
The Korean Ministry of Education, Science and Technology
All MEST up?

Joseph Mondello

Global Leadership and Organization
Professor Dongjae Kim

December 15, 2008



Overview 
For  historical,  social  and  cultural  reasons,  education  holds  a  special  position  in  Korean 

society.  A rigorous education, marked by years of single-minded study tested in the crucible of a 
life-changing, all-encompassing examination has been a rite of passage for the high-bred Korean for 
centuries.   Since the advent of the Republic  of Korea education has retained its  central  role in 
society while gaining a new significance as a means of social mobility through universal education 
and a perceived meritocracy brought about by the focus on standardized testing.  At the same time, 
questions related to education have been applied to the other pressing issues of this modern nation. 
Two modern strains of thought have been especially influential on the development of the modern 
South Korean education system.   The first  of  these is  South Korean society's  the emphasis  on 
codifying Koreanness, fairness and, in recent years, balanced regional development.  The other is 
the focus on development, progress, and the development of South Korea as a leading nation with 
world-class institutions and human resources.  No government agency better reflects the interplay of 
these two opposing drives than the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology.  The Ministry 
has long been a battle ground over which the struggle between fostering the best and brightest and 
raising the standards of education for all has played out.  In this highly politicized environment the 
MEST has wrestled with serving out its mission while at the same time facing uncertainty over 
what that mission is.  The result has been stark, with Koreans seeking a startling percentage of their 
education  from sources  other  than  the  public  school  system,  including  private  institutions  and, 
increasingly the education systems of other nations.     Korean political institutions in general are 
highly reactive to public opinion, and the MEST is no exception.  History repeatedly shows the 
Ministry initiating poorly thought out, hasty policies based on public sentiment only to discontinue 
or abandon them later.  While the Korean Teachers Union and other civic groups offer concrete 
alternative visions of what the education system in Korea should be, the Ministry's relations with 
these groups follow the general pattern of antagonism, protest and suppression found elsewhere in 
South Korean political  discourse.  In this paper I intend to demonstrate  how the organizational 
structure of the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology developed, how it reflects broader 
trends in Korean society, and why this Ministry consistently fails to satisfy the very public whose 
will it attempts to carry out.

Historical Background

The Korean people have historically taken great interest in education.  The popular image of 
the aristocrat in the western imagination is a hunter, a sportsman, and a refined, active renaissance 
man.  This image has left a great impression on the history of western education, with the concept 
of the scholar-athlete,  the well rounded intellectual  with a variety of interests  and a rich active 
social life still the ideal in most western countries.  The aristocrats of the Joseon period eschewed 
physical activity as unbecoming of a royal.   The ideal  yangban was measured in all actions, in 
control of himself, and wholly devoted to the study of classics, not for practical application to real-
world problems (although such a school of thought did eventually appear) but because these traits 
were seen as essential to the rulers of an orderly society.  The necessity of esoteric, impractical 
knowledge for success in Korea was made manifest in the nature of the  gwageo, or civil service 
exam.  This examination, which required years of preparation to sit for, consisted principally of 
ancient Chinese ethical and historical  texts.  In order to pass this exam one needed to not only be 
intelligent but also to make a massive investment of effort and time.  Those who passed the exam 
were not the most intelligent.  They were the most dedicated, and the most diligent, and the most 
able to afford years of full-time study.  This diligence has remained the core element of the Korean 
educational ethos.
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Following the opening of Joseon-era Korea to foreign influence, western education, often in 
English,  flourished.   These  schools  were  typically  administered  by  the  government  or  by 
missionaries, and although their focuses varied, they tended to provide education to the children of 
the elite.   The top universities  of modern  South Korea,  including  the SKY Universities  (Seoul 
National,  Korea  and  Yonsei  Universities)  were  all  established  in  this  period.   The  focus  of 
education  in  Korea  shifted  during  the  Japanese  occupation  period,  beginning  in  1910.   The 
Japanese,  in an effort  to duplicate  their  own model of human capital  development,  placed their 
emphasis on offering more practical education to a broader segment of the population.  This came at 
the expense of elite education, which dwindled at this time.  Most Koreans seeking higher education 
in this period were forced to study at Japanese universities.

This is the background upon which the Ministry of Education was founded in 1948.  The 
Japanese occupation behind them, the people of South Korea faced an independent future with a set 
of problems,  including lack of infrastructure,  poverty and political  chaos,  for which one of the 
answers was seen as universal education (Embassy of the Republic of Korea).  The early Ministry 
of  Education  faced  a  series  of  challenges.   Although  an  education  system  had  existed  under 
Japanese rule, much of the administration had either left Korea or been politically marginalized. 
The Japanese had installed Japanese as the language of education in Korea, which meant that the 
Ministry  of  Education  would  need  to  develop  all  new  textbooks  and  curricula  in  the  Korean 
language.  The collapse of the system following the Japanese exit from the peninsula led to the 
Ministry taking a centralized approach to administration which has come to be one of its defining 
features and sets it apart from the education ministries of a majority of western countries and many 
non-western countries (e.g. Japan) which cede much of the policy making to local administrative 
levels.  Today's MEST retains a tight administrative grip, directly overseeing every aspect of the 
education system.

The Ministry's sixty year history is as tumultuous as that of the South Korean government at 
large.  As initially established, the Ministry of Education was devoted to education of the child as 
both a Korean citizen and a productive member of the industrial workforce, à la the Japanese model. 
Within  the curriculum focus  quickly shifted away from creative  subjects  and towards  practical 
subjects (math, science) and subjects which served to shape the mentality of students and instill in 
the populace a unified vision of their own place in Korean society and Korea's place in the world 
(social studies, ethics, Korean language and Korean history).  This change is reflected in the early 
decision to de-emphasize education in arts and culture with these subjects finally falling under the 
control of the Ministry of Culture in 1968 (Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism).  Two years 
later,  the  Bureau  of  Physical  Fitness  was  established.   Eleven years  after  that  the  Bureau  was 
transferred to the Ministry of Health.  

There  has  been  much  said  about  the  social  agenda  behind  South  Korea's  social  studies 
curriculum.  One of the early thought leaders in this regard was Yi Pom Suk, who began organizing 
nationalist youth groups in 1946 and whose 1948 book Nation and Youth proved to be extremely 
influential  on  the  composition  of  the  Korean  school  curriculum.   The  early  South  Korean 
government used childhood education as its main means of communicating many of the nationalist 
concepts which eventually became part of South Koreans' intellectual bedrock.  These concepts 
include the theory that Koreans are a pure race (단일민족국가); that all Koreans share an essential 
“national consciousness (민족의식) (Cumings); that Korea had been established by the legendary 
figure  Dangun;  and that  Korea's  history was defined  by struggle  against  neighboring  countries 
(“Shin Chae Ho”).  The Ministry of Education was saddled with a central role in disseminating 
these ideas to the Korean populace.

Thus the South Korean education system has always suffered from this contradiction at its 
core.  The goal of developing manpower through practical education clashes with that of reinforcing 
ethnic solidarity and societal order.  Subjects representing both sides of this equation are tested in 
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the same multiple choice format, an echo of the Joseon-era gwageo exam.  In order to encourage 
competition the Ministry of Education oversees a single life-changing college entrance examination, 
called  the  suneung in  Korean,  for  which  students prepare  from childhood and based on which 
options and opportunities are opened to students.  This one exam occupies a key position in Korean 
life, and many come to view taking the exam as a pivotal point in their lives.  It is the central place 
of this and other exams in Korean life which in many ways comes to bind all of the actions of the 
Ministry of Education Science and Technology, the subject of this paper.

Criticisms of the South Korean Education System

There are many views on the nature of South Korean education, but it is far more common 
to hear criticism than praise.  Korean education, to be fair, is saddled with a number of difficult 
tasks.  It must prepare the people of Korea for challenging economic circumstances, fairly, while 
reinforcing and defining Korean identity and providing a means of measuring individual students' 
abilities.  It must do all of these things in a challenging and contentious political landscape, and it 
must consistently provide the best possible education to each successive class of students, making 
radical  fundamental  change difficult.   Most common criticisms of the Korean education system 
surround its  excessive focus  on testing,  its  intense competition  and the tendency to  discourage 
creativity in favor of rote learning.  These criticisms, some more valid than others, point out the 
major points of discontent for Korean parents, thinkers and industry, but they ignore one important 
question: do these traits of the education system prepare students for success in Korean society? 
Success in Korea is often defined by the ability to pass exams which are more tests of will than of 
knowledge.  Competition is a fact of life in a crowded country of fifty million increasingly well 
educated  people  with  a  shrinking  industrial  sector  and  continuing  shift  towards  a  knowledge 
economy.  As for rote learning, it is perhaps more difficult to defend, but the fact remains that a 
talent at rote memorization does require practice and can be quite useful.

The point is, these observations and criticisms merely graze the surface of a very complex 
set of circumstances.  South Korea's education system is often described as being 'in crisis', and yet 
it  continues  to  be  a  driver  of  the  country's  economic  success.   Korean  students  frequently 
outperform those of countries perceived to have better education systems.  To properly understand 
the discontent with the Korean education system, it may help to look at those most dissatisfied.

Many citizens have issued a vote of no confidence in the education system by opting out. 
The  term  'educational  refugee'  is  used,  perhaps  somewhat  tongue-in-cheek,  to  describe  South 
Korean citizens who are sent to other countries for their education because of doubt over the quality 
of  domestic  education.   The  number  of  Korean  students  in  the  U.S.  alone  tops  100,000,  and 
accounts for a full 10% of all foreign students in the country.  One survey found that 48.3 percent of 
those over 20 with children wanted to send them overseas to study (The Korea Times, Oct. 17, 
2008) and the trend has only accelerated in recent years as income levels have risen and more of 
those parents have been able to make good on their desire to educate their children abroad.  In the 
two year period from 2005 to 2007, the number of Korean elementary students studying abroad 
doubled (The Korea Times, Jun. 18, 2008).  Despite these growing trends, there are difficulties. 
Koreans are the third largest group of foreign students at Harvard and achieve similar statistics at 
other Ivy League schools, and yet Korean students also drop out of these same schools at a higher 
rate than any other nationality (The Korea Times, Oct. 3, 2008).  Samuel S. Kim, the author of the 
doctoral  dissertation  which  described  this  high  drop-out  rate  attributes  the  numbers  to  Korean 
parents' excessive focus on academic achievement over extracurricular, social and charity activities, 
but  others have interpreted  the data  differently.   Writer  Michael  Hurt  has extensive experience 
working in several of the elite foreign language high schools attended by many Korean students 
who go on to attend top schools in the U.S.  According to Hurt “The problem is that Korean kids 
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are quite  good at  the standardized  testing  that  gets  them into American  colleges,  but what  the 
schools cranking them out don't do is prepare them to do all the work after they get in the door.”

For those without the means or the inclination to send their children abroad for education, a 
massive extracurricular education industry has developed in Korea.  These private institutions teach 
any subject currently tested.  It is not uncommon for a Korean middle or high-school student to rush 
to such schools as soon as the regular school day is over and study at as many as three or four 
schools in a single day before returning home late in the evening.  Attending these institutes is 
considered so essential to education that typically only the most financially disadvantaged do not 
enroll.  The focus of the majority of these schools is test preparation, with education for elementary 
students more foundational, and that of middle and high school students increasingly focusing on 
test performance.

The  Ministry  of  Education  faces  constant  public  challenge  over  these  issues.   Ministry 
policies and actions are often the subject of headline news closely followed by the public.  In this 
highly visible atmosphere it is difficult for the Ministry to maintain a solid point of view, and public 
and political considerations often trump policy goals.

Politics and Vision Don't Mix

The Ministry of Education,  Science, and Technology also faces a unique set of political 
challenges.  It is said that there are three broadly defined types of governments (U.S. Constitution 
Online).  The British type pursues as its main focus the reflection of the ruling party's view and the 
realization of their goals.  The American type has as its main focus adherence to a constitution.  The 
ruling  party  may interpret  that  constitution  but  are  prevented  from radically  rewriting  it.   The 
French type of government seeks to express the will of the public at any given point in time.  The 
South Korean government is of this last type.  In terms of reaction time, such governments are 
superb.  In areas such as IT infrastructure that experience rapid change this type of government is at 
a great advantage, as evidenced by the recent history of South Korea.  But South Korea's education 
system demonstrates the flip-side of the equation, that the ability of the government to respond with 
startling speed to those issues which have caught public attention can be both a blessing and a curse. 

The MEST's website features a diagram entitled 'Vision'.  At the bottom of the diagram are 
the  words  'Fortify  the  united  capabilities  of  Ministry of  Science  and Technology',  with  arrows 
pointing upwards through a series of boxes and bubbles with headings such as 'Reconsider  the 
satisfaction of school education',  tenuously linked and all pointing towards the top of the chart, 
featuring the phrases 'Revive the education and build a leading country in science and technology' 
and 'Build a first class advanced country'.  This all lacks the brevity that is the key quality of the 
typical vision statement, with a total of twenty stated goals across six categories.  Many of these 
stated goals are true vision statements, for example, inspiring scientists, making 'happy schools', and 
'promoting basic foundation research'.  Others are esoteric.  It is doubtful whether anyone in the 
MEST to explain what 'Propel united growing projects' may mean.  Many others, however, are 
simply tactics or plans.  In particular, under the heading 'Build self-regulated, diversified education 
system',  the  three  items  listed  are  'Reinforce  local  self-education';  'Diversify  high  school  300 
project'; and 'College entrance 3-step self-regulation'.
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The Ministry may not be entirely to blame for 
the mixed message that it's sending.  Its 'Vision' 
diagram appears to be based on a common template 
shared by other Ministries, suggesting that its creation 
was mandated by government policy rather than 
generated from within.  Incidentally, the current 
president of South Korea, Lee Myung Bak, initially 
threatened to abolish several Ministries in an effort to 
streamline the government and cleanse it of entrenched 
elements, the Ministry of Education included.  In the 
end he had to settle for the typical South Korean 
political purge, finding excuses to gently nudge out 
those in control at the Ministry and installing his own 
people within two months of the inauguration 
(JoongAng Daily, Jan. 4, 2008).

It is perhaps easier to get a picture of the 
current administration's vision for the Ministry by 
looking at the words of those at the helm of the 
Ministry.  In a November, 2007 interview in 
Diplomacy magazine, then Minister of Education Kim 
Shinil spoke mostly of fostering top talent and elite 
research skills in Korea, citing the Brain Korea 21 
project for funding cutting edge research and The New
University  of  Regional  Innovation  Project,  which  seeks  to  develop  elite  world-class  talent  in 
narrowly defined fields at regional universities.  Kim stressed that, in order for these efforts to be 
successful they must be cost effective, with a focus on practical R&D.  In May of 2008, the next 
Minister of Education Kim Doh-Yeon gave an interview with the JoongAng Daily detailing his 
educational philosophy.   His vision echoes in many ways those of education ministries in other 
countries.  Kim stresses the need for gradual progress in the system rather than rapid change.  Most 
tellingly, Kim says “Larger side-effects can occur if the central government has to take measures on 
every little issue.”  The implications are interesting.  The MEST currently takes measures on every 
little issue, and has done so since its inception.  Minister Kim clearly knows this fact, and likely 
believes what he said in the interview, and yet the knowledge of the way things should be has not 
translated into change.  

The Ministry's dealings with unions follows the general trend of Korean society.  The Korea 
Teacher's Union, which claims 27% of the nation's teachers as members, is both liberal and highly 
nationalistic like all Korean labor unions.  The Union supports a less test-based, more open and 
nurturing education system of the kind found in most western countries, and yet it also pushes a 
highly liberal political agenda which loses it support among the government and the general public. 
It  glorifies  its  own pro-democracy,  anti-dictatorship  pedigree  to  the detriment  of  its  bargaining 
power and credibility, despite offering concrete solutions that are agreed upon in principle by all 
parties involved, including Ministry officials and the public.  It is another case of everyone knowing 
the right  answer and nobody being able  to do anything  about  it.   The KTU's activities  consist 
primarily  of protesting and mobilizing  students in  nationalist  and/or  liberal  movements  such as 
2008's protests against US beef.  The question of sitting down to discuss education reform is never 
addressed by the Ministry, which maintains a contentious collective agreement with the KTU that 
serves as a bone of contention and frequent battleground for both sides. The tragedy is that the KTU 
shares common goals with the Ministry of Education and even agrees with them on the possible 
solutions to the problem, but the two sides are unable to reach an agreement because of the broader 
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context of government-union relations.   The two sides seem bound to reenact the same pointless 
struggle without end.

Korean government  officials  are held under close scrutiny for any perceived  corruption. 
One needs only to consider that the English word 'lobby' has been borrowed into Korean (로비) 
with a similar meaning but a strong connotation of wrongdoing, and that public figures regularly 
come under fire for having been 'lobbied'.  The mere appearance of lobbying in Korea is enough to 
derail a political career, at least temporarily.   That is why one must question the wisdom of the 
Ministry's decision to provide special subsidies to any schools visited by senior Ministry officials 
around Teacher's Day (May 15) in 2008.  Officials were told this in order to encourage them to visit 
schools and speak with teachers, a part of their job in which they had in the past been negligent in 
the past.  The majority of officials visited their own alma maters or the schools of their children, 
and some of them explained to school officials the arrangement the Ministry had made to provide 
them with subsidies.   When this  policy became a public  scandal  under  the headline  “Ministry 
officials offered money to their kids’ schools”, the Ministry's reaction was to punish those officials 
who had explained the arrangement to the schools they'd visited while maintaining that the policy 
had  been  put  in  place  to  encourage  the  officials  to  visit  schools.   In  the  words  of  a  Ministry 
spokesman “Thinking about it now, it was a very bad idea. But we didn’t think of it that way at the 
time.” 

One of the clearest  examples  in recent memory of the detrimental  effects  of politics  on 
education in South Korea is the long drama surrounding the establishment of the nation's first law 
schools.  As with all sought-after professions in Korea, those wishing to enter the legal profession 
in Korea are required to sit for an arduous examination.  There is no qualifying score for the exam: 
a quota system is in effect which sets the number of people to pass the exam each year.  One's 
chances of passing the exam vary from year to year depending on the severity of competition: the 
same score may get one into the chosen quota in one year but not in another.  What sets the legal 
profession apart from others is that the government has in the past prevented the establishment of 
law schools.  The quota, currently set at 1,000 new lawyers per year, and the restrictions on law 
schools have resulted in the limiting of Korea's legal services market to well under demand.  The 
Korean Bar Association estimates that even raising the quota to 3,000 per year would not satisfy the 
demand for lawyers.  As a result of this shortage nearly half of the cities, counties and districts in 
Korea currently have no lawyers (Kim Kwang Rok).

The movement to establishment law schools in Korea was begun in 1995 and championed 
by  the  Korea  Bar  Association.   This  group  has  also  long  lobbied  for  the  current  quota  to  be 
increased in order to expand access to legal services for all citizens.  These joint objectives were 
proposed in order to introduce more American-style accessibility into the Korean legal system.  The 
law school proposal turned out to be more politically acceptable than the proposal to raise the quota, 
and the two efforts were decoupled at an early stage, with the KBA focusing its efforts on the 
establishment of law schools.  Still, some of the most ardent proponents of law schools in Korea 
point out that, without a lifting or easing of the quotas, the law schools alone will do nothing to 
improve the quality of Korea's lawyers.  The schools will be bound to teach to the test, meaning that 
in the end their curricula will be no different from existing undergraduate law programs, which are 
geared primarily towards Bar exam preparation.

The abandonment of the quota relief effort was not the only political compromise made to 
bring Korean law schools into existence.  The original law school plan called for the establishment 
of three tiers  of law schools at  universities  designated as appropriate.   The National  Assembly 
finally approved the plan in July of 2007.  In February of 2008, the newly elected Lee Myung Bak 
administration stipulated that  law schools should be located in each province in the interest  of 
balanced regional development.  Then Minister of Education Kim Shinil pushed forward with the 
plan  as  it  had  been  previously  set  out,  leaving  South  Gyeongsang,  South  Jeolla  and  South 
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Chungcheong  provinces  without  law  schools.   As a  result,  Kim was  made  to  resign  from his 
position, and replaced with current Education Minister Kim Doh-yeon (Joongang Daily,  Feb. 6, 
2008).

The difference between initial intention and final result is stark in this case.  The original 
goal, to create a more accessible legal system by broadening education and raising the number of 
trained lawyers in the country contrasts with the establishment of law schools without a change in 
the  Bar  exam quota  system.   The end result  is  further  tightening  the  legal  services  market  by 
creating a new level of qualification, a degree from a prestigious law school, that will set some 
Korean lawyers above others in the future while doing nothing to improve access to legal services. 
These changes came about due to the Ministry's inability to escape its focus on standardized testing.

In October of 2008 the Korean government performed an audit on itself, a very public, very 
heated event in which Ministries are called to task for their actions, evaluated, and publicly shamed 
(Yonhap News, Oct. 8, 2008).  After the traditional criticism of the previous ten years' mistakes, 
Democratic Party Assemblyman Kim Jin Pyo asked the Minister of Education “What do you think 
of my bill to invest five trillion Won per year to raise the competitiveness of the nation's colleges, 
which is the root cause of all the education problems in Korea?”  No one corrected him.

English and its Discontents

Lack  of  consistency  has  been  a  defining  quality  of  the  MEST's  recent  policy  towards 
English in recent years.  For years the government's official policy towards English has been to 
focus on reading and writing.   The logic behind this decision was solid.   The vast majority of 
Koreans' exposure to English is in written form, whether that be email, textbooks, technical manuals 
or print media.  By gearing the English education system to developing these skills, the government 
could  make  the  claim that  it  was  fulfilling  the  primary  educational  need  of  its  citizens.   The 
structure of tests like the Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC) emphasize the 
domestic  focus  of  English  education  in  Korea.   TOEIC is  the  most  widely used gauge of  job 
applicants'  English skills  in Korea.   Due to the intensely competitive nature of the job market, 
employers are often required to use this examination to weed out job applicants even when English 
is completely irrelevant to the job being offered.

While written English comprehension is still crucial to success in Korea, a shift in attitude 
has occurred in the public.  Comments by the current Education Minister, Kim Doh-yeon, reflect 
the current attitude regarding English education in South Korea: “The government’s intention is to 
enable people to carry out English conversations easily by the time they complete mandatory public 
education.   Speaking English well  isn’t  easy.  The government  policy is  not  to put an absolute 
emphasis on English but to change English education here so it focuses on listening and speaking.”

There are many obvious problems with this plan.  The average Korean student has very little 
opportunity to speak English outside of the classroom.  While some schools currently teach English 
in the English language, the typical Korean student currently receives no classes taught in English. 
The fact remains that the majority of Koreans remain far more likely to encounter written than 
spoken English, and a focus on spoken English may come at the expense of the ability to access 
knowledge written in English.  The utility of this focus on spoken English is questionable.  Finally 
and most crucially, it is exceedingly difficult to test spoken English skills.  

With  standardized  testing at  the core of  Korean education,  the question of  testability  is 
crucial to any addition to the school curriculum.  One need only look to the example of the writing 
exam.  Writing skills were stressed in the late 90s as an alternative or complement to standardized 
testing as a means of distinguishing high-quality students. It was reasoned that students who had 
mastered their subjects and were able to write convincing, logical papers based on that knowledge 
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were better candidates for college admissions than those that merely achieved high scores through 
memorization.   At its  core was an earnest  effort  to escape from standardized testing and move 
towards a more comprehensive, holistic view of the student.  The result, of course, was the rapid 
establishment  of  private  institutes  devoted  to  the  teaching  of  formulaic  answers  to  such  essay 
questions.  Students who had prepared in such a way were indistinguishable from those with actual 
writing skills.   These schools teach a standard essay style  that,  if  followed,  would guarantee a 
satisfactory score, and thus defeated the purpose of the writing exam itself.  There is every reason to 
expect that the same would occur with respect to a spoken English exam, with students learning to 
deliver the answers that provide the most points while avoiding answers that may betray the limits 
of their abilities.

The question over the direction of English education in Korea reached a crescendo at the 
beginning of 2008 with the inauguration of Lee Myung Bak.  One of Lee's campaign promises was 
to provide classes in English in public schools throughout the country.  Something of a visionary 
leader,  Lee refused to acknowledge the fact  that  people with the required English skills  simply 
didn't  exist  in  the  numbers  required  by  his  pledge.   In  March  of  2008,  two  months  into  his 
administration,  Lee  conceded that  English  immersion  education  was 'impossible'  given  existing 
resources.   Lee  reinterpreted  his  own campaign pledge,  saying  "What  I  meant  was  that  public 
English education should be able to fill the gap between those who have been abroad and received 
expensive classes and those who haven't. English is needed to be competitive but I do not want 
people  to  run  to  cram schools  to  catch  up.''  (Korea  Times,  Mar.  21,  2008).   The  Ministry  of 
Education  at  this  time  refused  to  make  a  statement  to  the  effect  that  the  capacity  for  English 
immersion  education  was  insufficient,  instead  saying  that  it  had  assessed  public  opinion  and 
determined that resources should be placed in programs likely to have the greatest impact.  Those 
programs chosen over English immersion  were online English education  for  sixteen schools in 
agricultural and fishing villages and four million won scholarships for 74,000 university students 
from the lowest income bracket.

This move away from English immersion and towards these two programs to help the least 
advantaged students in Korea is interesting.  Immersion was popular among the middle class, which 
is burdened with a large proportion of the six trillion won that Koreans spend on English education 
every year.  The alternative plans chosen do nothing to benefit this group, which was instrumental 
in Lee's election.  This suggests that, seeing the hopelessness of Lee's English immersion promise, 
the Ministry was called upon to offer an alternative and that the alternative chosen came from 
within the Ministry rather than from the presidential administration or from public opinion polls.  If 
this is the case, the result of this failed presidential initiative demonstrates a possible window into 
what the Ministry's own vision for education in Korea might be.  

If the aftermath of the English immersion eruption stands as an example of the Ministry 
skirting politicians to achieve its own goals, the movement to create English Villages stands as a 
perfect example of Ministry policy hijacked by political considerations.  The first major English 
Village was established in Paju, Gyeonggi Province.  Part Disney World, part Space Camp, part 
Colonial Williamsburg, the English Village is an attempt to stem the outward flow of education 
dollars by parents seeking English immersion for their children by building an environment where 
students  can  be  surrounded by spoken English  without  leaving  the  country.   The  first  English 
village was a huge initial success, and soon every region in the country was developing  a plan for 
its  own  total  immersion  English  village.   In  the  name  of  balanced  regional  development,  the 
Ministry was driven to grant licenses to nearly every English village proposal without regard to 
market considerations, such as whether or not there was a student pool large enough to sustain the 
villages  or whether they served overlapping markets.   The English Village craze peaked at  the 
construction  of  21  large-scale  English  villages  around  the  country  and  countless  smaller  scale 
immersion facilities.  Although initial hopes ran high, the revenue never materialized, and as of 
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September 2008 every one of the 21 English villages in the country was operating at a loss.
While  the  desire  to  learn  conversational  English  remains  strong  in  Korea,  there  are 

disagreements about the nest way to achieve the goal.  The past ten years has seen a huge influx of 
native speakers of English coming to Korea to teach spoken English.  While many welcome them as 
a necessary part of English education, others fear that low standards and unsatisfactory recruitment 
methods lead to the entrance of so-called 'unqualified English teachers'.  The Ministry's response to 
the 2007 discovery that a man later arrested for molesting his English students in Thailand had been 
teaching in English was to drastically increase the visa requirements for native English teachers. 
The Ministry required that all  incoming English teachers  submit  to an in-person interview at a 
Korean consulate in their home country and provide a criminal background check.  Ignored was the 
fact  that  these  additional  requirements  would  not  have  caught  the  teacher  who  started  the 
controversy in the first place, as he had no criminal record.  The initial Ministry mandated visa 
requirements were so strict that applicants from some country were actually unable to apply for 
visas to teach in Korea and had to be eased, another instance of the Ministry of Education putting 
public sentiment before thoughtful planning.
Intended to be the Ministry of Education's slam dunk plan to provide English education, the English 
Program In Korea (EPIK) Program was created to provide a native English speaking teacher to 
every school in the nation by 2010 (한국일보, Nov. 12, 2007).  The program has been viewed by 
many as a success, especially in terms of the quality of teachers that it brings to the country by 
offering pay and accommodations superior to those of the typical English institute.  The Ministry 
promotes these high quality teachers with public relations offensives and by issuing awards such as 
'best native English teacher in Korea', awarded in 2008 to Michael Balfour, a teacher in Jeju City 
(제주투데이, Nov. 12, 2008).  The good name of the program have been tarnished, however, by 
problems of teacher supply.  In 2008 there have been a number of salacious news articles about 
alleged drug use and sex abuse by English teachers in public schools.  The Ministry's response, 
while accurate, is insufficient.  The Ministry asserted that EPIK will be expanded to include every 
school in the country by 2010, but at the moment EPIK provides only 9.9% of the nation's schools 
with English teachers, the rest being provided by agencies of questionable repute which may fail to 
provide top quality teachers.  This excuse is particularly weak considering that it is the Ministry 
which oversees the actions of such agencies, thus placing ultimate responsibility back in the 
Ministry's hands.

College Entrance Exam Blues

As the case of English demonstrates, the Ministry of Education has a very bad track record 
of following through on its policy decisions.  The regularity with which the Ministry changes its 
positions  and  abandons  its  goals  is  matched  only  by  the  inconsistency  of  the  projections  and 
statements made by its top officials.  This simple common outcome is actually the result of a highly 
complex interplay of political, cultural and social factors.

While  English is  the most  talked about example of the general  trend of uncertainty and 
vacillation that one finds in the Ministry of Education's actions, the most drastic example of how the 
shifting sands of education policy in Korea can harm is that of the 'specimen room 89ers' ('표본실 
89년생').  For students born in 1989, the effect of repeated changes in government education policy 
led to wasted time, wasted youth, and misdirected energy.  The Ministry's education plan for this 
class was released in October of 2004 and presented significant changes from previous years.  The 
'cut line' for elite schools were lowered, and the relative importance of school records was raised 
over college entrance exam scores.  Many students who had focused on achieving high entrance 
exam scores at the expense of their school grades were believed to be disadvantaged by this change, 
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which the government made in the name of leveling.  The government soon found that entrance 
exam scores and school records alone were insufficient  in locating what it  defined as 'the best 
students' and a plan was released in the 89ers' second of three years of high school to emphasize 
writing skills as a further method of determining the best students.  In order to compensate, the 
Ministry of Education forced top universities to lower their minimum entrance exam score.  The 
result of these repeated changes were, predictably, chaos.  

Note that this was not the first time that the college entrance question became a national 
issue.  Prior to the 2001 college entrance exam, Ministry officials had made statements indicating 
that the exam need not be as difficult as it had been in the past.  The reason they cited was the fact 
that the exam was a mere indicator of a student's future ability to commit him or herself to study 
rather than a test of knowledge or intelligence.  Following these announcements, daily newspapers 
conducted public opinion surveys in which they found that most parents opposed the new, easier 
exams.  The Ministry's reaction was to follow the will of the people by issuing the most difficult 
exam of all time.  The average score for the 2001 college entrance exam was 60 points below that of 
the previous year.  Public reaction to the government'  sudden about face was so severe that the 
Minster  of  Education  and  others  involved  in  the  development  of  the  exam publicly  bowed  in 
apology to the Korean people (University News Network).

The story of Korean college entrance doesn't end with college entrance criteria.  There is an 
additional question of school choice, not in terms of a student's ability to choose the school they 
attend but rather the discretion of schools to choose students.  This question came to the forefront in 
2007, when colleges  began pushing for more ability to develop their  own criteria  for choosing 
students.  The Ministry initially strongly opposed this move, citing the fact that the Ministry is 
currently in total control of the proportions of each criterion that enters into the student selection 
process.  

Continued pressure from universities and the entrance of the Lee Myung Bak administration 
led to a change in the Ministry's official position.  Lee planned to change college admissions with  a 
number of new policies. He pledged to decrease the number of subjects from seven to five, and 
vowed that  universities  would  have  full  autonomy with  regard  to  both admissions  criteria  and 
student  recruitment  (by  region,  income  bracket,  etc.).   Lee  threatened  to  abolish  the  Ministry 
altogether, and subsequently softened his stance to merely severely downsizing the Ministry.  None 
of these pledges came to pass.  The Ministry itself eventually announced that it would allow school 
choice in January of 2008, but the announcement wasn't followed up with concrete action (The 
Korea Times, Jan. 2, 2008).  In July of the same year the Minister of Education embarrassed himself 
and the Ministry by telling a Conference on College Education that the Ministry would ensure that 
student bodies reflected the broader society, and two hours later telling a group of professors that 
the Ministry would 'protect school freedom'.  At the conference he vowed to raise the weight of 
school records from  30% to 50% in the college entrance process, while he told the professors' 
group that schools should be able to determine the weight of entrance criteria.  Finally, at a third 
meeting two days later he said the Ministry would raise the weight of school records to 40-60% (매
일경제, Jul. 7, 2008).

Do these inconsistencies demonstrate pandering, or do they reflect a lack of concrete ideas at 
the heart of the Ministry's education policies?  The fact that the numbers changed within two days 
suggests a good deal of the former, while the assertion that the Ministry would grant school choice 
even as the issue of what weight to give school records was clearly being considered suggests the 
former.  Both situations spell trouble for the Ministry.
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Education Refugees

A staggering number of Koreans choose to educate  their  children abroad,  most  of them 
sending their children to western countries such as Canada, the United States and New Zealand. 
These consumers of primary education vote with their pocketbooks, often spending  a very large 
portion of their income to do so.  In order to look at the ways in which the South Korean education 
system as managed by the Ministry of Education fails to serve the public to its satisfaction, it is 
essential to compare the Ministry to the education ministries of the systems with which it competes.

The Ministry of Education has a very complex stated vision, described above. One is struck 
by the lack of overt vision statements on the websites of competing educational authorities, defined 
here narrowly as those of the U.S., Canada and New Zealand.  In these cases the mission of the 
education system is unstated, implying a societal consensus on the basic elements of a high quality 
education.  The case of the United States Department of Education is highly illustrative.  No Child 
Left Behind is the Bush administration's education reform policy initiative.  Enacted in 2001, No 
Child Left Behind Act details a suite of regulations designed to close a perceived educational gap 
between the rich and poor in America.  Early childhood education is stressed as essential to the 
prevention of greater learning difficulties at later  stages.  The program stresses parental  choice. 
School and teacher evaluation scores are made more accessible to parents,  and school mobility is 
encouraged as both a means to improve children's chances for a high quality education and as an 
impetus for change at failing schools.  Private schools are placed in greater competition with public 
schools.  The program has attempted to apply the principles of the marketplace to the American 
public education system, an effort that many in the system have reacted negatively to.  No Child 
Left Behind is a politically motivated policy which applies a Republican worldview to education. 
Nonetheless, for our purposes it is more relevant to note the aspects of the education system that the 
policy  does  not  address.   No  Child  Left  Behind  is  concerned  only  with  the  means  by  which 
educational excellence is achieved.  The definition of what constitutes educational excellence is left 
an unquestioned given.  The same is true of other Department of Education programs, including the 
American Competitiveness Initiative (ACI),  which 'aims to strengthen education in the U.S. by 
improving math and science education, foreign language studies, and high schools.'  The initiative 
stresses  math,  science  and  foreign  language  education  without  calling  into  question  the 
fundamentals of what education is all about.

Korea's  Ministry  of  Education  is  also  unique  in  that  its  website  prominently  features  a 
message  board-style  comment  function,  through  which  the  public  can  express  its  opinion  on 
individual policies.  Other education ministry websites lack this feature.  Ironically, the Ministry's 
relatively low-traffic  bulletin  board is  likely the least  active  venue for discussion about  MEST 
policy, with the majority of this discussion being played out in the papers, the National Assembly 
and in countless homes and offices.

The  list  of  features  that  all  of  these  education  systems  share  and Korea's  system lacks 
include  a  holistic  approach  to  education,  a  focus  on  critical  thinking  and  creativity,  and  a 
commitment to a well-rounded liberal arts education as a foundation for further studies.  If these 
things  are  so  in  demand  among  those  Koreans  most  able  to  afford  them,  why  can't  they  be 
introduced to the Korean education system?

What's Wrong?
Koreans are known wherever they go for their passion for education.  This diligence and 

passion for education  is not the core of education.  Such diligence can be applied to education 
systems good and bad, to the learning of both the useful and the useless.  The gwageo exam and the 
culture it inspired lives on in Korea in many forms.  High school students devote their youth to the 
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memorization of vast bodies of information in order to successfully pass the suneung, the national 
college entrance examination.  Those who wish to become a civil servant today are required to take 
a comprehensive exam encompassing subjects of little relevance to the job itself.  The fireman's 
exam,  for  example,  includes  sections  testing  both  English  and  Korean  history.   Even  large 
companies,  most  notably Samsung,  administer  their  own tests.   Study guides  for the SamSung 
Aptitude Test (SSAT) can be bought wherever books are sold.  It is the implied consensus that 
mastering vast bodies of information is a prerequisite for the most attractive positions in society and 
the demonstrated ability to do so is one of the best criteria for selection of top candidates from 
among large pools of applicants. 

James  Collins'  Good to  Great  discusses  the  'hedgehog  concept',  a  focus  on  one  simple 
practice  or process that  one does so well  that  all  the clever  counter-measures  in  the world are 
rendered  useless  against  it.   In  the  field  of  education,  one  may  imagine  that  the  most  likely 
hedgehog concept would be 'provide a high quality education', and in most every case that would be 
a correct assumption.  Unfortunately, for a number of reasons that is simply not possible in South 
Korea.  Because of the position that the existing education system occupies in society there is little 
chance for fundamental change.  It is unthinkable that the college entrance exam be dismantled and 
few Koreans would agree with any such proposal.  Because of the passion of the Korean parent, any 
possible replacement for the college entrance exam would be subject to the same strategic studying 
that has turned the suneung into a no holds barred memorization competition.  Most people know 
what the problem is, they've seen the solution profiled on TV news magazine programs and they 
actively seek the right kind of education,  finances permitting.   And yet  the system itself resists 
change.

Despite the commonly heard sentiment that the focus on testing is detrimental to the future 
of education in Korea, the situation is getting worse rather than better.  In October of 2008 the 
government revived a suneung-like exam for third grade elementary school students that had been 
abandoned ten years previously.  The reaction from the Korean Teachers Union and some parents 
was outrage, and some parents and teachers boycotted the exam.  The parents of nearly 600,000 
students at 5,756 schools, however, made sure their children were ready for the exam (The Korea 
Times, Oct. 8, 2008).  

So who are the vested interests keeping the country test-based?  Does the Ministry benefit 
from failing to provide the kind of education that parents know they should prefer?  Do parents of 
children who test well and those whose success in life began with a high suneung score perpetuate 
the system?  The answer is that, for all the arguments against the college entrance exam as it exists 
today, it does what it is designed to do, which is rank every graduating high school student in in 
indisputable  order  from top  to  bottom in  a  way which  is  more  or  less  fair,  if  only  on  paper. 
Whether or not that is what's wanted by the individual students or needed by industry, that is what 
South Korea, an extremely low trust and class conscious society with exacting standards of fairness, 
demands of the Ministry of Education.

What's Right?

It is impossible to label the Ministry of Education a failure.  Korean students consistently 
rank in the top of international math and science skills rankings and the Korean economy rests on 
the back of Korea's disciplined, hard working and well educated population.  The point of this paper 
thus far has been to enumerate what is wrong with the system, but the fact remains that Korea's 
education system has played a role in the development of the country.  Furthermore, the Ministry of 
Education has shown itself to be aware of the direction in which it must move in the future, as have 
the Korean Teachers Union and the Korean public.  Furthermore in the wake of Lee Myung Bak's 
attempt to institute English language education the Ministry demonstrated that it has a vision of its 
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role, however infrequently it may have the opportunity to express that vision.  The building blocks 
for change are all there.  

What's Next?

The potential for education reform in Korea is palpable.  The public is unhappy with the 
current  system.  Every political  party makes  education reform a top priority.   But is  education 
reform likely to succeed in the Korean political environment?  The conclusion of this paper is that 
education reform is likely to fail for reasons having nothing to do with education.  Political realities 
make education  reform in Korea  impossible,  simply because a  more  modern  education  system 
would require evaluation methods too subjective to satisfy Korea's low trust culture.  Parents would 
never accept their children's grades if they felt that there was any room for negotiation.  Decreasing 
the difficulty  of  the college  entrance  exam and raising the weighting of  writing scores,  school 
records or any other criterion would raise the fairness question to a level of prominence that would 
nullify any of the perceived benefits of a more comprehensive evaluation.

That said, solutions should be sought to the problems of fairness, fostering the elite versus 
raising the standard, balanced regional development, the prominence of standardized testing that 
take the sociopolitical landscape into account rather than throwing an egg against a rock.

Ministry  of  education  policies  most  likely  to  work  are  those  that  achieve  the  goal  of 
improving the education system while still keeping the political environment in mind.  The future of 
education  should  be  to  synthesize  the  need  for  elite,  world-class  education  with  the  political 
demands  of  fairness  and balanced  regional  development.   Projects  like  the  New University  of 
Regional  Innovation  Project,  which  brings  the  needs  of  the  education  system in  line  with  the 
conditions of Korean politics by attempting to foster elite programs within the context of balanced 
regional development, are a step in the right direction.
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