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European Language Teaching in Korea 

 
According to medieval records, the state of Gojoseon was 

founded in 2333 BCE1 by Dangun in the Northern part of 

the Korean Peninsula. Foreign language teaching in Korea 

probably began when China’s Han Empire defeated 

Gojoseon and established military outposts, around 108 BCE. 

These soon fell, however, and the Korean state of Goguryeo 

was established ca. 37 BCE. The spread of Buddhism to Korea 

during the Former Qin Dynasty, in 372 CE, continued the 

influx of Chinese as a foreign language and by the 5th century, 

Koreans were writing with Chinese characters and borrowing 

a large number of Chinese words (Hanja), which now 

represent about 60% of the Korean vocabulary. Chinese 

continued as the most important foreign language until 

English took over after 1945 CE (Kwon, Oryang, 2003).  

Official foreign language education in European languages 

began in 1883 CE, with the opening of Dongmunhak (同文學), 

the first official English school, though European languages 

had probably been taught privately since 1836 CE, when three 

French Catholic priests (Maubant, Imbert, and Chastan) came 

to Korea. The priests were executed in 1839 CE, but their 

successors published a Korean-French Dictionary in 1860 CE, 

with about 30,000 entries and 690 pages. In 1881 CE, a Korean 

grammar book was published in French by the Société des 

Missions É trangères de Paris.  

The 1880s and 1890s represented a seminal period for 

language teaching and saw the founding of a number of 

foreign language schools. The Foreign Language School was 

established in 1886 and introduced formal teaching in French 

in 1895. An English Language School opened in 1894, and was 

followed one year later by a French Language School, a Japanese 

Language School, and (after the Government Foreign Language School System Law of 1895), the 

Government Foreign Language School, in which courses were offered in Japanese, Chinese, English, 

French, German, and Russian. A Russian Language School was founded in 1896, a Chinese Language 

School in 1897, and a German Language School in 1898. On November 1, 1897, the first French 

teacher, Emile Martel was invited from France (Kwon, Oryang, 2003: 2). 

                                           

1 This paper adopts the denotations CE (Current Era) and BCE (Before Current Era) instead of AD and BC. 

FIGURE 1: 

The state of Gojoseon 

FIGURE 2: 

The state of Goguryeo 
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At this time ‘The Hermit Kingdom’ was the subject of pressure from various countries: Japan 

forced the Joseon dynasty to open its ports and sign the Treaty of Ganghwa in 1876; The southern 

island of Geomundo was occupied by the British Navy in 1885; and China and Japan entered 

into the First Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895), much of which was fought on the Korean peninsula. 

The Chinese defeat led to the Treaty of Shimonoseki, which guaranteed Korea's independence from 

China. However, in 1895, Empress Myeongseong (or "Queen Min") was assassinated by Japanese 

agents and the Joseon court declared the Korean Empire (1897), aiming to become a strong and 

independent nation. These historical events are summarised in Table 1. 

 

TABLE 1: Establishment of foreign schools and historical events, 1876 to 1898 

1876 Treaty of Ganghwa  

1881 Korean grammar book published in French 

1885 Geomundo occupied by British Navy 

1886 Foreign Language School 

1894 English Language School (later incorporated into the Government FLS) 

First Sino-Japanese War  

1895 French Language School, Japanese Language School 

Government Foreign Language School 

Treaty of Shimonoseki  

Empress Myeongseong assassinated 

1896 Russian Language School 

1897 Chinese Language School 

French teacher invited from France 

Korean Empire declared 

1898 German Language School 

 

The new Korea was supported by Russia at first, but the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905 led 

to Russia’s defeat, and Korea became a protectorate of Japan, finally being annexed to Japan in 

1910. The Government Foreign Language School was closed the following year (1911). The colonists 

intensified Japanese language education, offering Chinese, German, French or English as elective 

subjects in secondary schools (Kwon, Oryang, 2003: 2) and banning the use of the Korean 

language on the peninsula, along with various aspects of Korean culture.  

Subsequent to this colonial period (after 1945), English became the dominant foreign language 

and has been a required subject in middle and high schools since then. Other foreign languages 

were gradually added to the National Curriculum as elective subjects in high schools (Table 2), 

though individual schools still choose which language(s) is(are) offered, while ‚most do not offer 

more than two foreign languages, and many have only one language option available‛ (Baldauf, 

Khengm Graf,Hamid, Li, Hoa, Ota, Sunggingwati, & Wu, (2007: 16). 

 
TABLE 2: Introduction of second foreign languages in high schools, 1945 to 1997  

German Since 1945 (1st Curriculum, 1954) 

Chinese Since 1945 (1st Curriculum) 

French Since 1963 (2nd Curriculum) 

Spanish Since 1969 (2nd Curriculum revised) 

Japanese Since 1974 (3rd Curriculum) 

Russian Since 1992 (6th Curriculum) 

Arabic Since 1997 (7th Curriculum) 

(Sources: Ministry Of Education, 1986, 1992, 1997) 
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Table 3 (below) shows that German was the most popular elective foreign language taught in 

high schools until 1985, when it accounted for 58% (422,486) of the total enrolments, with 

Japanese at 24% (172,961) (Song, Chang, Han, & Han, 1999: 87) (Table 3). However, by 1988, 

Japanese accounted for 44%, German 31%, and French ranked third at 20%. Since then, 

enrolment in European foreign languages has declined drastically (Table 3, Figure 3): German 

had only 4.2% of the total enrolments in 2009, and French had 4.3%. Meanwhile, the proportion 

of students enrolling for Japanese has continued to rise, reaching 63.4% by 2009, and the 

proportion of students enrolling for Chinese has climbed to 27.2% in 2009, from 0.8% in 1985. 

There were no teachers of Arab in Korean high schools in 2009, according to the Center for 

Education Statistics (2009), despite the inclusion of this language in the 7th Curriculum (Table 2).  

 

TABLE 3: Enrolment in Elective Foreign Language Courses (High Schools), 1985 to 2009 

 GMN FRA SPN JPN CHN RN Arabic Total 

1985 58% 18%  24% 0.8%   100% 

1988 31% 20% 0.7% 44% 4.5%   100% 

1992 31.4% 17.5% 0.7% 46.9% 3.5%   100% 

2002 19.5% 12.6% 0.9% 56.0% 11.0%   100% 

2009 4.2% 4.3% 0.8% 63.4% 27.2% 0.2% 0.0% 100% 

(Sources: MOE, 1986, 1992, 1997, 2002; Center for Education Statistics, 2009) 

 
The figures in Table 3 are represented in linear form in Figure 3. From 1985 to 1988 enrolment 

in German fell by almost half, while enrolment in Japanese almost doubled. After that time, the 

relative state of elective foreign languages remained steady, until 1999, after which enrolments 

for European languages went into freefall and percentage figures for Japanese and Chinese 

continued to climb. 

 
FIGURE 3: Comparative Enrolment in Elective Foreign Language Courses, 1985 to 2009  

 
(Sources: MOE, 1986, 1992, 1997, 2002; Center for Education Statistics, 2009) 

  

The significance of these figures can be further comprehended by comparing the actual 

numbers of student enrolments in Table 4 and Figure 4 (below). These show that the total 

number of students studying elective foreign languages has more than halved in the ten years up 

to 2009, with a decline in the number of enrolments for every language except Chinese. In the 

cases of German and French, this decline has been alarming. Japanese continued to have the 

greatest proportion of foreign language students in 2009 (Figure 3), but this masks the fact that 

the overall enrolment rate for Japanese has halved since 1992 (Table 4). 
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TABLE 4: Student Enrolments in Elective Foreign Languages (High Schools) from 1992 to 2009  
 GMN FRA SPN JPN CHN RN TOTAL 

1992 570,077 317,433 12,190 850,219 64,082  1,814,001 

1996 522,273 318,885 14,814   802,654 85,438  1,744,064 

1999 397,424 242,864 16,952  625,655 95,376  1,378,271 

2002 176,898 114,146 8,814 508,661 99,781  908,300 

2009 29,881 30,760 5,575 454,262 195,305 1,200 716,983 

(Sources: MOE, 1992, 1997, 2002; Center for Education Statistics, 2009) 

 
FIGURE 4: Enrolment in Foreign Languages Elective Courses (High Schools), 1992 to 2009 

 
(Sources: MOE, 1992, 1997, 2002; Center for Education Statistics, 2009) 

 
Reasons for this decline in the study of European languages include: i) their exclusion from the 

College Scholastic Ability Test (CSAT) from 1993; and ii) the increasing importance of Japanese 

and Chinese trade for the Korean economy.  

This trend is mirrored in the number of foreign language teachers in high schools in Korea. 

Table 5 shows that English far outweighs the elective foreign languages, with Japanese being the 

most important of these: ‚Japanese is the most taught foreign language at high schools in Seoul 

following English. (…) about 90 percent, or 278 of the 308 high schools in the city, provide 

Japanese language courses to students‛ (Kang, Shin woo, 2009a). In contrast, there are only 163 

teachers of German, 164 teachers of French, two teachers of Russian and no teachers of Arabic. 

These figures are truly surprising when compared with the importance of German, French, 

Spanish, Russian and Arabic speaking communities in the world of trade and economy. In 

particular, Arabic is spoken by ca. 250 million people and the Middle East has been an important 

centre of growth since the 1980s. 

 

TABLE 5: High school foreign language teachers by subject, 2002 and 2009  

 ENG GMN FRA SPN JPN CHN RN Arabic 

2002 ? 985 619 42 1732 403  0 

2009 13,662 163 164 32 2,025 963 2 0 

(Sources: MOE, 2002; Center for Education Statistics, 2009) 

 

So drastic has been the decline in enrolments for French and German elective courses in high 

schools that Colleges of Education in Korea are being forced to reconsider their policies. In the 

College of Education in Seoul National University in 2003, for example ‚no freshman in the 

Language Education Division applied for German or French education departments when the 
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students advanced to sophomore years. Those who had been originally admitted into the two 

departments gave up and did not register for enrolment‛ (Kwon, Oryang, 2003: 9). Because of 

this nationwide trend (Kang, Shin woo, 2009a), Kyungpook National University has suffered a 

similar reduction in student numbers in the French Education and German Education 

departments, which have been combined with the French Language and German Language 

departments respectively. It is normal for their students to double-major in English and to take 

the National Teacher’s Exam, in order to become English teachers. 

The lack of students in high school elective European language courses has further resulted in 

a surplus of teachers for those subjects: ‚With this trend, many German and French teachers 

have given up teaching their majors and are teaching other subjects such as Korean literature 

and English‛ (Kang, Shin woo, 2009a). Coupling this surplus with the increased demand for 

teachers of Japanese and Chinese, the MOE launched a ‚special‛ retraining program with the 

help of Seoul National University in 2001. The program lasted for two years, turning about 200 

German and French teachers into Chinese and Japanese teachers. 

 

In the spring of 2001, the College of Education, Seoul National University, started a temporary 

‚Special Training Course‛ in order to convert high school German and French Teachers to 

Chinese and Japanese Teachers. It was a one-year intensive training program, with about 50 

high-school German and French teachers in each of the Chinese and Japanese language courses. 

(Kwon, Oryang, 2003: 9) 

 

The movement towards Japanese and Chinese and away from European languages is not 

confined to Korea, but is an indication of a worldwide trend. As Graddol (2007) mentions, there 

is strong evidence that the predominance of English as a lingua franca is being threatened by the 

rise of Chinese, Arabic and other languages (2007: 14), as evidenced by the proportion of world 

languages on the Internet. In 2000, for example 51% of Internet users used English as a first 

language 8.1% were Japanese and 5.3% were Chinese (Figure 5). By the year 2005, the numbers 

had changed to 32%, 8% and 13% (Figure 6), and by 2009, the number of English users had 

reduced further to 27.3%, the number of Japanese users had reduced to 5%, and the proportion 

of Chinese users had climbed to 22.6% (Figure 7) (Miniwatts International Ltd. 2010). These 

figures show that the actual numbers and the relative proportions of Chinese Internet users are 

increasing; the June 30 2010 figure of 444.9 million Chinese users rivals the 536.6 million English 

users (Miniwatts International Ltd. 2010) and threatens to overtake it soon.  

 

FIGURE 5: Internet users by first language, 2000  

  
(Source: Graddol, 2007: 44) 
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FIGURE 6: Internet users by first language, 2005  

 
(Source: Graddol, 2007: 44) 

 

FIGURE 7: Internet users by first language, 2009  

 
(Source: Internet World Stats, 2010) 

 

The trend towards Chinese is also highlighted by the surging interest in Chinese as a foreign 

language. Figure 8 (Graddol, 2007: 63) shows the number of overseas students taking the 

Chinese Proficiency Test (HSK). The exponential increase since 1999 reflects the growing 

importance of Chinese as a language of global trade, particularly in the Pacific Rim area, and the 

lessening influence of North America, where the recent financial crises have led to 

unemployment and consequent weakened demand for Asian imports.  

 

FIGURE 8: Overseas Candidates for the Chinese Proficiency Test (HSK)  

 
(Source: Graddol, 2007: 63) 
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Another factor in the increased interest in Chinese outside of that country can be identified in 

the recent growth of heritage language study, in which the children of emigrants choose to study 

the language of their parents and ancestors, regardless of whether they intend to return to their 

‘mother’ country. The Korean language has witnessed a similar increase in Heritage language 

learning (Finch 2009b) worldwide, though on a different scale. 

 

Korea: The Educational Miracle 

 
East Asia is well-known for its population density, with Macao ranking 1st of the 239 

sovereign states and dependent territories in the world mentioned on the UN database (United 

Nations, 2009), at 18,534 people per square kilometre. Singapore (3rd), Hong Kong (4th), and 

Taiwan (16th) follow, with Korea in 22nd place and Japan 36th. As Table 6 shows, however, land 

area and population size produce different challenges for policy makers in these countries. In 

Singapore, the size of the island (710 km2) allows the provision and maintenance of a consistent 

standard of education for its 929,000 primary and secondary students, in contrast to China, 

where 268,491,000 school-aged children between the ages of 5 and 19 are spread over 3,722,342 

square kilometres. South Korea might appear favourably placed in comparison with these two 

extremes, except that 70 percent of its land area is mountainous (Hobbs & Dolan, 2008), 

producing a density of 1,622 p/km2 in the remaining 29,861 km2. On the other hand, in common 

with the worldwide demographic shift to the city (Population Reference Bureau, 2007), about 81 

percent of the population of South Korea live in urban areas (Office of Public Affairs, 2010), 

where the best level of education is offered for the 9,053,000 children of school age.  

 

Table 6: Population Density in East Asia 

Rank Country Density 

(/km2) 

Area  

(km2) 

Population Updated 

1 Macao 18,534 29.2 541,200 September 30, 200 

3 Singapore 7,022 710.2 4,987,600 Mid-2009 

4 Hong Kong 6,348 1,104 7,003,700 Mid-2009 

16 Taiwan 639 35, 980 23,069,345 June 30, 2009 

22 South Korea 486 99, 538 48, 861, 257 December 31, 2009 

32 India 362 3,287,240 1,190,040,000 November 11, 2010 

36 Japan 337 377,873 127,380,00 March 1, 2010 

78 China 139 3,722,342 1,340,550,000 Nov 11, 2010 

(adapted United Nations, 2009) 

 

This last point (accessibility of quality education) pinpoints a highly significant factor in the 

educational scene in Korea, one that has been called ‘education fever’ by a number of 

commentators. Lee (2006) explains that the Confucian notion that man is perfectible through 

education (‘constant self-cultivation through education’, 2006: 2) has helped South Korea greatly 

in its economic boom.  

 

Since the execution of the 1st National Economic Development Plan in the early 1960s, the South 

Korean government has regarded higher education as a prime motivator for the extension of 

national power as well as for the promotion of national industrialization. On the other hand, the 

South Korean people have viewed higher education as a valuable means for the enhancement of 

their social position and for the improvement of their economic benefit. (Lee, 2006: 2) 
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The OECD report (2009) also recognises this ‚strong zeal for education‛ which ‚cannot be 

matched anywhere else in the world. It is certainly true that the strong family structure and high 

respect for education are important factors and perhaps the most important driving force behind 

the rapid economic development of Korea‛ (OECD, 1998: 27). The report continues with an 

analysis of the situation which is extremely relevant to the situation under discussion:  

 

The strong belief in education among Koreans can be attributed in a large part to the importance 

of credentials in the current society. Diplomas are regarded frequently as the most important 

criterion for evaluation in employment, marriage, and informal interpersonal relationships. This 

has created many problems in Korean education, such as aggravating competition, excessive 

private tutoring, reinforcing the view of education as a social ladder to wealth and fame 

(resulting in repetitive attempts at college entrance examinations), frustration, increasing 

juvenile delinquency, and a high unemployment rate among the well-educated. (OECD, 1998: 

27) 

 

Kim, Lee, & Lee (2005) point out that ‚parents’ desire to help their children have academic 

credentials or higher degrees were considered the most important components of education 

fever’ (2005: 11), with other highly-ranked items being related to their children’s social and 

financial success and Lee (2006) confirms that academic attainment is also a significant factor in 

determining social position, income, and marriage, ‚it is an essential means by which to obtain a 

socio-economic position in contemporary South Korean society‛ (2006: 9). Further evidence of 

this fever can be seen in the high percentage (81%) of high school graduates who pursue higher 

education, resulting in ‚an explosive growth for the past five decades in South Korea‛ (Lee, 2006: 

3). The Condition of Education (Aud, Hussar, Planty, Snyder, Bianco, Fox, Frohlich, Kemp, & 

Drake, 2010) shows that among the OECD countries reporting data in 2006, Korea spent the third 

highest percentage (7.3%) of its GDP on education expenditures and the rate of completion of 

higher education in the 25-34 year-old group was 30.1%, the highest recorded rate among other 

countries. It is no exaggeration to state that Koreans are among the most educated people in the 

world (Kim, Sun woong, 2010). 

This enthusiasm for education and resultant social position has, however, brought about social 

and educational problems: ‚excessive private education expenditures, disharmony between the 

rich and the poor, promotion of an academic attainment-oriented society, and ‘an examination 

hell’ for college entrants‛ (Lee, 2006: 11), fostering educational instrumentalism and human 

capitalization. In this situation, it is not surprising that the College Scholastic Ability Test (CSAT), 

which began in 1993, has become the cause of extreme competition between schools, parents, 

and students, resulting in the establishment of elite high schools (Kang, Hyun kyung, 2008) and 

expensive private tutoring:  

 

… according to the National Statistical Office, families in urban areas spent a monthly average 

of 152,000 won ($165) on private tutoring in the third quarter of this year, up 11.9 percent from a 

year before’. (…) The top 20 percent of the income bracket spent 280,000 won on private 

tutoring per month. (…) The statistics indicate that parents are under the weight of soaring 

financial burdens for their children's private lessons. In reality, families with high school 

students spend a lot more money on private tutoring. Many households pay over 1 million won 

($1,086) per month for private lessons for each child preparing for college entrance exams. 

(Korea Times, 2007) 
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The Rise of English 
 

Korea’s economic miracle and the economic policies which produced it have been largely 

dependent on a deep-seated Confucian respect for education, which goes back to the Neo-

Confucian ethics of the Joseon dynasty, when upper-class students studied for the National Civil 

Service Examinations and many private schools (Seowons) were founded. This demand for higher 

education has always exceeded the supply and the education fever of parents and students has 

recently been controlled by means of the CSAT, producing extreme competition, financial 

polarisation, loss of faith in public education, and excessive reliance on private institutes for 

exam-preparation.  

The CSAT originally had three sections: the verbal section, the mathematics and inquiry 

section, and the foreign language (English) section, though the mathematics and inquiry section 

was later divided into Mathematics and Inquiry I (mathematics) and Mathematics and Inquiry II 

(natural sciences social sciences) (Korea Institute of Curriculum and Evaluation, 1999). From 

2000, the foreign language section included English (required) and 6 elective languages: German, 

French, Spanish, Russian, Japanese, and Chinese (Kwon, Oryang, 2000: 68). The importance of 

English in this high-stakes scenario cannot be overestimated and has had a ‚tremendous 

washback effect on secondary school English education‛ (Kwon, Oryang, 2000: 70). At first, the 

multiple-choice, language-as-code, discreet-item format of the English section of the CSAT 

reinforced the traditional, teacher-led, accuracy-based approach to language teaching, producing 

high school graduates who were efficient in test-taking skills, but not fluent in the language. 

However, the stated purpose of the CSAT is (1) to provide valid, reliable and objective data for 

selecting students for colleges and universities, and (2) to contribute to the improvement of high 

school education (Korea Institute of Curriculum and Evaluation, 1999: 22) and a subsequent 

rethinking of national policy led to a communicative emphasis in the 7th Curriculum (Kwon, 

Oryang, 2000: 71) and in the CSAT. Secondary school English classes then shifted their focus to 

reading skills (identification of main ideas, distinction between facts and opinions, inference, 

deduction, summarisation, etc.) rather than grammar-translation and more and more 

multimedia were utilized in the classroom (every classroom in Korea has a television screen, and 

most have a computer). 

Although improvements that are being made to the English section of the CSAT, bringing it 

more in line with international language tests and with the criteria of the Common European 

Framework of Reference for languages (CEFR) (Finch, 2009a), the instrumental motivation for 

studying English that it inspires and the unswerving trust in the CSAT (on the part of students 

and parents) as a means of social and financial elevation, continue to contribute to the ‘exam hell’ 

of high school students, and to similar ‘teaching hells’ for their teachers, many of whom are 

instructed to ‘teach to the test’ and to satisfy the ‘good university’ quota for their schools2. In this 

utilitarian version of education, it is normal for teachers to hear from students that ‚If it isn’t on 

the test, I’m not doing it‛, thus making the introduction of innovative and exciting approaches 

extremely difficult.  

In this situation, it is interesting to note that the CSAT has gradually been losing its 

discriminatory power over recent years, since the government decided to make it easy for the 

majority of testees (Kwon, Oryang, 2000: 68). In the case of English, the scores steadily increased 

from 43.83/80 in 1996, to 57.30/80 in 1998. (2000: 68). As a result, universities complained that the 

CSAT scores could not be used to screen applicants and a presidential advisory committee 

                                           
2 Without wishing to generalise, the author has not (in 10 years) met a 3rd grade high school teacher who does 

not teach to the test. On the other hand, he regularly meets teachers who complain about being forced to do so. 
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pointed out the CSAT could not help normalize high school education (H.-J. Lee, 1999). 

Consequently the MOE announced that from the school year 2002 the CSAT would be used as a 

reference, and ‚the selection of students by universities would be based on various data such as 

high school performance, special achievements in society, special talents, school master's 

recommendations, etc.‛ (Kwon, Oryang, 2000: 70). It remains to be seen what impact this policy 

has had on schools, where test-driven teacing continues as before. As the Opinion section of the 

Korea Times (2010) points out, subjects which are not included in the CSAT continue to be 

sidelined in middle and high schools, in favour of English, Maths and Science: 

 

A survey of 3,144 middle schools showed that 70 percent have increased hours for English 

classes. Fifty-seven percent hiked mathematics-class hours. Only 22 percent and 16 percent 

increased the hours for science and social studies, respectively. Fifty-nine percent slashed class 

time allocated for Chinese characters, other foreign languages, health, environment, and 

information. (Korea Times, 2010) 

 

The rationale of the MOE is that extra class time for English will encourage students not to 

spend so much time in private language institutes outside of school and thus to spend less 

money on private tutoring. However, in the highly competitive, utilitarian climate of Korean 

education, reinforced by the Confucian educational ethic, spending on private education is seen 

by parents as essential, in order to help their children get good grades in school, good reports by 

teachers, and good marks on the CSAT. It has often been claimed that Korean parents spend 

proportionately more money on English education for their children than anywhere else in the 

world and a report by Statistics Korea recently announced that ‚spending on private education 

for elementary, middle and high school students amounted to an estimated 21.6 trillion won 

(US$18.8 billion) last year, up 3.4 percent from a year earlier (…) highlighting the die-hard 

enthusiasm that South Korean parents have for education amid heated competition to send their 

children to better schools‛ (Yonhap News Agency, 2010). This loss of faith in public schooling 

often results in high school students spending long hours in private institutes before and after 

the school day, often totalling up to 15 study hours per day in the long run-up to the CSAT exam. 

This problem is highlighted by Baldauf et al. (2007): 

 

There is a widespread dissatisfaction with the quality of public education in general, and those 

who do not leave the country (and, again, who can afford the high fees) send their children to 

private after-school institutes. Nearly all study more English. The even higher prices of 

language classes at the institutes sponsored by European nations (Alliance Francaise, Goethe 

Institute, Centro Cultural Espanol – Instituto Cervantes) is a further deterrent to considering 

other options. (Baldauf et al, 2007: 16) 

 

   The Korean government is aware of the current competitive and expensive state of education, 

which is causing a widening of the gap between rich and poor students, and is attempting to cut 

down on the amount of money spent on private education by parents. However, those who have 

the money are increasingly eager for their children to attend special the Foreign Language High 

Schools, International Schools (which typically contain more Korean students than those from 

other countries) and bilingual schools, which are springing up in the more wealthy areas of the 

main cities. As a result, ‚Working-class families are facing a headache with soaring household 

spending on private education as expensive private tutoring may cause their children to inherit 

their parents' social and economic status‛ (Korea Times, 2008). Normalisation of the education 

system is an increasingly difficult goal in these circumstances, and the government has 
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announced various plans to take the intense focus away from English by making a separate 

English test and taking English out of the CSAT: ‚The English language section of the College 

Scholastic Ability Test may be replaced by a state-run English test from 2016. It is also to be 

recognized as reference material in the rolling admission to universities from 2013‛ (Bae, Hyun 

Jung, 2010). 

Further measures have recently been taken by the Korean government in its attempt to make 

quality language education available to all students. These include the introduction of English in 

Elementary schools in 1997 (Kwon, Oryang, 2005), the ‘Teaching English in English’ (TEE) 

movement, the employment of ca. 5000 Korean assistant English teachers in secondary schools, 

the use of English as a teaching medium in many universities3, and development of the English 

Program in Korea (EPIK), which places native speakers of English in public schools throughout 

Korea to team-teach English alongside Korean English teachers. The Teach and Learn in Korea 

(TaLK) program is also part of EPIK, providing native speaking teachers for extra-curricular 

teaching of English in rural areas. Established in 1995, EPIK was created to ‚improve the English 

speaking ability of students and teachers in Korea, to develop cultural exchanges, and to reform 

English teaching methodologies in Korea‛ (EPIK, 2010). Unfortunately, realization of this 

admirable goal has often been impeded by the fact that participation on the program requires 

only ‚citizenship of a country where English is the primary language‛ and ‚a minimum of a 

Bachelor's degree from an accredited University‛ (EPIK, 2010). This reliance on fluency rather 

than teaching qualifications has led to frustration on the part of the Korean teachers of English, 

who have to supervise and work with their EPIK co-teachers (Carless, 2006), and also on the part 

of the foreigners, who find themselves placed in public schools in Korea after a period of 

initiation which many see as insufficient (Kwon, Oryang, 2000). 

The ca. 5,000 EPIK teachers in Korea (Wikipedia, 2010) form a small proportion of the ca. 30,000 

EFL teachers in Korea (Kim, Tae gyu, 2010). Most of these teachers work in private language 

institutes (Hagwons) and also teach privately, many are unqualified, and a number are working 

illegally (Kwon, Oryang, 2000). These native speakers are further evidence of the thirst for 

English education on the part of parents, who believe that private education or tutoring by an L1 

speaker will benefit their children. In an interesting development, however, researchers in Korea 

have predicted that many of these native speakers will be replaced by video-conferencing and 

even by robots in the near future: 

 

During the second decade of the New Millennium, robots are expected to replace a number of 

English-speaking teachers here, who come from such countries as the United States, the United 

Kingdom, Australia and Canada. (...)"By around 2015, robots should be able to help teachers in 

English classes. By 2018, they should be able to teach on their own while communicating with 

students," said Kim Shin-hwan, an economist at the Hyundai Research Institute. (Kim, Tae gyu, 

2010) 

  

Conclusion 
 

Education has contributed greatly to South-Korea’s rise to economic success over the past 40 

years, during which time the nation has increasingly become an assessment culture, with the 

compulsory College Scholastic Ability Test gaining overwhelming importance in secondary 

                                           
3 A small number of universities use English in all their courses, while professors in other universities receive 

extra incentives for teaching their subjects in English. 
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school education. English has functioned not only as a common second language for Asian 

businessmen, but has also gained immense importance as a method of placing students in the 

‘best’ universities, so that the rise of private language institutes, preparing students for the CSAT, 

iBT TOEFL, TOEIC and the IELTS tests has grown significantly. Meanwhile, in the current 

climate or globalization, Korea faces the challenge of equipping its population with the relevant 

skills to meet the cultural metamorphosis brought about by the availability of information, the 

knowledge economy, international trade, travelling, and the internet. In this new environment of 

economic depression and globalized business, proficiency in English is seen as vital. This is 

reflected in the English language teaching boom, which appears to be also occurring in North 

Korea (Kang, Hyun kyung, 2009). Meanwhile, the status of other modern European languages is 

in decline, while study of Chinese and Japanese is on the increase.  

When foreign language education started in the late 19th century, learning a foreign language 

was a rare privilege and ‚knowing a foreign language guaranteed a prestigious job in the 

diplomatic or trade world‛ (Kwon, Oryang, 2003: 10). In more recent times, schools have been 

cutting back on German, French and other elective foreign language classes, and universities 

have been placing less emphasis on them in the admission process. Because of this, top foreign 

language educators have expressed deep concerns, calling for the educational authorities to 

normalize foreign language education. 

 

Foreign language education is very important to develop Korea as a globally competitive 

country. We can better negotiate and cooperate with other countries if we are keen about their 

cultures and languages. (…) We can divide foreign languages into two categories: Oriental 

languages including Japanese and Chinese, and Western languages, including Spanish, 

Germany, French and Russian. (…) The government should invest more in foreign language 

education and balance the two categories. (Han Jong-im, president of the Korea Association of 

Foreign Languages Education (KAFLE), interviewed in Kang, Shin woo, 2009b) 

 

Professor Han voices the feelings of many academics on the Korean peninsula in this interview 

with The Korea Times, drawing attention to the ‚imbalance of foreign language education‛ and 

getting to the core of the situation when she states, ‚Foreign language education should not be 

driven by the principle of demand and supply‛ (Kang, Shin woo, 2009b). In this context, Sollors 

(2009) mentions a Harvard faculty meeting in 1968 in which ‚the many benefits of language 

study for students were articulated emphatically‛ (2009: 64). These benefits included: i) keeping 

students from being ‚confined to their own language;‛ ii) the need to understand how others 

think and how other cultures function, a need which is frustrated by a wholly monolingual 

society: ‚The effect of monolingualism is to make us more insular than we already are‛ (2009: 

64); iii) at a more aesthetic level, access to other literatures is of inestimable value; and iv) 

‚encountering a foreign language not only enhances one’s comprehension of language in general, 

but also tends to increase one’s facility in English and understanding of it‛ (2009: 64).  

The current situation, with its market-forces justification for the study of foreign languages, is 

in direct contrast to ‚the ideal of Korean education‛, which was identified by the Education Law 

of 1949 as ‛Hongik Ingan‛, or ‚broadly beneficial to all human-beings‛ (OECD, 1998: 13). As the 

OECD report points out, ‚Article 1 of the Education Law stipulates that the goals of education 

are to teach how to live independently, to foster the attitudes compatible with democratic 

citizenship and to encourage living in harmony with others‛ (1998: 13). This view of education 

was reasserted by the Presidential Commission on Education Reform (1996), which proposed 

‚an activity-oriented humanist education‛ and ‚suggested that the elements of a humanist 

education, such as morality, social skills and aesthetics, pervade all aspects of school education, 
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including teaching, counselling, and extracurricular activities‛ (OECD, 1998: 30). 

In view of this mismatch between educational policies and practical realities, particularly in 

the case of European languages, the OECD report makes a number of recommendations, 

including a call for a ‚radical‛ change of the university entrance system (1998: 115), reduction of 

the teacher-pupil ratios, ‚Which are far below OECD averages‛ (1998: 131), greater freedom of 

choice for students, reform of the teacher-training system (1998: 137), and ‚a statutory national 

qualifications authority‛ (1998: 201). It also makes the important point that ‚Proficiency in 

foreign languages is an asset in an era of a globalisation‛ (1998: 76) and predicts that ‚Secondary 

school students will now be able to select a second foreign language of their choice, rather than 

having their schools choose it‛ (1998: 76). Unfortunately, this prediction has yet to come to 

fruition, except in the elite Foreign Language High Schools and International Schools. Instead, 

the highly competitive, high-stakes test-driven public education system continues to favour the 

three main subjects (English, Maths, and Science) and to frustrate governmental attempts to 

normalise education. 

English has thus taken centre stage in Korea’s attempt to be a global leader, to the detriment of 

other European languages. As Graddol (2007) points out, however, globalisation and the use of 

English as a lingua franca now means that the ability to speak and negotiate in English is no 

longer an advantage but a necessity for world citizens and multilingualism is becoming a 

requirement for success. It was Theodore Roosevelt who famously said ‚we have room but for 

one language‛ (Sollors, 2009: 59), but as The Linguistic Society of America states, ‚the vast 

majority of the world’s nations are at least bilingual, and most are multilingual, even if one 

ignores the impact of modern migrations‛ (1996). There is little sign of Korea becoming a 

bilingual society as yet, since the study of English is mostly test-driven and instrumentally 

motivated, but there are signs of a move towards multilingualism among parents who have 

sufficient means to send their children to Korean/English bilingual schools, Foreign Language 

Schools and International schools. As in Canada, where parents sparked the bilingual movement 

in 1961, it might be that parents will inspire the growth of bilingual schools in Korea, responding 

to the prominence of Chinese and Japanese and the increased interest in the European Union. In 

this case, it is quite feasible to imagine the establishment of Korean/Chinese, English/Chinese, or 

English/Japanese private bilingual secondary schools, along the lines of those in Canada or 

Finland. Perhaps even Korean/Chinese/Japanese/English multilingual schools might be tried, in 

imitation of the Luxembourg model (Finch, 2009c). These would have to be privately funded, but 

the evidence suggests that a significant number of parents have the desire and the money to 

provide a multilingual education for their children in Korea, rather than sending them abroad to 

study. In such a scenario, it is to be hoped that there might be a ‘trickle-down’ effect to public 

schools, but there is also the possibility of further educational polarisation. 

Finally, if we accept that economic forces drive academic achievement in Korea, then it is 

interesting to note that the financial collapse of 2009 in the USA has resulted in reduced 

confidence in that country on the part of traders, politicians and students. In addition, the recent 

European Union – Korea Free Trade Agreement (October 15, 2009) has opened up a number of 

opportunities for trading and other exchanges. These are early days for comment, but business 

and academic interest in Korea has recently been turning towards the European Union (in 

addition to China and Japan); educators are looking at the CEFR as a model of internationally-

accredited assessment and students are increasingly turning to the UK-based International English 

Language Testing System (IELTS), which is supported by The Association of Language Testers 

in Europe (ALTE). These factors, along with the FTA, point to increased trade with the European 

Union and consequent increased enrolment in European languages. We can only wait and see.  
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