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Abstract

This article analyzes private education in Southego A case study of Korean English
Preparatory Academy (KEPA) is used to examineittential, social, and psychological
costs of education in South Korea, as well as aeatye particular private academy that
is profiting off of "education fever." Educatiosbig business in South Korea, but whose
interest does education serve: society, individualprivate corporations? Ultimately,
education in South Korea is driven by a culturaggmcupation with social status and
class, as well as by free-market capitalists seglinfit, and only marginally with the
private economic returns of a post-secondary degree

Introduction

During the 1990s free market enthusiasts pronouac¢eew” type of econonly
that was spreading across the globe. This newosepmvas a post-industrial
“knowledge” economy focused on the developmentoifian capital” and new forms of
technology. For the past twenty years the stramgetation between education,
economic opportunity, and social class has beeensututiny, hence, finding ways to
increase educational opportunity has become a perhpublic policy issué.The
economic necessity of increased education, especw@lege degrees and credentials,
has become a new “gospel” and a "secular fditfidday, insecure people all across the

world feel immense pressure to gain increased ata@ireducation in order to hold onto



middle-class social status, let alone to seek asmd economic mobility. Nowhere is this
pressure felt more than in South Korea.

Since the 1990s South Korea has caught the spotifgglobal attention as one of
the four "Asian Tigers." This moniker denoted theracle" socio-economic
transformation from an underdeveloped, autocratrd{world backwater into a
developed, free-market, high-skilled economy andalgatizing society. South Korea
has become famous for its highly educated popuiasioaring industrial productivity,
and innovative technology. In global policy cikl8outh Korea is being heralded as an
economic model, not only for developing states,disb for advanced market
democracie$. South Korea is also held up as a model in eduratinternational policy
makers point to its highly educated population (ohthe highest in the world), its high
levels on international achievement tests, antkifecient educational system,” which
produces notable results on little public fundinge South Korean government invests
in education "well below" the international averdge

However, upon closer examination, South Koreaondt has a troubled free-

market economy and embattled political democraayjtb "intense" "obsession” with
education borders on psychosis. And, despite fgjéclaims of an "efficient”
educational system, South Korea boasts one ahtis expensivéf not the most
expensive, educational systems in the world, witlstnof the total cost borne on the
backs of middle-class parents. When it comes tca&ibn, South Korea is suffering
from "education fever." While national statistics paint a pretty portréie underlying

reality is a nightmare, especially for the younovare pushed into a highly competitive

and stressful social environment from a very eadg. While there has been some study



of the Korean education system in the English laggyu most notably Michael J. Seth's
Educational Feve(2002), there has been relatively little writtentba private sphere of
education, especially the studyragwonsand private tutors. In fact, outside of the
occasional short newspaper article, there has be@cademic study of the growing
hagwonindustry in South Korea, which has become a higidyative part of the private

education sector.

Private Education in South Korea

The post-war construction of public schooling ough Korea was centered only
on the elementary level. Middle school throughvarsity was left to private institutions
and private sources of funding, mostly tuition paydparents. Private schools
constituted around 40 to 50 percent of all secondelnools in South Korea and over 65
percent of institutions of higher education. le tivo major cities, Seoul and Pusan,
around 75 percent of all high schools were prieatgdemic high schools and 90 percent
of university students attended a private schddichael J. Seth explained, "In general,
the higher and more prestigious the level of sdhgothe greater the share of
enroliments in private institution§."

Because of the frantic push for academic sucd#$stent forms of private
schooling have dramatically increased over thetlastdecades in order to profit from
“education fever." There are four types of privatkication in South Korea: private K-
12 schools, private colleges and universities,gbe\tutoring, anthagwons Private
primary schools represent a small portion of schookrall, as most students enroll in

state funded institutions. Private primary schawse actually illegal until 1962 when



this ban was dropped because the state did notthaweachers or facilities to
accommodate the flood of students enrolling in sthdBecause public middle schools
and high schools are non-compulsory and tuitioredagrivate schools occupy a large
part of the 7 to 12" grade educational sector. Private schools prékentselves as a
quality alternative to public schooling. In thelgd 990s, around 30 percent of middle
school students and over 50 percent of high scétadents attended a private schiSol.
Seoul National University is the only prestigiousbpc university. The rest are private
schools. Thus, the vast majority of universitydgtots are enrolled in a private
institution, around 90 percent overdll.Outside of formal schooling there is also a robus
business of private tutoring, which is legally rksged, but due to its size and highly
idiosyncratic nature, it is practically free of osight and hard to generaliZe.

Finally, the most popular form of private schoglis thehagwon A hagwonis a
private, for-profit educational institution thatlbers instruction seven days a week. The
legal hours of operation are 5am to 10pm, althanghyhagwonsopen after regular
school hours (3-4pm) and stay open until late gitthisome past 1afi. In 2008 there
was a move to eliminate all restriction on hourgpération so thdtagwonscould stay
open all night, but this measure went down to defater narrowly upheld by the
Constitutional Court in 200¥. Hagwonsenroll students from pre-school age through
high school, and they come in a wide variety ofrfer Many of them focus on single
subject areas, like math, English, piano, or gdlere are even military-style boot
camps run by retired soldiers, focusing on phydicgls to test the endurance and pain
threshold of studentsS. But some of the largebgwonspresent themselves as

comprehensive preparatory academies, like KEPAfatwes of this study. These



comprehensive academies offer a multi-leveled avfacademic classes, including
English, Chinese, TOEFL exam prep, literature dnistphilosophy, and debate.

The primary purpose of most private educatiomw igrepare students for the
College Scholastic Ability Test (CSAT) and the TesEnglish as a Foreign Language
(TOEFL), which are the formal placement exams filege. The entire country adjusts
its schedule on CSAT day: the government ordergbss to modify the work day to
clear the roads for students heading to the tBstpaessential workers, both government
and private, are told to report late to work; camnsion work near schools is halted;
motorists are informed not to honk their hornsugends of police are mobilized to
handle traffic; the Korean stock market opens daue closes early; flights at all of the
nation's airports are restricted; the U.S. militsungpends aviation and live-fire training;
and adults flock to churches to pray for theird@Bilsuccess. The results of the CSAT are
considered the "crowing life achievement" of a stutd Good scores place students in
Korea's top universities, which is the primary éadh finding a good job after colledé.

In 1970 there were about 1,4B4gwors in South Korea, but most of these closed
during the 1980s. The autocratic President Chuo-Dwan decreed that private
education was illegal so as to promote an equataahnal playing field, but this ban
was later ruled unconstitutionaHagwonswere legalized in a regulated market in 1991,
and by 1996 private tutoring was also lefaln 1980, before the ban took place, about
1/5 of Korean students received some form of peiatucation: 13 percent of
elementary school students, 15 percent of middiedcstudents, and 26 percent of high
school students. In 1997 over half of Korean stiglevere being privately educated: 70

percent of elementary students and 50 percentaddlmand high school students. By



2003 Koreans were spending around $12.4 billioprorate education, which was more
than half the national budget for public schooftign 2003 about 72.6 percent of
Korean students were privately educated. Pareats spending between 10 to 30
percent of family income on private schooliigBy 2008 there were around 70,213
hagwonsand Koreans spent almost 21 trillion won (arouhd Billion) on private
educatiorf® Because the state has never funded much of tieagdnal system, parents
bear most of the burden of educating their childnetime private educational market.
Because of this, South Korean families spend moreducation than in most other
countries, around 69 percent of the total pricekintathe South Korea "possibly the
world's costliest educational systefn.”

The Korearhagwonsector in particular is one of the major factatgidg up the
costs of education. They have begun to sell #ezwices on the internet, thus expanding
an already growing markét. By the 1990s it was one of the "fastest growih§auth
Korea's many booming industri€s."It is becoming so profitable that it has now begu
to attract Western private equity firms. The CarGroup invested around $20 million in
Topia Academy, Inc., one of the largesgwors in South Kored? Anotherhagwon
Korean English Preparatory Academy (KEPA}ttracted over $2 million in foreign
private equity investmenrf. Hagwors are also becoming a global phenomenon,
following Korean immigrants abroad and attractimgp+Korean students. In 2009 there
were 183 academitagwors and 73 art and mudhagwors in Orange County, California
alone?’ In 2007 KEPA spun-off a new company, KEPA Americe., as an

independent entity with its own CEO. The missitatesment of KEPA America, Inc.



was to "extend the KEPA network's market to newttares like the US, Canada,
Mexico, and South Americ&®

While many Koreans consider private education sap® K-12 public
education, the private sector is not without igsv. For one, the ability to utilize private
sector schooling is highly correlated to familyonee, which contributes to rising
inequality through unequal access to quality edacand through unequal preparation
for elite universities. Private schools, tutoriagdhagwonsserve only those who can
pay, so they largely benefit the wealfflyHagwonsalso take their profit motive too far.
Business practices routinely determine educatipradtices. These institutions inflate
grades, teach to standardized tests, and placeengrkasis on marketing than
teaching® It also seems that these institutions have bgstematically overcharging
parents for services, which promoted a rebuke byPtiesident in 2009. The Ministry of
Education, Science and Technology reported theeéd@ept othagwors overcharged, 74
percent of foreign language institutes, with mérat40 percent charging twice the
standardized tuition level set by the governmdut enforcement is almost impossible,
not least because of the lack of government officién southern Seoul there are about
5,000hagwors but only three civil servants monitoring the dist*

Hagwors also employ teachers who have limited knowledgribject matter and
no training or experience as educators. The omdfification to teach in Korea is a
bachelor's degree from a Western university, nden#ie subject. Few instructors have
any previous teaching experience and most knowimpthf curriculum or student
learning. One critic sarcastically claimed, "Besia owners with suspect educational

credentials seem content to hire foreign staff wijnally suspect educational credentials



to pretend to teach (more like entertain) childresome kind of a babysitting service
designed more to generate fast profit rather theity education® There have also
been widespread complaints by foreign teachershégwors do not live up to the terms
of employment contracts.

The most serious flaw with private education, wiith “education fever” more
broadly in Korea, is the damage done to childriéarean culture places a lot of
emphasis on exams and college placements, whiekesra "pressure-cooker
atmosphere® Thus, moshagwors use a "teach-for-the-test" curriculum that fosuse
the memorization of information, standardized npldtichoice tests, and test-taking
techniques. Diane Ravitch has insightfully criggusuch high stakes testing where the
curriculum is reduced to "test-taking skills:" Séundls "master the art of filling in the
bubbles on multiple-choice tests, but [cannot] egprthemselves, particularly when a
question requires them to think about and expldiatthey had just read™ With such a
curriculum, students are "trained, not educaf@dkorean students rarely understand the
information being taught to them, they are not tdug critically analyze information,
and they cannot apply information to other conteX8tudents simply become "expert
memorizers" of "de-contextualized" facts that catyde used to take standardized
tests®’ This teach-for-the-test curriculum "stifle[s] atwity, hinder[s] the development
of analytical reasoning, ma[kes] schooling a preaggote memorization of meaningless
facts, and drain[s] all the job out of learniri§.'High stakes exams also leads to
widespread cheating, grade inflation, and outriytiiery >

But there is a much more serious problem for sitedleHagwonstake up a lot of

extra time for classes and homework, add additipredsure for academic performance,



and induce more stress on already overburdenedrggidStudents already spend a lot of
time studying for regular school exams, but theitamidof hagwors and private tutors
takes up a lot of time during the week, leaving nstgdents with little to no free time.
Students routinely are in school, studying, or geglan private education for up to 18
hours a day, seven days a week. One student e&g|dil have to get up at 7 in the
morning. | have to be at school by 8 and lessmmstfat 4. Then you go toheagwon

and when you arrive home, it's around 1 o'clocthinmorning.*® The Korean Teachers
and Education Worker's Union claims that high stlstadents sleep on average 5.4
hours a day, although a recent academic study fthatdhe average sleep time was
slightly higher, around 6.5 hours a dayThe Ministry of Health, Welfare and Family
Affairs has issued warnings about student's ir@guleals and lack of sleep. About 40
percent of elementary and middle school studenpsrakals because they lack a break in
their busy daily scheduf&. There is a popular student proverb, “If you sleegour

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 physi@ah and psychological
distress. Parents and teachers routinely beagstsithat do not perform well
academically. A study published in 1996 found ti8at percent of all children reported
being beaten by parents and/or teachers, manof flequently.** Many students turn
to suicide as the only escape from this relentbesssure to perform. Statistics are not
routinely kept on this issue, but limited data faightening. Around 50 high school
students committed suicide after failing the calemtrance exam in 1987. An academic

study published in 1990 revealed that "20 percéatldecondary students contemplated



suicide and 5 percent attempted'{t.And the problem is only getting worse. Two recen
surveys found that between 43-48 percent of Kostaaents have contemplated suicide.
From 2000 to 2003 over 1,000 students betweengég af 10 and 19 committed suicide.
Families also suffer. In 2005 a father was saested over his son's bad grades that he

torched himself, his wife, and their daughter algsiis son's school in shaifte.

The Business Model of KEPA: Organizational Structureand Mission

Korean English Preparatory Academy was foundek®89 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 instructotslamdreds of staff on 65
campuses spread across Seoul and every majondfiyrea. Citing the success of Coca
Cola and McDonalds, KEPA has also initiated th@bgllization of our business” to
capture a share of the international ESL marketwarrds this end KEPA has initiated a
joint venture with a group from Zhing-Hwa Univexsih China. KEPA has also spun off
a separate corporate entity, KEPA America, Incictvivas designed to export the
hagwon model to the American continent. And KEP&ated an English language
immersion school in British Columbia, Cand@a.

KEPA has an integrated ESL program broken downnmidtiple levels,
beginning with a very basic introduction to the Estglanguage for pre-school age
children, all the way to college-prep history, figtire, writing, and debate classes for
high school students. Placement in every levdétermined by a standardized test with

incremental scores correlated to the different selevels, ranging from a score of 0-31
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for the introductory level to a score of 110 ortHegfor the college prep classes. Outside
of the academic “fundamentals,” there is also acstred program designed solely to
train students for TOSEL based standardized testisiding grammar, reading, multiple
choice question types, essay writing, and intengerstions. KEPA uses a range of
textbooks from Cambridge University Press, Peatsorgman, Scholastic, Cengage, and
a series of specially designed KEPA workbooks desidoy their in-house research and
development center. KEPA also has a national catpavebsite to centralize teaching
materials, on-line student homework, attendancg gaading.

In corporate advertising and outreach materiald? Kfpresents itself as a college
preparatory academy with professionally trainedhess and a Zicentury curriculum.
Corporate advertising routinely pictures the samage: an ordered classroom setting
with uniformed students actively engaged with eagcgeachers wearing suits and ties.
Outreach materials are professionally and fashilgrddsigned in full color on expensive
paper. These materials breakdown the curricutas aif the academy through trendy
catch-phrases, like “critical capability” and “coranmicative capability.” The “critical”
component is broken down into “critical readind8ising” and “critical
speaking/writing,” with each part further packagei three broad student outcome
“deliverables:” “English fluency,” “knowledge,” ar@ritical thinking.” The
“communicative” component focuses on the interacpivocess of classroom instruction,
which includes class discussion, debates, grouj,wesearch, group presentations, peer
evaluations, “skill” training, online instructioand webzine postind¢.

The CEO of KEPA has positioned his company ipoese to his perception of

the global economy. He points to three highly @t$tmacro-economic developments,
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"the globalization trend," the "information revabust," and an "economic crisis that arose
in the last 50 years." He states that these maopoomic changes have produced a
"paradigm shift" in global and national marketsieh in turn has created demand for a
new set of skills. Thus, the CEO created KEPAdpitalize on these developments,
selling the "skills" students will need to compete globalized world and to protect
themselves from "economic crisi€"

What are those new skills? The CEO identified/dwio: "English expression”
and "critical thinking." To impart these two skilthe CEO created a new
"methodology” that would focus on both skills fréthe beginning” of language training,
thus, creating a "blended learning system" thatldvtamplify learning efficiency." The
CEO vaguely explained, "The Critical Learning sysie a new attempt to accomplish
the learning objective through the merger and impneent of system and contents."
This learning system also blends classroom instmetith "on-line learning," which
includes grammar exercises, writing, and a natibial to post projects and comment on
classroom assignmerits.

While language acquisition is fairly straightfomgdawnhat is critical thinking?

The CEO defines this practice as "disregardingtiotuand emotion"” in order to use
logic to solve problems via a "topical approacht'a basic level, logic is the ability to
understand main ideas "while avoiding comprehensfaninor details" in order to
"execute an oral or written summary.” At a higlesel, logic is an "attempt" at "in
depth comprehension” by analyzing "purpose,” "tbaed "identifying logical fallacies."

The topical approach is explained simply in terfhiearning language through the study
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of a specific informational topics, such as endaagspecies, cloning, or cyber
bullying.>®

What is the "learning objective" for KEPA? Thissomewhat unclear. The CEO
has described the KEPA mission in very vague astiatt language: "Cultivating
communicative capability by escaping from selfaaélization, which can be a blind
spot of critical thinking, and reinforcing resoluti through compromise.” Another
corporate document uses equally abstract but marahistic terms, "Our mission is to
help people realize their potential and therebgalier new meaning in their live3:" In
the more concrete terms of classroom methodoldggests learn vocabulary and
grammar through reading or listening to a spetiffic, while they practice speaking
skills. The culmination of each classroom activga "critical thinking project," which
is a group project that is supposed to demonstsalging problems" through
"discussion, evaluation, and the logical presemmatif an organized conclusiorf."

In a widely disseminated image used in teacheritrgg meetings, KEPA explains
its organizational mission in terms of a bowl akxi The rice is critical thinking, and just
like rice, critical thinking is "necessary for sival." The bowl is the "delivery system,"
which is a combination of internet technology aadulty. The role of teachers is to
"deliver" the product of "critical thinking." Hower, the rice is also presented in a
different slide as a trio of knowledge goals: catithinking, cognitive language, and
relevant content. This is the official trio of tkerean Association for Teachers of
English (KATE)>® This image reveals KEPA's basic content-centpeethgogical
framework: the "banking concept of education.” texge is an object that the teacher

holds and "deposits" into the passive "receptadiet student’
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While KEPA markets itself as an educational initin, internal documents and
the CEOs own language paint the organization asféd peeking business. In an internal
corporate magazin&EPA Culture the CEO of the company made it clear that thetmos
important part of KEPA'’s success was the “self-aigrice and invincible attitude to
maintain market leadership,” including the abitibydiversify the company to reach
multiple markets in the private education sectorporate leadership does not discuss
teaching or curriculum in educational terms. ladtéhey refer these parts of the business
as “products” and “contents.” The company is mauked on any academic or learning
principles. Instead administrative leadership uksctheir corporate mission in terms of
an “ESL lifestyle business.” As such, this orgatian is focused on launching “new
products” to generate revenue, creating “strategitketing campaigns” in order to
“create value,” becoming a “content leader” in theche, and muscling out other ESL
“competitors” to capture greater market shidrén internal documents, the CEO
primarily refers to KEPA as a “publically listedropany.” He calls KEPA a “corporate
organization comprised of business divisions, R&ters, and performance-driven IT
and management infrastructures.” Different campuase referred to as “franchises” and
“subsidiary companies’® There is rarely any mention of teaching, learnrg
curriculum, and never any attempt to characterie® K as an educational institution.

As far as corporate leadership and administrata# are concerned, KEPA is a profiting
seeking business.

After sorting through corporate memos, teachenitrg presentations,
administrative staff comments, and teacher comménssclear that KEPA sends mixed

messages about the multiple and often highly attsttgectives of this organization.
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Most administrators and teachers have no clearatleat what the company stands for
or what to prioritize in the classroom. It is al¢laat KEPA has lofty business and
instructional goals, but the corporate vision doetsfully connect with the more concrete
methodology employed in the classroom. Furthee,tduthe vast confusion over
organizational goals, most staff go with whatevaporate directive has been most
recently issued, while adhering to the monolitHicptoscribed instructional routine for
classroom management. Thus, despite the loftpricat goals KEPA espouses in
outreach documents, corporate memos, and teae@ng seminars, the real
organizational emphasis of this company seemdltoridwo interlocking objectives:
making profit while rigidly adhering to the KEPA&livery system™ The later is a

teacher-proof curriculum and classroom managententtare known internally to

teachers and staff as the "KEPA method."

Teaching without Teachers. Authority, Structure and Surveillance

Externally, KEPA advertises itself as a statehefart English language academy
with professionally trained teachers, & 2&ntury curriculum, and engaged students.
Internally, corporate executives claim to have m@a new ESL curriculum that is
supposed to train students to become proficietiterEnglish language (listening,
speaking, reading, and writing), as well as inaaltthinking and argumentative debate.
However, behind the corporate rhetoric lies a daife, darker reality. Only vaguely
understood by most organizational actors, theam imistitutionalized "hidden

b8

curriculum™® created by KEPA's CEO and organizational strudtuséundermines

KEPA's corporate rhetoric and frustrates studearniag.
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The CEO wants to make KEPA a “united” organizatidth a “central focus>®
As one middle manager explained, "It is cruciat tha all 'row this big ship together for
smoothing sailing.®® But to maintain order and discipline, the CEO aslithat he has
to use an “authoritarian” management style ancettshrict on the staff and faculty™
Why? Because KEPA employs an inexperienced, ungdaiand transient workforce.

Most middle managers, administrative staff, aradrurctors either leave the
company within a year. Some middle managers l#seompany after only three to six
months. At my particular branch, four differenopk occupied the upper-middle
manager position and three different people occlihie lower-middle manager position
within twelve months. Few entry-level administvatistaff have any knowledge of
English or education, and most cannot even speghkdin These low-paid, primarily
young office workers rarely stay for more thantsixiine months. All of the English
instructors are recruited from overseas on one-g@iracts, and the majority stay for
only a single year. If an instructor persistsrfarre than a year then they are
automatically considered an "expert instrucfér Most of these instructors have only a
bachelors degree in fields other than English andrevious teaching experience or
knowledge of student learning. Some have extrefiralted reading, speaking, and
writing skills and they are not fit to teach. Mdstot all instructors are employed at
KEPA because they could not find employment inrtheme country. Some come
overseas to primarily "party,” while waiting fobatter opportunity back hon. For the
majority of instructors, working at KEPA is all alddhe money, and for the most part,
KEPA pays a higher wage and offers better workimggditions than many other Korean

Hagwons Given instructor's lack of skills, inexperierateteaching, and mercenary
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motives, combined with the traditional hierarchicalture of Korean corporations, the
CEO's decision to maintains an "authoritarian” argation seems reasonable. To deal
with an unskilled and transient workforce, the aigation is built on the foundation of
authoritarian managers who enforce a rigid clasaromnagement method. Instructors
and administrative staff are but the interchangeabt temporary "bowls" delivering the
standardized product that makes KEPA a hefty profit

The KEPA instructional method is a carefully guetdconfidential” trade-secret
that was created by the CEO and developed by teedReh and Development staff.
Only top corporate managers, R&D staff, and Tragr@enter instructors have full access
to the rationales behind the KEPA method. All niedehanagement and instructors are
given a brief, standardized version of the KEPAhnd{ which is a "class structure" that
must be rigidly followed. Instructors are not tbldw or why the method works. They
are simply told to follow the method. Every thiemir class has the same standard
format and is planned down to the minute. Insbrgcare told to follow the "class
structure" without question and without modificatioThe main task of middle-
management is surveillance. They monitor instngctta CCTV to make sure every part
of the "class structure” is accomplished according standardized "observation report,”
which is a checklist based on the "class structuvieh the addition of three additional
factors, enthusiasm, professionalism, and studantagement. But the main rubric that
all middle management cling to and incessantly refés whether or not an instructor
"follows KEPA methodology for class structure andtruction,” which means does an
instructor do each prescribed activity on the chistfor the exact length of time allotted

for each task?
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The KEPA method is the centerpiece of the orgaioiza The CEO claims that
the KEPA method is a "new product” that has enaKIERA to become a "content
leader" in the ESL mark&t. The KEPA method is not only a "new" and effectivay to
teach ESL for the 21st centufRit is also "the most effective ESL methodologyEiast
Asia.”®” On what does the CEO base his claims? What lettyel or training does the
CEO posses to invent such a revolutionary educatimodel? The answer to both
guestions, sadly, is nothing. The CEO earned hddaxs degree in philosophy. He
mostly focused on G. W. F. Hegel, the German roroavito believed the world was
infused with transcendental spirit, and the CE@rane to sending Hegelian inspired,
abstract emails to faculty and staff. After workiior a number of years as a private
tutor, the CEO was able to start his omagwonbusiness. He seems to think of himself
primarily as an entrepreneur, not as an educatorha refers to KEPA primarily as a
business. After starting the company, he hiredraber of program marketers and
researchers that helped him invent and marketw@™E&L product. But these program
developers too only had bachelors degrees, masflglds other than English or
Education. According to one former R&D staff memlikese people had almost no
knowledge of the disciplines of English, EnglisheaSecond Language, or Education, yet
they were designing the curriculuth.

So if the method was not created by knowledgeBle or educational experts
then what is the KEPA method based on? | wastalget a copy of the "confidential”
General Trainer's Manuahrough an informant. This official document ig tompany
Bible because it contains the complete curricidéipnale and framework for the KEPA

method. ThisManualwas developed by the CEO, R&D, and program margesad it
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is only given to the elite, veteran KEPA instrustarho are company certified to train
incoming recruits.

The 45 pag®#anualcontains only 12 pages of conceptual frameworlaniv
pages present information that has been plagigra@tionly 6 pages contain 18 partially
documented secondary sources. Of these sourcese tited as either an author's last
name or in parenthetical notations with an autHassname and year of publication.
There is no bibliography, and only one title isgaeted. The one fully sourced reference
is improperly placed in the middle of a page betw®e summary paragraphs. Despite
some citations, there is no indication that the$erences are used with any professional
or academic reasoning. No author's academic ctiatierdiscipline, or expertise is
mentioned. There is no discussion of researchadetbgy and there is no critical
analysis of research findings. All referencescied at the end of a brief summaries
(most are one sentence long), which present aflgéneralized knowledge claims. All
of these generalizations are superficial and dysptasubstantial understanding of the
subject matter (such as student self efficacy,estiiehavior, or student learning). Some
of the generalized claims are simply nonsense:dgniive phenomenon strongly
supported by psychological research, has broadcapdlty within education.” There is
obviously no knowledge of professional academinddads on plagiarism, summary,
critical analysis, or referencing, let alone anpextise in the content of ESL education or
student learning. The few authors that are namedederred to generally as
"professors,” which seems to lend a general aucaedlibility and authority to the claims
being presented. But these claims are presenmteldmaly in a list with no overarching

thesis, integration, or cohererfte.
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The single most repeated and authoritative saeited in theManualis the CEO.
In Asian corporate culture, leadership is rever€de CEO of KEPA is treated like a
demigod. When he makes his yearly appearance lateaoch the entire staff lines the
entrance to greet him. Every corporate email ammes treated as revealed truth. But a
close inspection of his unfounded and illogicalrolgin theManual shows that he is no
expert on education, ESL, or anything else. Th®CERims that East Asian ESL
speakers are very different from "other ESL regdldrecause only East Asians use
English for "business and academic communicatidrhls, he claims there is a specific
need for a "distinctive” East Asian ESL methodtf@se purposes. Furthermore, he
claims to have invented "the most effective ESLhudblogy in East Asia." On this
foundation, the CEO defines several key concepdsnaakes several knowledge claims
that form the foundation of the KEPA curriculumhi3 information is presented as self-
evident truth and there is no attempt to reasonakyain any concept or claim, let alone
conclusively proving them true.

TheManualviolates every elementary principle of expositomtwvg, logical
analysis, and critical thinking. Superficial arfzbtxact knowledge claims are randomly
strung together in lists with no thesis or coheegrand the whole document is grounded
on a fallacious appeal to the authority of the Ci@ the KEPA corporation. In this
regard, the section on critical thinking is higignic. It tells the reader that "Critical
Thinking' is most essential to KEPA ESL Methodoldgit warns against "dogmatic
thinking," which is defined as "accepting one petdjpve blindly,” and just "reiterating" a
single perspective as truth. Yet in defining arplaning critical thinking, this

document merely quotes the CEO from a marketing on@na then ends with a long
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guote from late 19th century proto-sociologist Vaith Graham Sumner, who is referred
to authoritatively in the present tense as an "Arta@racademic and professor at Yale."
The General Trainer's Manuas transparently an exercise in uncritical, dogmati
thinking. It presents a highly selective, supéaficdisorganized, and unfounded list of
incoherent information as "the most effective ESétmodology in East Asia,” and new
recruits are sternly told to follow it to the latte

Perhaps the most telling aspect of @eneral Trainer's Manuak the fact that
only 12 out of 45 pages are devoted to any typmofent-based information on ESL,
student learning, or instruction. The rest of Mhenualis a prescriptive checklist. It
follows the same rigid logic as the standard ctzmsr KEPA method and it is consistent
with the overall authoritarian ethos of the orgatian. TheManualtells the trainer
exactly what to do every day of training down te thinute. There is a regimented
"Training Check List" to follow for every componenit even tells the trainer how many
new recruits should fail the program (10%). Butofirse the final outcome of training
is not controlled by the actual trainers. All géasdecisions are made by the Director of
the Training Center who receives trainer recommeoiasand reviews all training
sessions via CCTV. This training structure is amio the general management
structure of KEPA where a large group of middle agers watch CCTV to monitor and
evaluate staff. But when it comes to final evalua, disciplining, rewarding, or firing
staff, only corporate managers have the real poevarake decisions.

Many instructors put up with this rigid structurecause of the pay, and because
of the "upward advancement opportunities” to "clithé corporate ladder.” Like other

Korean corporate organizations, KEPA prizes loyalipve competence. Almost all
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senior administrators and middle managers workeil iy up from being an instructor,
which is seen as the entry position to earn onatepvithin the "business culture” of
KEPA.”® Others stay on because it is an easy job witld doairs (4-10pm), relatively
good pay, and most instructors only work four daygeek. These instructors have
plenty of time and money to pursue a range persmialities and to explore a
fascinating foreign culture. Some find workinghvESL students very rewarding and a
few say they want to be teachers upon returningenofinally, some instructors buy into
KEPA's corporate rhetoric and find this organizatioworthwhile and satisfying
experience. As one instructor explained, "l pickpdvaluable skills...diversifying my
experience at KEPA. | was selling a product trettually believed in...teaching™"

To deal with an unskilled and transient workforite organization is built on the
foundation of authoritarian managers who enforagid classroom management routine
called the "KEPA method.”" Almost every three holass follows the same basic
structure and each activity is rigidly planned dawrthe minute. This class structure is
repeated for 9 weeks, on the 10th week a standat@ichievement test is administered
(speaking, reading, listening, and writing), anertihe 11th-13th weeks are back to the
normal routine. Every three month term follows éxact same structure, and there are
never any breaks between terms.

Except for the college prep courses, every cladsws the same basic routine.
The first five minutes is attendance and homewevkew. The homework is a
combination of vocabulary exercises, filling in ks, and writing a paragraph summary.
Grading homework consists of a quick glance at &klaaok to make sure all blanks are

filled in (there is no inspection for understandorgaccuracy). Students earn an A+ if all

22



homework is completed and an F is nothing is ddhat least some blanks are filled
then they earn a B. These are the only three graénstructor is allowed to give. Next
is a "review" test on vocabulary. Students arégassl 45 vocabulary words, 45
synonyms, and 10 phrase length "chunks" to memadh week. The average score is
50 percent (10/20 questions), which earns a B gré&dscore of 10 percent (2/20
guestions) earns a C- grade. These grades dg B&D. Then there is a 10 minute
long whole class "student counseling” discussionyhich instructors explain

homework, "motivate" students by publically recamng high performers and scolding
low performers, and if there is time, conduct "stoidrapport” activities, such as
language games, like 20 questions, telephoneddies. The next two hours are devoted
to a brief skill lecture and then reading or listgnexercises, leading up to a reading or
listening comprehension quiz. The final activifyeach class is a group "critical thinking
project” based on the day's content theme. Stadeatgiven prompts and asked to
prepare a group oral presentation, which theyspéak in front of the class. The class is
supposed to evaluate each group and a winning dgsathpsen by the instruct&r.

On the surface, this basic structure seems to paakge of language-based
activities into a well organized three hour blodkme is given to vocabulary, skill
acquisition, skill practice, skill test, writingraup work, and oral presentations. And in
fact, high performing students are able to usedtniscture to practice and polish their
English skills. However, there is almost no timeihdividual feedback or correction,
thus, there is very little opportunity for studeatggage the material and learn new skills.
Furthermore, KEPA's curricular materials are inappiately advanced for most students,

thus, students struggle to understand the lessonteptual topic and advanced
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vocabulary words. Elementary students in the b&siding and listening programs are
taught about beneficial bacteria, hyperinflatioompeting scientific theories of species
extinction, or cryogenics. In the more advancesgsts, elementary and middle school
students use American college textbooks with stighied essays and they are
introduced to logic argumentation, fallacies, argdassitory writing. Most students are
completely overwhelmed, not only by the advancetteptual topics, but also by the
extremely advanced vocabulary. The majority oflstus in every class routinely fail the
reading or listening comprehension quiz. The ayesxore hovers around 50 percent or
lower. Students struggle to comprehend the méatérawn at them each 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 fortmstors to explain each week's topic, nor
is there any time for the class to engage in dsons The whole focus of the class is
preparing students to take the standardized meltpbice question test during the
second hour, which is meant to prepare them fosttiedardized final exam week 10. In
fact, the whole KEPA curriculum is built around t@ellege Scholastic Ability Test
(CSAT) the Test of English as a Foreign LanguageEFL), and a host of other
standardized tests, which are the formal placemeauins for academic high schools and
colleges. Despite KEPA's rhetoric about languaggiisition, blending learning, and
critical thinking, thishagwonis only concerned about one goal: preparing stisdentake
standardized tests in the English language. Tthesprimary instructional activity that
KEPA management places at the center of the KEP#ades "test-taking skills." In

training secessions and from management commaésetprimary instructional activity is
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to help students "refine fundamental test-takintisSkso that they can "obtain the best
iBT score possible.” This is the central missibiKBPA. Classroom activities focus not
on discussion or understanding written texts of tesets, instead they focus on
standardized test question types, strategic appesdao text taking, note taking, and
summary writing. This also explains the difficnditure of the textbooks because TOEFL
and other standardized tests use "excerpts frolagsslevel textbooks." Thus, students
read or listen to college-level texts, not becatisedevelopmentally or educationally
appropriate, but because it is necessary to adifienénem to standardized test takiig.

There is no room in the KEPA method to make weédgbjcs interesting,
relevant, or even understandable to most studéittis alienates and frustrates even
willing students. But most classrooms are nogdilivith willing students, especially
when they reach middle school. There is an undeglyeality behind Korean private
schooling: it is culturally mandatory. Becausehs general "education mania" in Korea,
parents enroll students in private education atkMeng. Some students gottagwons
and private tutors seven days a week for up téoseight hours a day. After an informal
class discussion on how students are overwork&miaa, | had one of my students
approach me after class. He was one of my woiss$t omresponsive students. He
informed me that he has to go toH&8ywonsa week, each assigning homework, plus his
regular school and homework. He said he had nxehddis parents make him go.
Many students report that they are always goirttagwonsor doing homework, they
have no free time, and they sleep only four tchsidrs a night.

Thus, many students in KEPA classrooms are unnssg® zombies who do the

very least just to get by, and they know how tokitbie KEPA system. As long as
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students fill out their book, stay quiet duringssdaand do at least some homework then
they will earn passing grades. Many studentsjusll stare at the walls during class.

The week 10 standardized achievement tests areigégm to accommodate these
unresponsive students. The same tests are usedravever again, grading is curved,
and students will advance to higher classes if {peients complain. KEPA offers a
highly ritualized environment that demands verydifrom students other than displaying
the proper behavior. There is a subtle truce batvirestructors and students. Many
students play theagwongame to keep up the appearance of schooling; hewwa\close
look into their blank eyes reveals a silent, enulyiresistance. Sometimes this resistance
turns into open hostility. One student explairBagre is "conflict between teachers and

the students which leads to an uncomfortable lagrenvironment.

Conclusions

The ends of South Korean education look very dttrac Today, South Korea
has one of the highest percentages of school-ggéai®mn 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 didrigducatiol> South Korea has also
been the site of a "miracle" socio-economic tramsfdion from an underdeveloped,
autocratic third-world backwater into a developkeee-market, high-skilled economy
and democratizing society. South Korea desenasitdor its highly educated
population, soaring industrial productivity, anchavative technology, but at what cost

and to whom?
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In 2008 Korean families spent almost 21 trillionrw(around $17 billion) on
private educatio’® South Korean families spend more on education ithanost other
countries, around 69 percent of the total pricekintathe South Korea "possibly the
world's costliest educational systef.’And students are pushed from as early as
kindergarten or the 1st grade to not only perforefi wa regular schooling, but also to go
to private tutors andagwonsso that they can prepare for the high stakestgsti
middle school, high school, and the college enga@m.Hagwonsare profiting
handsomely from this compulsion to succeed acadginicBut most students are
suffering. They study all day for seven days aknas®d get less than eight hours of sleep
a night. These students are pushed to study aneed on standardized tests, they are
pushed to become fluent in English, and they ash@a to get into the most prestigious
high schools and universities. Students are slavdir parents' ambitions, whether or
not some students actually internalize "educatamer.” Students are under so much
pressure that a large percentage of students, soenewetween 20 to 48 percent,
actively contemplate suicide each year, and afsignit minority actually kill themselves
because they cannot take the pressure to sucaeth@, lnurden of failure.

And what are South Korean children actually le=grin this "pressure-cooker
atmosphere'® Public and private schools use a "teach-for-#stcurriculum that
focuses on the memorization of information, stadda&d multiple-choice tests, and test-
taking techniques. Korean students rarely undedstae information being taught to
them, they are not taught to critically analyzeomfiation, and they cannot apply
information to other contexts. Students simplydmee "expert memorizers" of "de-

contextualized" facts that can only be used to stiedardized tesfS. This teach-for-
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the-test curriculum "stifle[s] creativity, hinde}fhe development of analytical reasoning,
ma[kes] schooling a process of rote memorizatiomefningless facts, and drain[s] all
the job out of learning®

In this capitalistic society, both status and edion have been turned into
commodities. The private educational industry @ut® Korea is exploiting both the lack
of state funding for education and the social aiesecreated by "education fever."
These institutions seem to be marketing a slick fEaduct” that promises to assuage
competitive fears, but behind the corporate rheties the same empty "teach-for-the-
test” curriculum found in the public schools. Téesganizations also employ non-
professional foreign instructors, the majority dfiah have never taught before coming
to Korea. To compensate for these transient asHilled instructors, many hagwons
structure a rigid curriculum with monotonous classn methods, turning education into
an elaborate socialization ritual.

And what are the ends of this education system@ieats are ultimately
competing for a limited number of high paying jatagh top corporations or government
agencies. But economic and social inequality heensified over the last several
decades, and there is “a growing disparity” betwsanand poor measured by
consumption patterns, residential segregationaacdss to quality education, especially
quality higher educatioff- Not only are the numbers of impoverished and
underemployed still a problem, there has also le@easing unemployment and
growing job insecurity for white collar workers. dven still find it hard to compete in
the labor market? Over the past decade, Koreans have sufferedcéstframm less

protective labor laws, increased competition ingkidled labor market for fewer full-
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time jobs, and the introduction of neoliberal besis models, like increased use a
flexible, contingent, and low-paid labor force tisah be easily hired and fired in reaction
to business cyclé$. Plus, the educationally driven culture of Soutiré@ turns out
many more college graduates than can be adequatelipyed in the econoniy.

But schooling in South Korea has traditionally ih@dout social status and class,
not employment in the labor mark8t Koreans have had a "faith in education," seding i
as the only avenue to social advancement, if nm@wic opportunity® A successful
student not only raises his or her own statusataat brings social benefits to the entire
family. Thus, Denise Potrzeba Lett has arguedpbegonal motivations or economic
goals are not "the primary motivation" behind Karg€gursuit of education. Instead,

Koreans' "pursuit of education was more than angtleise a pursuit of statu¥."Lett

calls the modern manifestation of the process yaagbanization" of Korean society: "as
South Korea's middle class has become more afflitdrds come to exhibit
characteristics more typically associated with ppar rather than a middle cla$8.The
pursuit of formal education, especially higher eation, becomes the primary marker of
class distinction, which helps position an indiatwithin the highly regimented society
and labor market’ In this light, parents who send their childremégwonsand other
forms of private education are not necessarily hgiducation at all. It may be that
hagwonslike the educational system as a whole, meredgqant the appearance of
education under the guise of authority and traditidhus, the real product is social

status, a symbolic form of capital accumulated fadtending the right schools, reading

the right books, and performing the appropriateati’™
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