On globalization s&ethony GiddensRunaway World: How
Globalization is Reshaping Our Liv@isondon: Routledge, 2002); Frank J. Lechner anch B, eds.,The
Globalization ReadefOxford, UK: Blackwell, 2000).
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promotion?’ Speaking English has become an "essential eleimém: admissions process from

middle school through collegé® One scholar has argued,
English skill has become widely regarded as a nreasfone’s competence in
this age of globalization. Those with low Engl@mpetency are regarded as
outdated and lacking proper socio-cultural aptitretpiired for the global
business environment... Increasingly, English preficly is what distinguishes
between the first-class and the second-class emgdoy the globalized economy
sectors...English is now an essential requisite tiovigal.*°

With a growing emphasis on increased levels ofemédled education for socio-economic status

andfluency in English, East Asian students, especiallSouth Korea, are doubly pressured to

perform.

In South Korea, education is seen as a competitioina process of individual
development. Family and society push studentsi¢doeed, where success is measured in exam
scores, English language acquisition, placemeslitatuniversities, white collar jobs at
corporate firms, and all the trimmings of Westeonsumer capitalism. This institutionalized
drive for academic, social, and economic succes$ban captured in a Korean phrase
(kyoyungnydl which can be translated as “education manigeducation fever* In South

Korea, “education fever” is an intensifying epidenthreatening the well being of a whole

generation of youth.

Private Education in South Korea

The post-war construction of public schooling wastered only on the elementary level.

Middle school through university was left to priganstitutions and private sources of funding,

*”Nunan, “The Impact of English as a Global Languagé&ducational Policies and Practices in the Rsiaific
Region,” 600-601; Koo, “The Changing Faces of Iraiyin South Korea,” 13.

“8 KEPA CEO, "From Blended Learning to Critical Lemgi' (May 15 2009), KEPA Papers.

9 Koo, “The Changing Faces of Inequality in Souttrén” 13.

0 Thomas R. Ellinger and Garry M. Beckham, “Souttrééo Placing Education on Top of the Family Agehda,
The Phi Delta Kappaii8, no. 8 (April 1997): 624-625; Sorensen, “Sucass Education in South Korea,” 21, 23.
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mostly tuition paid by parents. Private schoolsstiuted around 40 to 50 percent of all
secondary schools in South Korea and over 65 peoéémstitutions of higher education. In the
two major cities, Seoul and Pusan, around 75 peafall high schools were private academic
high schools and 90 percent of university studattesaded a private school. Michael J. Seth
explained, "In general, the higher and more presigjthe level of schooling, the greater the
share of enrollments in private institutions."

Because of the frantic push for academic sucdé$stent forms of private schooling
have dramatically increased over the last two des#@dorder to profit from “education fever."
There are four types of private education in Sddhea: private K-12 schools, private colleges
and universities, private tutoring, ahdgwons Private primary schools represent a small
portion of schools overall, as most students emdtate funded institutions. Private primary
schools were actually illegal until 1962 when th@n was dropped because the state did not have
the teachers or facilities to accommodate the fiofostudents enrolling in schot. Because
public middle schools and high schools are non-agsgoy and tuition-based, private schools
occupy a large part of thd'7o 12" grade educational sector. Private schools préksentselves
as a quality alternative to public schooling. He early 1990s, around 30 percent of middle
school students and over 50 percent of high scétadients attended a private schifoBeoul
National University is the only prestigious publiciversity. The rest are private schools. Thus,
the vast majority of university students are emaih a private institution, around 90 percent

overall>* Outside of formal schooling there is also a rotusiness of private tutoring, which is

51 Seth,Education Fever82-83, 135.

*2 |bid., 88.

53 Sorensen, “Success and Education in South Koi&a,”
54 Seth,Education Fever82-83, 135.
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legally regulated, but due to its size and higldigsyncratic nature, it is practically free of
oversight and hard to generalfZe.

Finally, the most popular form of private schoglis thehagwon A hagwonis a
private, for-profit educational institution thatlers instruction seven days a week. The legal
hours of operation are 5am to 10pm, although niegyvonsopen after regular school hours (3-
4pm) and stay open until late at night, some past®® In 2008 there was a move to eliminate
all restriction on hours of operation so thagwonscould stay open all night, but this measure
went down to defeat, later narrowly upheld by tlemSitutional Court in 200%. Hagwons
enroll students from pre-school age through hidtost; and they come in a wide variety of
forms. Many of them focus on single subject arkkes math, English, piano, or golf. There are
even military-style boot camps run by retired seidj focusing on physical drills to test the
endurance and pain threshold of studéhtBut some of the largeBagwonspresent themselves
as comprehensive preparatory academies, like KE#®Afocus of this study. These
comprehensive academies offer a multi-leveled asfaacademic classes, including English,
Chinese, TOEFL exam prep, literature, history, ggophy, and debate.

The primary purpose of most private educatiomw igrepare students for the College
Scholastic Ability Test (CSAT) and the Test of Ealglas a Foreign Language (TOEFL), which
are the formal placement exams for college. Thigeecountry adjusts its schedule on CSAT
day: the government orders business to modify thik\day to clear the roads for students
heading to the test; all nonessential workers, gotrernment and private, are told to report late

to work; construction work near schools is haltedtorists are informed not to honk their horns;

% |ee Soo-yeon,agwonClose, but Late-Night Education Goes Qigbng Ang DailyfAug 17 2009).

%% Bae Ji-sook, "ShoultlagwonRun Round-the-Clock®orea TimegMarch 13 2008).

" Kim Tae-jong, "Seoul City Council Cancels All-NigHagwonPlan,"Korea TimegMarch 18 2008); Park Yu-mi
and Kim Mi-ju, "Despite Protests, Court SdyagwonBan Is Constitutional,Joong Ang DailyOct 31 2009).

%8 John M. Glionna, “South Korean Kids Get a Tast8a@bt Camp,’Los Angeles Times.Cofaug 21 2009).
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thousands of police are mobilized to handle trathe Korean stock market opens late and
closes early; flights at all of the nation's aitgare restricted; the U.S. military suspends
aviation and live-fire training; and adults floak¢hurches to pray for their child's success. The
results of the CSAT are considered the "crowingdithievement” of a student. Good scores
place students in Korea's top universities, whictineé primary factor in finding a good job after
college>®

In 1970 there were about 1,4B4gwors in South Korea, but most of these closed during
the 1980s. The autocratic President Chun Doo-rdeaneed that private education was illegal
S0 as to promote an equal educational playing,fladlthis ban was later ruled unconstitutional.
Hagwonswere legalized in a regulated market in 1991, and996 private tutoring was also
legal®® In 1980, before the ban took place, about 1/&arkan students received some form of
private education: 13 percent of elementary schtaents, 15 percent of middle school
students, and 26 percent of high school studdntd997 over half of Korean students were
being privately educated: 70 percent of elemendtugients and 50 percent of middle and high
school students. By 2003 Koreans were spendingndr$12.4 billion on private education,
which was more than half the national budget fdsliestschooling® In 2003 about 72.6 percent
of Korean students were privately educated. Pamgate spending between 10 to 30 percent of
family income on private schoolirf§. By 2008 there were around 70,8ywonsand Koreans

spent almost 21 trillion won (around $17 billiom private educatiof Because the state has

%9 James Card, "Life and Death Exams in South Korksi# Times OnlinéNov 30 2005). SettEducation Fever
1.

0 casey Lartigue, "You'll Never Guess What Southeédfrowns Upon Washington PogiMay 28 2000); Card,
"Life and Death Exams in South Korea;" Séfducation Feverl85.

®1 Koo, “The Changing Faces of Inequality in Southré&” 12, 14.

%2 Joseph E. Yi, "Academic Success at Any Coki*eAm: The Korean American Experier{Gzt 1 2009);
Lartigue, "You'll Never Guess What South Korea Fnmewpon."

% Moon Gwang-lip, "Statistics Paint Korean Picturdgng Ang DailyDec 15 2009); "Lee Seeks to Cut
Educational CostsKorea Herald(Aug 14 2009).
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never funded much of the educational system, pautedr most of the burden of educating their
children in the private educational market. Beeanfsthis, South Korean families spend more
on education than in most other countries, arohgdascent of the total price, making the South
Korea "possibly the world's costliest educatiorystem.®*

The Korearhagwonsector in particular is one of the major factaigidg up the costs of
education. They have begun to sell their servicethe internet, thus expanding an already
growing markef® By the 1990s it was one of the "fastest growi§auth Korea's many
booming industries® It is becoming so profitable that it has now begwattract Western
private equity firms. The Carlye Group investeduard $20 million in Topia Academy, Inc.,
one of the largestagwors in South Kore&’ KEPA has also attracted over $2 million in foreig
private equity investmefif. Hagwors are also becoming a global phenomenon, following
Korean immigrants abroad and attracting non-Kostadents. In 2009 there were 183
academichagwors and 73 art and musiagwors in Orange County, California aloffe.In 2007
KEPA spun-off a new company, KEPA America, Inc.aasndependent entity with its own
CEO. The mission statement of KEPA America, Inasuo "extend the KEPA network's
market to new territories like the US, Canada, Mexand South Americd”

While many Koreans consider private education sapt K-12 public education, the
private sector is not without its flaws. For otiee ability to utilize private sector schooling is

highly correlated to family income, which contribatto rising inequality through unequal access

to quality education and through unequal prepandto elite universities. Private schools,

%4 Seth,Education Feverl72, 187.

% Choe Sang-hun, "Tech Company Helps South KoreaaeBts Ace Entrance Test3He New York Timgdune 1
20009).

% Seth,Education Fever185-86.

®” Hwang Young-jin, "Equity Fund Bets on Cram Schgdi®rea Timegn.d.), KEPA papers.

% KEPA, "The KEPA America Mission," corporate em@ilov 13 2007), KEPA papers.

®9i, "Academic Success at Any Cost?"

“KEPA, "The KEPA America Mission."
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tutoring, anchagwonsserve only those who can pay, so they largely fitehe wealthy’*
Hagwonsalso take their profit motive too far. Businesaqpices routinely determine
educational practices. These institutions infatedes, teach to standardized tests, and place
more emphasis on marketing than teachintt.also seems that these institutions have been
systematically overcharging parents for servicdsclvpromoted a rebuke by the President in
2009. The Ministry of Education, Science and Tetbgy reported the 67 percenttudgwors
overcharged, 74 percent of foreign language irtsstuvith more than 40 percent charging twice
the standardized tuition level set by the governm&ut enforcement is almost impossible, not
least because of the lack of government officidtssouthern Seoul there are about 5,000
hagwors but only three civil servants monitoring the dist"

Hagwors also employ teachers who have limited knowledgibject matter and no
training or experience as educators. The onlyificetion to teach in Korea is a bachelor's
degree from a Western university, no matter thgestib Few instructors have any previous
teaching experience and most know nothing of culuim or student learning. One critic
sarcastically claimed, "Business owners with suspeacational credentials seem content to hire
foreign staff with equally suspect educational ergdhls to pretend to teach (more like entertain)
children in some kind of a babysitting service dasd more to generate fast profit rather than
quality education® There have also been widespread complaints lejgioteachers that

hagwors do not live up to the terms of employment cong&c

"l Koo, “The Changing Faces of Inequality in Souttrésn” 31.

2 KEPA papers.

3 Kim Tae-jong, HagwonEasily Dodge CrackdownKorea TimegOct 26 2008); Kang Shin-who, "67 Percent of
Private Cram Schools Overcharge Pareitsyea TimegApril 14 2009).

" "Unforeseen Dangers of Kore#dagwonCulture,"Asian Pacific PosfJan 10 2006).

®Ibid., Limb Jae-un, "English Teachers Complainuth@ertainHagwon" Joong Ang DailyDec 8 2008).
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The most serious flaw with private education, witth “education fever” more broadly in
Korea, is the damage done to children. Koreamnurzifplaces a lot of emphasis on exams and
college placements, which creates a "pressure-cavi®sphere’® Thus, moshagwors use a
"teach-for-the-test” curriculum that focuses onreEmorization of information, standardized
multiple-choice tests, and test-taking techniquemne Ravitch has insightfully critiqued such
high stakes testing where the curriculum is reduoétest-taking skills:" Students "master the
art of filling in the bubbles on multiple-choicests, but [cannot] express themselves, particularly
when a question requires them to think about apdaéxwhat they had just read’"Linda
Darling-Hammond has also noted the limitationstahdardized testing: "Researchers
consistently find that instruction focused on meizing unconnected facts and drilling skills out
of context produces inert rather than active knogéethat does not transfer to real-world
activities or problem-solving situations. Mosttbé material learned in this way is soon
forgotten and cannot be retrieved or applied whewuld be useful later’®

With such a curriculum students are “trained,ethicated,’® and this training rewards
students for endurance and trickery, not learniigrean students rarely understand the
information being taught to them, they are not taug critically analyze information, and they
cannot apply information to other contexts. Stuslsimply become "expert memorizers" of
"de-contextualized" facts that can only be usethke standardized test$.This teach-for-the-
test curriculum "stifle[s] creativity, hinder[s]eldevelopment of analytical reasoning, ma[kes]

schooling a process of rote memorization of medasggfacts, and drain[s] all the job out of

’® Seth,Education Fever192.

" Diane RavitchThe Death and Life of the Great American SchodleBysHow Testing and Choice are
Undermining EducatiofNew York: Basic, 2010), 107-108, 159.

8 Darling-HammondThe Flat World and Educatigrr0.

" bid., 109.

8 Rose Senior, "Korean Students Silenced by Exai®"Guardian Weekidan 15 2009); Card, "Life and Death
Exams in South Korea."
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learning.® High stakes exams also leads to widespread dgeapiade inflation, and outright
bribery®?

But there is a much more serious problem for siteleHagwonstake up a lot of extra
time for classes and homework, add additional presfr academic performance, and induce
more stress on already overburdened students.e@tidlready spend a lot of time studying for
regular school exams, but the additiorhafjwors and private tutors takes up a lot of time during
the week, leaving most students with little to reeftime. Students routinely are in school,
studying, or engaged in private education for up&dours a day, seven days a week. One
student explained, "I have to get up at 7 in themmg. | have to be at school by 8 and lessons
finish at 4. Then you go tolmgwonand when you arrive home, it's around 1 o'clodken
morning.® The Korean Teachers and Education Worker's Udlimims that high school
students sleep on average 5.4 hours a day, altreovgdent academic study found that the
average sleep time was slightly higher, arounch6ifs a daj* The Ministry of Health,

Welfare and Family Affairs has issued warnings dlstudent's irregular meals and lack of
sleep. About 40 percent of elementary and midcheal students skip meals because they lack
a break in their busy daily schedfifeThere is a popular student proverb, "If you slegdour
hours a night, you'll get into the college of yatoice - if you sleep for five hours, you fail."

This pressure to perform leads to serious phykiaah and psychological distress.
Parents and teachers routinely beat students ¢thadtdperform well academically. A study

published in 1996 found that "97 percent of alldf@n reported being beaten by parents and/or

81 Seth,Education Fever170.

8 Card, "Life and Death Exams in South Korea."

8 Hyun-Sung Khang, "Education-Obsessed South KoReaglo Nederland Wereldomroépug 6 2001).

84 Bae Ji-sook, "ShoultlagwonRune Round-the-Clock?;" Soonjae Joo, Chol Shitkwian Kim, Hyeryeon Yi,
Yongkyu Ahn, Minkyu Park, Jehyeong Kim, and Sandduee, “Prevalence and Correlates of Excessive iDayt
Sleepiness in High School Students in Koré&sychiatry and Clinical Neurosciencg8 (2005): 433-440.

8 Bae Ji-sook, "ShoultlagwonRune Round-the-Clock?."
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teachers, many of them frequentfy."Many students turn to suicide as the only eséape this
relentless pressure to perform. Statistics areomdinely kept on this issue, but limited data are
frightening. Around 50 high school students conexitsuicide after failing the college entrance
exam in 1987. An academic study published in Ir@®@aled that "20 percent of all secondary
students contemplated suicide and 5 percent ateehipf” And the problem is only getting
worse. Two recent surveys found that between 4Bet8ent of Korean students have
contemplated suicide. From 2000 to 2003 over 19000ents between the ages of 10 and 19
committed suicide. Families also suffer. In 2@0f@ther was so distressed over his son's bad

grades that he torched himself, his wife, and thairghter outside his son's school in sh&me.

" Children Dying Inside:" Instructional Ritual and Student Resistance

Korean English Preparatory Acadethwas founded in 1999 by a private English
language tutor. It began as a small private scivitbl only a few instructors. Now it is a
publically traded corporation in the “educationustty,” and one of the most prestigious
hagwors in South Korea. KEPA has over 250 instructoslamdreds of staff on 65 campuses
spread across Seoul and every major city in Kof&ting the success of Coca Cola and
McDonalds, KEPA has also initiated the “globalipatiof our business” to capture a share of the
international ESL market. Towards this end KEPA imétiated a joint venture with a group

from Zhing-Hwa University in China. KEPA has algaoun off a separate corporate entity,

8 Seth,Education Fever168.

87 Seth,Education Fever166.

8 Card, "Life and Death Exams in South Korea."

8 This is a case study of Korean English Preparategdemy (KEPA), a pseudonym for one of the largest
most prestigioubagwonsn South Korea. | was hired on a one-year cohtmateach English for KEPA, and |
conducted research while | was on site. The pymethod of investigation was qualitative ethnogsapvhich
included observations, interviews, and surveysnégnaphic data was supplemented and corroboratedary
document collection and analysis. Corporate docusngre referred to by title, but names of the omaion and
individuals have been altered or in some casesitefhymous.
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KEPA America, Inc., which was designed to expoet lagwon model to the American
continent. And KEPA created an English languagaérsion school in British Columbia,
Canada?

To deal with an unskilled and transient workforite organization is built on the
foundation of authoritarian managers who enfordgid classroom management routine called
the "KEPA method."” Almost every three hour cladofvs the same basic structure and each
activity is rigidly planned down to the minute. i$telass structure is repeated for 9 weeks, on
the 10th week a standardized achievement tesm#netered (speaking, reading, listening, and
writing), and then the 11th-13th weeks are badkéonormal routine. Every three month term
follows the exact same structure, and there arerrawy breaks between terms.

Except for the college prep courses, every claésws the same basic routine. The first
five minutes is attendance and homework reviewe Aidmework is a combination of
vocabulary exercises, filling in blanks, and wifia paragraph summary. Grading homework
consists of a quick glance at a workbook to make all blanks are filled in (there is no
inspection for understanding or accuracy). Stugleatn an A+ if all homework is completed
and an F is nothing is done. If at least somekdanme filled then they earn a B. These are the
only three grades an instructor is allowed to giMext is a "review" test on vocabulary.
Students are assigned 45 vocabulary words, 45 gymgrand 10 phrase length "chunks" to
memorize each week. The average score is 50 pgddd®R0 questions), which earns a B grade.
A score of 10 percent (2/20 questions) earns a&ley These grades are set by R&D. Then
there is a 10 minute long whole class "student selimg" discussion, in which instructors

explain homework, "motivate" students by publicaégognizing high performers and scolding

% “Blog commentary by administrative staff in resperio CEQ interview,” KEPA papers; CEO, “The Roaat N
Taken,” Corporate email, KEPA papers; S. T., "MyR&EStory," (Dec 12 2007), KEPA papers.
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low performers, and if there is time, conduct "stidrapport” activities, such as language
games, like 20 questions, telephone, or riddldse fiext two hours are devoted to a brief skill
lecture and then reading or listening exercises]iteg up to a reading or listening
comprehension quiz. The final activity of eachssla a group "critical thinking project” based
on the day's content theme. Students are givangisand asked to prepare a group oral
presentation, which they will speak in front of ttlass. The class is supposed to evaluate each
group and a winning group is chosen by the insbiict

On the surface, this basic structure seems to paakge of language-based activities
into a well organized three hour block. Time igegi to vocabulary, skill acquisition, skill
practice, skill test, writing, group work, and opaesentations. And in fact, high performing
students are able to use this structure to praatidepolish their English skills. However, there
is almost no time for individual feedback or cotrea, thus, there is very little opportunity for
students engage the material and learn new slklisthermore, KEPA's curricular materials are
inappropriately advanced for most students, thuslehits struggle to understand the lesson's
conceptual topic and advanced vocabulary wordemEhtary students in the basic reading and
listening programs are taught about beneficialdrégthyperinflation, competing scientific
theories of species extinction, or cryogenicsthltamore advanced classes, elementary and
middle school students use American college teX¢beoath sophisticated essays and they are
introduced to logic argumentation, fallacies, ardassitory writing. Most students are
completely overwhelmed, not only by the advancetteptual topics, but also by the extremely
advanced vocabulary. The majority of studentsvargclass routinely fail the reading or

listening comprehension quiz. The average scoversaround 50 percent or lower. Students

91 KEPA, "Reading and Writing: Track A Program Gufdgyug 19 2009); KEPA, "Student Counseling
Guidelines," (June 25 2009). KEPA papers.
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struggle to comprehend the material thrown at teaoh week, let alone developing their
language skills.

The KEPA pedagogical structure itself is to blanbeie to the rigid time and activity
structure, there is no opportunity for instructtr&xplain each week's topic, nor is there any
time for the class to engage in discussion. Thelevfocus of the class is preparing students to
take the standardized multiple choice questiondeshg the second hour, which is meant to
prepare them for the standardized final exam wé&ekid fact, the whole KEPA curriculum is
built around the College Scholastic Ability TestS&T) the Test of English as a Foreign
Language (TOEFL), and a host of other standardizets, which are the formal placement
exams for academic high schools and colleges. i2dsSgPA's rhetoric about language
acquisition, blending learning, and critical thingj thishagwonis only concerned about one
goal: preparing students to take standardized itest® English language. Thus, the primary
instructional activity that KEPA management plaaethe center of the KEPA method is "test-
taking skills." In training secessions and fromnagement comments, the primary instructional
activity is to help students "refine fundamentattking skills" so that they can "obtain the best
iBT score possible.” This is the central missibiKBEPA. Classroom activities focus not on
discussion or understanding written texts or aratd, instead they focus on standardized test
guestion types, strategic approaches to text takiotg taking, and summary writing. This also
explains the difficult nature of the textbooks hesm TOEFL and other standardized tests use

"excerpts from college-level textbooks." Thusgdstots read or listen to college-level texts, not
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because it is developmentally or educationally appate, but because it is necessary to
acclimatize them to standardized test taking.

There is no room in the KEPA method to make weédgbjcs interesting, relevant, or
even understandable to most students. This adisrzaid frustrates even willing students. But
most classrooms are not filled with willing studgrgspecially when they read middle school.
There is an underlying reality behind Korean pevethooling: it is culturally mandatory.
Because of the general "education mania” in Kquagents enroll students in private education
all week long. Some students gdhtgwonsand private tutors seven days a week for up to six
to eight hours a day. After an informal class déston on how students are overworked in
Korea, | had one of my students approach me atissc He informed me that he has to go to 13
hagwonsa week, each assigning homework, plus his regalaool and homework. He said he
had no choice. His parents make him go. Manyesttedreport that they are always going to
hagwonsor doing homework, they have no free time, andg gleep only four to six hours a
night.

Thus, many students in KEPA classrooms are coeiglahresponsive and do the very
least just to get by because they know schoolisgmply a test of endurance, and they how to
work the KEPA system. As long as students fill thetir book, stay quiet during class, and do at
least some homework then they will earn passindega Many students will just stare at the
walls during class. The week 10 standardized aehient tests are also rigged to accommodate
these unresponsive students. The same testset@wsr and over again, grading is curved, and
students will advance to higher classes if theiepts complain. KEPA offers a highly ritualized

environment that demands very little from studenker than displaying the proper behavior.

92 KEPA, "Global Track Overview: Standardized TeS#hat Are They and Why Do Students Take Them?" )n.d.
KEPA, "Effective Questioning," Faculty Handout (1);dKEPA, "IBT Reading Question Types," Faculty danot
(n.d.); KEPA, "TOFEL iBT Reading," Faculty Handdutd.). KEPA papers.
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There is a subtle truce between instructors ardestis. Many students play thagwongame
to keep up the appearance of schooling; howevdose look into their blank eyes reveals a
silent, enduring resistance. Sometimes this eastst turns into open hostility. One student
explained, There is "conflict between teacherstaedstudents which leads to an uncomfortable
learning environment?®

| engaged students often about their educatiaralrastances in order to understand
how they perceive schoolingagwonsand the pressure to perform. 92 percent oftirgests |
surveyed (n = 59) said they went to school 6 dayeek, while on average spending just over 5
days a week at private education (eithbagwonor a tutor). 19 students (32%) spent 7 days a
week at private education. Students averaged abdutours a day at private education, with 6
students (10 %) spending an average of 7+ houay atdprivate education. On average students
went to 4 differenhagwonsor private tutors, with 7 students going tohagwonsor private
tutors. On average students spent 4.2 hours ardapmework, although over 20 percent said
they spent 7+ hours a day on homework. When ds&edmuch "free time" students had during
the day, the average response was 2.5 hours, @ipei@ent responding only 1 hour. On
average students got 7.6 hours of sleep a nigtit, ¥ percent saying they got only 5-6 hours of
sleep.

| also asked students to write about what thegdliér disliked about theagwan Most
students repeat the same basic evaluations: tob hmroework, too many tests, too much stress
to perform, and not enough break time to eat antb gloe bathroom. On student wrote, "they
spend lots of time in doing KEPA homework, no titnelo school homework, and no time to

study other subjects.” Most disturbingly is thpaated comments about how much "stress" all

93 »student Writing," KEPA papers. On the antagdaipbwer struggle between students and teacherg/gkzed
Waller, The Sociology of Teachir{lew York: Russell & Russell, 1961).
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the class time, homework, and tests put on studént® college prep student wrote, "The
Korean school system puts too much pressure oestsid The stress that the students have to
carry on their backs is very heavy that some stisdiai down, never reaching their goals. Do
we have to do it this seriously? | absolutely DDMiink so." Another college prep student
wrote something similar, "Everyday | have to godssaies...everyday | have to finish
homework...I get tired, stressed usually, when lbaisy. | am hated of doing this uninterested
thing...Usually | feel negative of this busy lif8ut I'm continuing this life because I'm being
forced.” Two elementary students verbalized inegshocking language how this stress makes
them feel: "Children dying inside" and "Childrerednside (test kill children)." A couple of

students said they "hate" KEPA and want to "desittt}

Conclusions

Taking the ethical vantage point of Amartya S&in'partial spectator®® | want to make
a few observations about the South Korean pur$t@ducation fever" and the social role of
hagwonslike KEPA, in order to ask a basic questionhls South Korean educational model
just or fair? Specifically, | want to use Sen'apability approach” to look at the means and ends
of "satisfactory human living" and the extent toiefhan individual not only "ends up doing,"
but also what that individual is "in fact able t©'dind whether or not that individual is able to
freely choose any particular course of acibrs Sen explains, "A theory of justice - or more
generally an adequate theory of normative sociaiceh has to be alive to both the fairness of

the processes involved and to the equity and effy of the substantive opportunities that

% »Student Writing," KEPA papers.
% Amartya SenThe Idea of JusticéCambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009%.12
% Ibid., 234-35, 238.

27



"Children Dying Inside:" A Critical Analysis of Edation in South Korea

people can enjoy...Neither justice, nor politicahworal evaluation, can be concerned only with
the overall opportunities and advantages of indiald in a society®

The ends of South Korean education look very attrac Today, South Korea has one of
the highest percentages of school-age populatioriled in both K-12 and higher education,
around 99 percent enroliment in middle school, &&percent in high school, and close to 70
percent in some form of higher educati®nSouth Korea has also been the site of a "miracle”
socio-economic transformation from an underdevelppatocratic third-world backwater into a
developed, free-market, high-skilled economy anmdalgatizing society. South Korea deserves
credit for its highly educated population, soarimdustrial productivity, and innovative
technology, but at what cost and to whom?

In 2008 Korean families spent almost 21 trillionm(around $17 billion) on private
educatior?’ South Korean families spend more on education ifnanost other countries,
around 69 percent of the total price, making thet®&orea "possibly the world's costliest
educational systent® And students are pushed from as early as kindergar the 1st grade to
not only perform well in regular schooling, but@t® go to private tutors arthgwonsso that
they can prepare for the high stakes testing irdhaidchool, high school, and the college
entrance exam. Most students study all day foerselays a week and get less than eight hours
of sleep a night. These students are pusheddy and succeed on standardized tests, they are
pushed to become fluent in English, and they ash@di to get into the most prestigious high

schools and universities. Students are slavdseio parents' ambitions, whether or not some

7 |bid., 296-97.

% UNESCO,South KoreaHye-Jung Lee, “Higher Education in Korea,” CerftarTeaching and Learning, Seoul
National University (Feb 2009).

% Moon Gwang-lip, "Statistics Paint Korean Picturdgng Ang DailyDec 15 2009); "Lee Seeks to Cut
Educational CostsKorea Herald(Aug 14 2009).

190 geth,Education Feverl72, 187.
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students actually internalize "education fevertidénts are under so much pressure that a large
percentage of students, somewhere between 20gderd8nt, actively contemplate suicide each
year, and a significant minority actually kill theelves because they cannot take the pressure to
succeed or the burden of failure.

And what are South Korean children actually leagrin this "pressure-cooker
atmosphere™* Public and private schools use a "teach-for-és¢*tcurriculum that focuses on
the memorization of information, standardized npldtichoice tests, and test-taking techniques.
Korean students rarely understand the informatendtaught to them, they are not taught to
critically analyze information, and they cannot lgppformation to other contexts. Students
simply become "expert memorizers" of "de-contexheal” facts that can only be used to take
standardized test§? This teach-for-the-test curriculum "stifle[s] atwity, hinder[s] the
development of analytical reasoning, ma[kes] sahga process of rote memorization of
meaningless facts, and drain[s] all the job odeafning.*®

And what are the ends of this education system@eats are ultimately competing for a
limited number of high paying jobs with top corpwas or government agencies. But
economic and social inequality has intensified dlierlast several decades, and there is “a
growing disparity” between rich and poor measungddnsumption patterns, residential
segregation, and access to quality education, idiyeguality higher educatio* Not only are

the numbers of impoverished and underemployedasfiioblem, there has also been increasing

unemployment and growing job insecurity for whitdlar workers. Women still find it hard to

101 Seth,Education Fever192.

192 Rose Senior, "Korean Students Silenced by Exaf®"Guardian Weeklgan 15 2009); Card, “Life and Death
Exams in South Korea."

193 Seth,Education Feverl70; Darling-Hammondlhe Flat World and Educatigrf0.

194 Hagen Koo, “The Changing Faces of Inequality intBd<orea in the Age of Globalizatiori{orean Studie81
(2007): 1-18.
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compete in the labor market. Over the past dedaoleans have suffered setbacks from less
protective labor laws, increased competition ingkiled labor market for fewer full-time jobs,
and the introduction of neoliberal business modids,increased use a flexible, contingent, and
low-paid labor force that can be easily hired dretifin reaction to business cycf83.Plus, the
educationally driven culture of South Korea turng many more college graduates than can be
adequately employed in the econotfly.

But schooling in South Korea has traditionally n@bout social status and class, not
employment in the labor mark®Y. Koreans have had a "faith in education," sediag the only
avenue to social advancement, if not economic dppity.*°® A successful student not only
raises his or her own status, but also brings Ebeizefits to the entire family. Thus, Denise
Potrzeba Lett has argued that economic goals ar&heoprimary motivation" behind Koreans'

pursuit of education. Instead, Koreans' "purstigducation was more than anything else a
pursuit of status™®® Lett calls the modern manifestation of the predée "yangbanization" of
Korean society: "as South Korea's middle classleasme more affluent, it has come to exhibit
characteristics more typically associated with ppes rather than a middle class® The

pursuit of formal education, especially higher eatian, becomes the primary marker of class

distinction, which helps position an individual kit the highly regimented labor marKét.

195K 0o, “The Changing Faces of Inequality in Souttréin the Age of Globalization”; Andrew Eungi Kiamd
Innwon Park, “Changing Trends of Work in South Karéhe Rapid Growth of Underemployed and Job
Insecurity,” Asian Survey6, no. 3 (May/June 2006): 437-56; Nelsbteasured Exces®ennis LettIn Pursuit of
Status: The Making of South Korea’s “New” Urban Mid ClasgCambridge, Harvard University Press, 1998).
198 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Culti@aganization (UNESCO)South Korearevised version,
World Data on Educatiort” ed. (Paris: UNESCO, Oct 2006), 30; Cho Jae-euno'Nlany Grads Fight for Too
Few Jobs," Joong Ang Daily (Oct 18 2010).

197 Seth,Education Fever100;

198 Seth,Education Fever102.

109 ett, In Pursuit of Statusl59, 164; Cho Jae-eun, "Too Many Grads Fight fay Few Jobs," Joong Ang Daily
(Oct 18 2010).
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The ends of the South Korean education system peeversely clear: a successful
student spends 16 years of intense intellectuakaarns a degree from a prestigious university,
and gains entry to one of the top 50 corporationg; to raise a family and push his or her
children onto the same path. But only a minorit$pouth Korean students actually fulfill this
career trajectory. In a society defined by sosiatus and the attainment of success markers,
what is the quality of life for the majority whoilf¢o reach the cultural pinnacles of success?
And is educational, social, and economic succeg juist if it is not freely chosen? And even if
one of the lucky few achieve all of these markdrsuazcess, what then? Are they happy,
fulfilled, content, complete?

I am reminded by the words of the French philogogtascal: "The present is never our
end. Past and present are our means, only theefistour end. And so we never actually live,
though we hope to, and in constantly striving fappiness it is inevitable that we will never
achieve it.*'? South Korean society is obsessed with statusendation seems to be the
primary vehicle to attain this future end. Buthé process to obtain a desired end causes only
misery than what happiness can come when the eedébed? As John Dewey noted, most
people see education as simply "the control of méanachieving ends-** However, Dewey
explained that education is connected to the dewedmt of human beings, and as such, itis a

process of discovery, and should has "no end beigeeid"™**

If education is treated simply as
a means to an end then personal development amihigavill not happen - education will be
reduced to an empty social ritual. Sadly, eduaatiocSouth Korea seems to be a demonstration

of Dewey's point: "Education fever" is not aboutiegtion at all. Schooling is but the means for

12 pascalPenseegOxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 21. Fionidar conclusion by a modern academic who
studies the "science of happiness" see Daniel GjlBaumbling on Happinegdlew York: Vintage, 2007).
13 3ohn DeweyDemocracy and EducatiofiNew York: Feather Trail Press, 2009), 28.
114 i
Ibid., 29.
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the relentless pursuit of social status and prestithus, education in South Korea should serve
as a warning. It helps us understand how educatiarbe used and abused in the pursuit of
social goals, and how children can suffer fromrtparents’ pursuit of an ideal end. South Korea
should not be seen as a global educational exemfsiarontrast, the South Korean educational

model should serve as a warning: beware the gripaication fever."
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