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Chapter 9
Whom Is the National Curriculum for? 
Politics in the National Curriculum System 
of South Korea

Kyunghee So

9.1 � Introduction

Many countries around the world have implemented education policies in which the 
central government prescribes a curriculum for schools and teachers to follow. Such 
policies are rooted in the growing recognition that curricula should play a stronger 
role in influencing and improving teachers’ practice. Policymakers understand that 
students’ educational achievements are related more directly to teaching than to any 
other factor; as a result, the policymakers have increasingly focused on developing 
curricula to influence teaching (Sinnema and Aitken 2013). The pace of introduc-
tion of state-led curriculum policies has increased since 2000, when the OECD initi-
ated international comparisons of student educational achievements through the 
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA). Global competition trig-
gered by PISA, has highlighted the need for quality management of school educa-
tion at the national level; this has led many countries to  introduce a national 
curriculum system based on which schools, teachers, and classes are controlled. 
Therefore,  in various countries, the national curriculum is now becoming a key 
leverage point in improving education; policymakers seek to improve education by 
controlling the curriculum at the national level.

The top-down curriculum policies implemented in many countries aim to pro-
vide a better, more equitable education for all students. This hope has been strength-
ened by the PISA-recorded outstanding educational achievements of East Asian 
countries, such as Korea, Hong Kong, and Singapore, which have long had national 
curricula. Following the United Kingdom, which introduced the national curricu-
lum system in 1988, English-speaking countries, such as Australia and New Zealand, 
have also adopted this system. The United States has also developed the Common 
Core Standards at the federal level; schools and teachers in all 50 states are required 

K. So (*) 
Department of Education, Seoul National University, Seoul, South Korea
e-mail: sohee@snu.ac.kr

© The Author(s) 2020
G. Fan, T. S. Popkewitz (eds.), Handbook of Education Policy Studies, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-8343-4_9

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-981-13-8343-4_9&domain=pdf
mailto:sohee@snu.ac.kr
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-8343-4_9#DOI


166

to follow these guidelines. However, the national curriculum model in which the 
central government prescribes curricular content and teaching methods in detail has 
been strongly criticized for forcing teachers to become technicians, carrying out a 
predefined process (Masuda 2010; Priestley and Biesta 2013; Taylor 2013).

Recent discourses affecting world education policy have emphasized the role of 
teachers (OECD 2005; Barber and Mourshed 2007). Countries with national cur-
riculum systems have kept pace with this trend, reducing the amount of content 
prescribed at the national level and developing policies that increase school-level 
autonomy, which allows educators to make decisions about the curriculum (Sinnema 
and Aitken 2013). This is a crucial change, which deviates from the policy direction 
of the past that de-professionalized teachers through prescriptive curricula and strict 
control (Priestley and Biesta 2013). This new form of national curriculum policy 
reduces detailed government instructions on educational content and methods, 
allowing teachers to become active developers of the curriculum (Priestley 2011). 
This change is evident from the frequent use of rhetoric that emphasizes the auton-
omy of teachers and projects them as agents of change in the national curriculum 
policies. However, as these new policies also include gradually expanding systems 
of accountability, there is controversy over whether the new approach really guaran-
tees teachers any more autonomy than the previous prescriptive approach. While 
detailed government-led curricular prescriptions are disappearing in many coun-
tries, efforts to replace them by control  over educational output have increased 
(Priestley et al. 2015).

South Korea has witnessed several revisions to its national curriculum system 
since its introduction in the 1950s; thus, a rich discourse on the national curriculum 
system exists. South Korea faced difficulties in designing and developing modern 
education owing to Japanese colonial rule for 35 years in the early twentieth cen-
tury, 3 years of US military administration after liberation in 1945, and the Korean 
War from 1950 to 1953. Since the Korean War, however, South Korea has achieved 
rapid educational growth in a short period of time; it has been consistently ranked at 
the top in all areas monitored by PISA since 2000 (So and Kang 2014a). The 
national curriculum has played a crucial role in enabling South Korea to achieve 
such remarkable educational results in a short period of time. Introduced after the 
Korean War, the national curriculum stipulates guidelines on every subject that is 
taught during the 12 years of elementary, middle, and high school, setting the con-
tent and class hours for each subject. As the national curriculum has powerful legal 
authority, public and private schools and teachers in all regions have to follow the 
government guidelines. The long-established national curriculum system has pro-
vided a common set of standards for school education, guaranteeing equal educa-
tional conditions for all students across South Korea and helping to improve their 
educational achievements.

In the early days, the national curriculum documents contained highly detailed 
prescriptions for educational content, leaving schools and teachers with little flexi-
bility or autonomy to make decisions about the curriculum. The education policy 
first began to change in the early 1990s, when the government implemented an 
autonomy policy that gradually gave regions and schools the discretion to make 
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decisions about the curriculum. There have recently been efforts to reform the cur-
riculum to overcome a school culture focused on college entrance examinations 
(associated with the chronic ills of Korean education) in order to increase student 
happiness and well-being. This proposed change highlights a policy discourse that 
calls on teachers to be agents of change. However, despite several revisions of the 
national curriculum to improve school performance, there has actually been little 
change in schools. The issue of reform without change (Cuban 1988; Spillane 1999; 
Tyack and Cuban 1995) is becoming a point of controversy in South Korean society 
as in other countries.

Education policy reflects the values and intentions of policymakers, not only 
providing the means to govern the actual actors of education, but also influencing 
their thoughts and behaviors (Grimaldi 2012; Popkewitz 1991). In particular, the 
national curriculum exerts diverse and subtle forms of influence over school settings 
because the framework itself is seen as constraining teachers (Ball 2006). South 
Korea has had a national curriculum system for many years; the national curricu-
lum has been constantly revised in various historical and social contexts, maintain-
ing a powerful influence over schools and teachers. A review of South Korea’s 
national curriculum system can help us understand how tension and controversy 
work around the national curriculum and how the system can influence schools.

This study aims to provide insight into the complicated and sometimes contra-
dictory role of the national curriculum and its impact on actual school settings by 
reviewing South Korea’s national curriculum reform process over the last 60 years. 
To this end, the present study focuses on the following two topics. First, it reveals 
the politics of national curriculum reform by providing historical–sociological 
explanations of South Korea’s national curriculum reform. Second, it explores how 
the national curriculum system influences school education.

9.2 � The Changing National Curriculum Policy

As curricular reform is highly contextual and often political, it is always tailored to 
the society, culture, and education system of the country in which it occurs. The 
South Korean national curriculum was established in a unique historical and social 
context; it has been revised every time there has been a change in political power. 
Korea had a ruling dynasty until the early twentieth century and was ruled by Japan 
from 1910 to 1945. After liberation, South Korea officially formed the government 
of the Republic of Korea in 1948 and established a national curriculum system. 
Initially, the South Korean national curriculum focused on forming a nation with a 
unique South Korean identity, using a curriculum strictly laid out by the central 
government. However, since the establishment of a civilian government in the 1990s, 
the national curriculum has promoted a more autonomous and diversified style of 
education. The recently revised national curriculum argues that the happiness of 
students is the nation’s top educational priority. The following section provides his-
torical–sociological explanations of these changes to the Korean national curriculum.

9  Whom Is the National Curriculum for? Politics in the National Curriculum System…
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9.2.1 � Forming an Intrinsic Identity as Koreans: Building 
the Nation as a Homogeneous Group

With its liberation from Japanese rule in 1945, Korea was divided into South and 
North, under the military administrations of the US and the Soviet Union, respec-
tively. During its 3 years of military administration, the US aimed to imprint its own 
democratic ideology and system on South Korean society. The US military authori-
ties led educational reforms, with the cooperation of the Korean education authori-
ties. As a result, the foundation for the current school system (six years of elementary 
school, three years of middle school, three years of high school, and four years of 
university) and the compulsory education system was established. The period of US 
military administration also served as a momentum for South Korean education to 
proactively introduce and accept US educational ideas. Some scholars developed 
the so-called “New Education Movement” under the influence of US progressivism, 
which helped to introduce a child- and life-centered curriculum to the school set-
ting. In particular, during this period, the “syllabus,” a set of guidelines to be fol-
lowed by South Korean schools, was provided, and it became the foundation upon 
which South Korea could later establish its own national curriculum system (So 
et al. 2012).

The rule of the US military administration was terminated with the official estab-
lishment of the South Korean government in 1948. The Education Act, enacted in 
1949, gave the new government the authority to implement an independent and 
democratic system of education. However, the Korean War broke out in 1950 and 
lasted until 1953, when South and North Korea reached an armistice agreement. 
South Korea’s most important postwar education policy was to make elementary 
school compulsory. This policy was based on the ideological conviction that educa-
tion was a major driving force of national development. It quickly had an effect. By 
the 1960s and 1970s, South Korea had achieved complete school attendance, not 
only in elementary school but also in middle school (Park 2015). Another meaning-
ful postwar event was the establishment of a national curriculum to regulate all 
schools in South Korea. As a result, South Korea came to have a single standardized 
curriculum, based on the standards by which all schools and students nationwide 
were efficiently controlled.

The national curriculum initially emphasized nation-building. The 1948 consti-
tution stated that the nation was the source of political agency in South Korea. 
However, actual nation-building was achieved through the national curriculum. As 
a nation consists of members of a specific country, it is very important for those 
members to form a shared national identity. A nation’s most critical requirement is 
to have active subjects who perceive themselves to be members of the country and 
who voluntarily participate in various activities of the country (Hwang 2015). Since 
development of nationhood was a very complicated, long-term process, it was inevi-
table that the government would apply some legal force. The national curriculum 
was a key mechanism for shaping the national identity of children and adolescents. 
The national curriculum was designed to have two types of agency: political and 
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economic. Politically, the curriculum aimed to develop obedient citizens who were 
voluntarily and actively devoted to the country; economically, its goal was to pro-
duce efficient, productive citizens to vitalize the national economy (Hwang 2015).

The policy most extensively implemented through the 1950s’ national curricu-
lum aimed to develop political agents through moral education. Resistance to 
American-style liberal values from the US military administration period as well as 
the cold war between South and North Korea generated a desperate need for a sys-
tem of education that promoted national identity and collective ethics. For this rea-
son, the first national curriculum, established in 1954, emphasized moral education; 
since that time, this aspect of the curriculum has been strengthened, evolving into 
an independent subject called “ethics” that remains part of the curriculum today. 
Moral education included democracy as well as nationalist ethics and anticommu-
nist education. However, democracy was presented as an ideology opposed to com-
munism in the confrontation with North Korea as well as a fundamental political 
ideology of the state; it was thus quite different from American democracy. Moral 
education used the ethics of nationalism and collectivism to redefine democracy by 
attempting to deny individuals their own agency as individuals and forcing them 
into a group. Moral education was an educational plan designed to form a collec-
tive nation.

The attempt to make the nation an obedient political subject through the national 
curriculum was accelerated when a military government was established, following 
the military revolution of 1961. This government tried to emphasize the distinct 
identity of Koreans by incorporating national ideological training into the school 
curriculum. National ideological training included anticommunist education, which 
emphasized the hostile relationship with North Korea, and “Korean-style democ-
racy,” an interpretation of Western democracy that was adapted to the South Korean 
context (So et al. 2012). In particular, a Charter of National Education, incorporated 
into the school system in 1968, served as the basic text for forming the nation and 
shaping Korean identity. Korean history education, which was a mandatory subject 
from elementary to high school in the 1970s, also contributed to the nation-building 
through the organization of contents identifying the state with the nation.

The national curriculum was also used to turn the South Korean population into 
efficient economic agents. After the Korean War, vocational education and technical 
education were strengthened in order to revitalize the national economy, which was 
impoverished after years of war. During the 1960s, South Korea was in the midst of 
industrialization, and the principal role of education in this period was to provide 
the massive workforce needed to industrialize the country. However, despite this 
policy, Korea’s leaders still felt that it was more important for the national curricu-
lum to create a disciplined population motivated by nationalism than the rational 
economic agents required by modern capitalism (Hwang 2015). The government 
implemented its curriculum policy to let school edcuation help citizens acquire 
modern knowledge as well as develop disciplines needed to secure a workforce with 
a modern work ethic. While the national curriculum of that era was designed to 
nurture an efficient economic workforce, it emphasized disciplines and ethics used 
to tame citizens, so as to mobilize them to enact national policies.

9  Whom Is the National Curriculum for? Politics in the National Curriculum System…
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In short, South Korea’s early national curriculum fostered obedient political 
agents, using nationalist education on the one hand, and tried to create efficient 
economic agents to drive modernization and industrialization, on the other. The 
national curriculum has played a role in nation-building, with an intricate emphasis 
on these two goals. The policy lasted until the 1980s, alongside the military 
government.

9.2.2 � Toward Autonomy and Democratization: Increased 
Autonomy for Schools and Teachers

The technical form of the national curriculum can either improve the quality of all 
students’ performance by determining the conditions in schools and classrooms 
or lower the quality of educational achievement by disrupting professionalism in 
schools and classrooms (So and Kang 2014a). In Korea, the guidelines set forth 
in national curriculum documents have violated the autonomy of schools and 
classrooms by strictly controlling the curriculum of all primary and secondary 
schools nationwide. The government has prescribed in detail the subjects to be 
taught during each year of school, the hours required for each subject, and all 
educational content. In the 1990s, the Korean national curriculum policy under-
went a remarkable change. Korean society faced a huge turning point, following 
the democratization movement of June 1987. This democratization trend ques-
tioned the standardization of school curricula created by excessive government 
control of education. The revised national curriculum in 1992 attempted to pro-
vide each region and school with opportunities to make decisions about the cur-
riculum. The establishment of “optional activities,” creative educational activities 
that schools could organize on their own to meet unique educational needs or 
student demands, was a typical provision under this policy (Ministry of 
Education 1992).

The direction of Korea’s national curriculum policy faced a qualitative change 
when a civilian government was established in 1993. The civilian government 
changed the direction of national education, focusing more on nurturing democratic 
citizens and breaking away from the nationalist, anticommunist ideology empha-
sized by the previous military governments. Given the rapid development of global-
ization since the 1990s, Korea’s national curriculum has focused on fostering 
democratic citizens who are able to cope with globalization.

The Kim Young-sam government (1993–1998), Korea’s first civilian govern-
ment, established an education reform plan that was qualitatively different from 
those in the past. Specifically, it aimed to help Korea be part of globalization and 
informatization that characterize the twenty-first century (Commission for Education 
Reform 1995). In its “May 31 Educational Reform,” carried out in 1995, the govern-
ment established that the main direction for educational reforms would be liberal-
ization and democratization. The government shifted its direction away from 
supplier-based one-way education toward a consumer-focused  autonomous and 
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open form of education. These educational reforms fully introduced neoliberalism 
to the field of education, indicating that an emphasis on regional- and schol-level 
autonomy and competition would replace the state-led standardized education of 
the past. The direction of these reforms provided a foundation for the revisions of 
national curriculum of the time and later. The revised national curriculum in 1997 
promoted a “student-centered curriculum” that would replace uniformity with 
diversity in education. This curriculum focused on enabling schools to organize and 
adapt the curriculum to accommodate various aptitudes and levels of students 
(So 2017).

The subsequent Kim Dae-jung government (1998–2003) and Roh Moo-hyun 
government (2003–2008) also aimed to reform the national curriculum, based on 
the educational reform plan presented by the first civilian government. By making 
more changes to the national curriculum, these governments implemented policies 
that further empowered the regions and schools to make decisions about the curricu-
lum. However, the curriculum autonomy policy took a new turn when the national 
curriculum was revised again in 2009, during the Lee Myung-bak government 
(2008–2013). This revised 2009 national curriculum included various guidelines 
that allowed schools to make decisions about many aspects of the curriculum. One 
example was the reduced number of prescribed actions, which previously imposed 
strict boundaries between each grade and subject. Instead, the new national curricu-
lum enabled schools to autonomously determine how to organize their curricula by 
using a cluster system that combines several subjects or grades. In addition, under 
this new system, schools had the authority to increase or decrease 20% of the class 
hours required by the national curriculum. For high schools, the adoption of this 
new system of autonomy at the school level left many parts of the school curriculum 
to the professional judgment of teachers (Ministry of Education, Science, and 
Technology 2009). Through this series of curricular reforms, an institutional frame-
work was established, enabling schools to exercise autonomy when making curricu-
lar decisions.

As discussed above, a series of national curricular reforms since the 1990s have 
focused on increasing the freedom of regions, schools, and teachers to make deci-
sions about the curriculum. However, nation-building, which was the traditional 
role of the national curriculum, has not been completely discarded. The traditional 
aims of the curriculum have remained the same, but the definition of “a good citi-
zen” has changed over time. Civilian governments wanted their citizens to be 
autonomous, competitive, and able to engage proactively in globalization, rather 
than strongly nationalist or anticommunist. Such citizens could not be created 
through one-way government control as in the past, but had to be developed within 
an autonomous atmosphere. The national curriculum of civilian governments, 
therefore, emphasized competitive, competent economic agency, rather than politi-
cal agency within a nationalist group (Hwang 2015). The political agency empha-
sized by the military-government curriculum were undermined by the 
democratization process; civilian governments aimed to foster citizens with eco-
nomic capacity to thrive in the so-called age of limitless competition. Thus, the 
national curriculum changed direction, from building the nation that would obey its 

9  Whom Is the National Curriculum for? Politics in the National Curriculum System…



172

leaders to developing competent individuals contributing to an increase in national 
competitiveness. Curriculum policies from the civilian governments, which gradu-
ally increased the autonomy of regions and schools in curricular decision-making, 
provided an essential foundation for educating people who would thrive in a market 
economy.

9.2.3 � Putting Students’ Happiness at the Center of School 
Education: Emphasizing Student Agency

Once PISA began to carry out comparative international research to assess student 
achievement, many countries began to focus on increasing their own students’ aca-
demic excellence. The USA, which was ranked lower than East Asian countries 
such as Korea, Singapore, and Hong Kong in terms of academic achievement, has 
recently sought to implement a national standard for several subject matters (Zhao 
2009). However, despite these efforts by the US federal government, American cul-
ture remains less obsessed with easily measured results, such as test scores 
(McCluskey 2010). As a result, despite a relatively low PISA ranking, Americans 
show higher happiness levels than citizens from the countries ranked higher than the 
USA (OECD 2011).

In Korea, the opposite is the case. Despite an enviably high PISA ranking, the 
student happiness level is always at the bottom of the OECD countries (Park et al. 
2010). This shocking result has forced Korean education policy to focus more on 
student happiness than academic achievement. The Park Geun-hye government 
(2013–2017) launched a new education vision with a policy that aimed to provide 
“happy education” helping students find their dreams and talents. Thus, the revised 
national curriculum in 2015 shifted the paradigm of education from “knowledge-
based education” to “happy education” where students enjoy learning. The govern-
ment adopted two approaches to helping students build happy lives: finding and 
eliminating the causes of student unhappiness, and actively providing students with 
opportunities to be happy (So and Kang 2014a). This policy stance has remained in 
place during the current government (2017–present).

Since 1998, Korea has used a standardized test to diagnose students’ academic 
achievement at the national level. The test is carried out by sampling 1–5% of stu-
dents in sixth grade (the sixth year in elementary school), ninth grade (the third 
year of middle school), and tenth grade (the first year of high school) across the 
nation. Five subjects are assessed: Korean, English, mathematics, social studies, 
and science. In 2008, the government expanded its sample to include all students in 
these grades to reduce the number of students who were ranked lower than the basic 
level of achievement. As a result, the ratio of students below the basic level has 
consistently decreased; the gap between cities and rural areas has also been reduced. 
Despite these positive effects, however, overheated competition among regions and 
schools over the results has resulted in students’ increased stress and heavy 
workload.
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After this problem became a social issue, the Korean government made an effort 
to lessen the burden on students. In 2010, the standardized test started to be taken 
by second-year high school students instead of first-year students; the number of 
subjects was reduced from five to three (Korean, English, and mathematics). 
Elementary schools have been excluded from the standardized test since 2013 
(Ministry of Education 2013a). In 2017, the current government drastically change 
the policy of the standardized test, leaving it up to each city and province to decide 
whether to carry out the test in middle and high schools. Accordingly, the local 
education office of each city or province can autonomously decide whether or not to 
carry out the test. The government samples only 3% of students, analyzes their 
results, and uses them to establish national education policies. This reform has been 
carried out despite some concerns that it could cause a decline in academic perfor-
mance; it clearly demonstrates that the focus of Korea’s education policy is directed 
toward student happiness.

To further relieve student stress, efforts are constantly being made to reduce the 
amount of learning content and workload required by the national curriculum. 
Students in Korea continue to be ranked high in every subject in international stu-
dent assessments, including Trends in International Mathematics, Science Study 
(TIMSS), and PISA. However, behind such achievements lies the chronic issue of 
students suffering from extreme mental pressure due to the excessive burden of 
studying (So and Kang 2014a). This issue has been raised since the 1980s. Student 
stress is clearly caused by the excessive amount of academic content included in the 
national curriculum and high level of difficulty of many subjects (Shin et al. 1981). 
Therefore, efforts have been made to reduce the number of subjects that students are 
required to complete during the compulsory education period, as well as the number 
of hours required for each subject.

Despite all these changes, the heavy workload has continued to be cited as the 
main challenge to overcome throughout several revisions of the national curricu-
lum. A wide range of policies have been implemented to resolve this issue. Every 
time the curriculum was revised, new policies were introduced, which include 
reducing the number of subjects that students take, empowering students to choose 
their own subjects in accordance with their own needs and abilities, reducing aca-
demic content in each subject, and carrying forward overly difficult content to the 
next year’s program. The most recently revised national curriculum of 2015 is 
intended to reduce academic pressure on students by carefully selecting and reduc-
ing learning content while focusing on the key concepts that must be learned in each 
subject.

In addition, the Park Geun-hye government implemented a new policy called the 
“exam-free semester” to help students pursue a happy life. According to this policy, 
during one semester of middle school, teachers are given the flexibility to make 
their classes more student-centered by organizing debates or practical training but 
not organizing traditional exams. Students are also given a better chance to discover 
their dreams and talents by participating in various events, including career explora-
tion activities (Ministry of Education 2013b). The exam-free semester was designed 
to change Korean education into a system that could develop student dreams and 
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talents. It grew from an awareness that students had low levels of interest, confi-
dence, and happiness because they faced extremely fierce competition in an educa-
tion system focused on college entrance exams. The exam-free semester was 
implemented to address these chronic issues in Korean education and to achieve a 
breakthrough in public education. Some middle schools introduced the exam-free 
semester on an experimental basis in 2013; all middle schools have offered it 
since 2016.

The most distinctive feature of the exam-free semester is that students have no 
regular written exams. Instead, they can participate in and experience various activi-
ties during this semester. It is a remarkable change that schools have been willing to 
give up exams in an education system focused on college entrance. In the past, 
schools focused exclusively on preparing their students for the college entrance 
exams. As a result, the students had no chance to explore things they liked or wanted 
to do; teachers also found it difficult to provide autonomous and creative classes. 
The 2015 national curriculum reorganized middle-school education, enabling 
schools to operate flexibly enough to guarantee an exam-free semester. During this 
semester, teachers can autonomously  replace some class hours  with experience-
based activities that introduce students to different career paths, new academic top-
ics, arts and sports, and club activities.

Previously, school education in Korea had forced students to learn “what was 
given” without considering their own aptitudes, interests, or needs. Teachers had to 
follow the national curriculum without their own judgments or interpretations. The 
exam-free semester is intended to fundamentally change the constitution of Korean 
school education. During this semester, teachers are expected to identify what their 
students want to do and to design and operate the curriculum based on their find-
ings. The exam-free semester is a full-scale attempt to focus on developing student 
dreams and talents, which was previously overlooked in Korean education.

9.3 � Effects of the National Curriculum System on Actual 
School Education

The Korean national curriculum has helped to provide equal educational conditions 
for students and to increase the educational achievements of all students by provid-
ing common standards for school education in Korea. The national curriculum has 
been frequently revised to provide better education. However, the massive reform of 
the national curriculum in Korea has not significantly changed actual school prac-
tice. Although Korea has established the basis for many changes by reforming the 
curriculum to ensure a more flexible, autonomous system of education that priori-
tizes student happiness, these reforms in reality have not been followed by actual 
changes. Despite reforms in the school education system, there has been little 
change in actual school practice. Analyzing the impact of the Korean national cur-
riculum system on actual school practice can help to explain why.

K. So



175

9.3.1 � Curriculum Reform for Government: Unchanged School 
Practice

Curricular reforms are often political and policy-driven (Fernandez et  al. 2008). 
Uniquely, the Korean national curriculum is revised whenever a new government 
comes to power. The revision is triggered by the political demands of new govern-
ments rather than by the educational demands from schools (Gim 2002). Since 
national curriculum revisions are accompanied by a 5-year-cycle of regime change, 
ironic situations—for example, a new curriculum being developed even before the 
previous one has been fully implemented in all schools—often ensue.

Korean national curriculum documents include both general guidelines and 
subject-specific curriculum. The general guidelines lay out the ideal human charac-
teristics that the national curriculum should cultivate, goals for each school level, 
the subject organization for each grade, and the hours allocated to each subject. 
Each subject-matter curriculum includes specific content for each subject organized 
in the general guidelines. When a new national curriculum is developed, the general 
guidelines are developed first, followed by each subject-specific curriculum. 
Scholars who major in general education studies participate in developing the gen-
eral guidelines, and subject specialists who major in specialized subjects develop 
each subject-specific curriculum. The new government always talks about reform-
ing the field of education, and tries to put this rhetoric into practice in the form of 
education policy during its term in office. Thus, the national curriculum serves as a 
means of implementing political rhetoric. As a consequence, national curriculum 
revisions are always led by policymakers in a new government. These policymak-
ers—for example, officials at Cheongwadae (the Blue House) or the Ministry of 
Education—determine the basic direction of and timing for the revision to actualize 
the new government’s reform message. Scholars are then invited to develop the 
general guidelines in accordance with the policymakers’ reform direction. The 
guidelines they develop are finalized through reviews and revisions by policymak-
ers. Once this is done, each subject-matter curriculum is developed according to 
said guidelines. During this process, the creators of the general guidelines largely 
reflect the views of policymakers, forming a sort of hierarchical relationship with 
the subject specialists.

This “top-down” development process has generated conflicts between the 
general guidelines and subject-specific curriculum. This is one reason that 
national curricular reforms rarely lead to actual change in school settings. After a 
general framework is developed for the subject curriculum, subject specialists are 
then required to revise each curriculum according to the guidelines. However, 
although subject specialists seem to appropriately reflect the guidelines, they 
rarely make actual changes to their curriculum. For example, despite the fact that 
several governments have implemented a workload reduction policy for students, 
there has been little actual progress made in reducing learning content or adjust-
ing levels of difficulty (So and Kang 2014b). The lack of change in actual school 
settings has created repetitive rhetoric: every new government comes up with a 
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new way of reducing student workloads and reforming the curriculum. In other 
words, reforms have been constantly carried forward without any actual changes 
being made.

In fact, subject-specific curriculum have more impact on school practice in Korea 
than the general guidelines. Teachers of each subject depend almost entirely on the 
textbooks published by external specialists. The textbooks are based on subject-
specific curriculum developed by the government. Therefore, unless changes are 
made to such curriculum, there is almost no change in the quantity or quality of 
textbook content or any aspect of school education that depends solely on text-
books. Policymakers assume that, by reforming general guidelines, they will be able 
to influence the classes taught by teachers. (Cuban 2013). However, reforms that 
require teachers to change their classes are less likely to succeed than those affect-
ing the structure of the school system  only (Tyack 1991). Thus, revised general 
guidelines results in external changes to the school system but barely generate any 
real changes in actual classes.

The teachers themselves may be exhausted by the constant revisions to the 
national curriculum that are made by every new government. In Korea, promises to 
reform the national curriculum serve as political platforms for political leaders try-
ing to win elections. The government’s reform message typically disappears before 
being properly delivered to schools as the new government takes control. Sometimes 
a new message contradicts the old one. Given this pattern of political change, teach-
ers stick to their own ways of teaching and wait for the government to be replaced, 
rather than enthusiastically responding to the reforms. Many teachers regard Korea’s 
frequent reforms of the national curriculum as mere political plans implemented by 
the government for its own benefit (So 2013). In such a political maelstrom, teach-
ers tend to stick to familiar approaches.

9.3.2 � Policy Attention Focused More on New Prescriptions 
Than on Enactment: Schools That Are Indifferent 
to Prescribed Duties

The national curriculum is an “input-oriented” policy because it imposes a standard 
curriculum that all schools must adhere to. However, many Western countries that 
have adopted the national curriculum system have recently changed into controlling 
output rather than providing more detailed curricular measures (Priestley et  al. 
2015). Under the new policy, schools and teachers have the autonomy to make 
curriculum-related decisions but are responsible for their students’ academic 
achievement that is measured through test-based accountability systems.

Through multiple revisions of the national curriculum, Korea has implemented a 
policy to reduce the government’s curricular prescriptions. Regions and schools 
have been empowered to autonomously determine certain aspects of the curriculum. 
However, there are still many prescriptions from the national curriculum that are 
expected to be followed (Baek 2010; Hong 2011; Jeong and Lee 2011; Gim 2011). 
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The 2015 national curriculum also details all required subjects for each year of pri-
mary and secondary school as well as class hours and educational content. Unlike 
trends in Western countries, in Korea, the test-based accountability system seems to 
be weakening; the national academic achievement test does not have much power to 
assess schools or teachers; and the results do not really control teaching practice. In 
recent years, individual cities and provinces have been able to decide on whether to 
take this test or not, further reducing influence of the test on actual classroom 
teaching.

In Korea, the national curriculum still has considerable power. The curriculum 
has legal authority to determine the status and content of subjects (Goodson 1994). 
Many stakeholders, therefore, focus on deciding what should be included in the 
national curriculum. Subject specialists fight to secure more hours and more aca-
demic content for their subjects. Various government departments and stakeholders 
struggle to incorporate their own interests into the national curriculum (So 2013). 
As a result, developing the national curriculum takes a great deal of time, effort, and 
funding, both to convey the government’s reform rhetoric and to coordinate the 
demands of various stakeholders.

Recently, Korean curriculum policy has been heading in the direction of giving 
schools and regions more freedom to shape the curriculum. The national curriculum 
is expected to serve as the standard for regions and schools, enabling regional edu-
cation offices and schoolteachers to develop more detailed versions. Hence, the gov-
ernment’s ability to facilitate aligned yet context-sensitive local implementation is a 
crucial aspect of successful curriculum reform (Pietarinen et al. 2017). However, 
the Korean government has scant interest in how the new curriculum is enacted. 
Even though revised national curricula are expected to change and improve schools, 
the government does not really try to understand what is actually happening in 
schools. Policymakers and stakeholders are not interested in discussing or taking 
responsibility for implementing the changes described in national curriculum docu-
ments; their lack of interest stands in sharp contrast to the efforts that go into creat-
ing those documents.

Moreover, there are many cases in Korea in which national curriculum reforms 
failed to change the evaluation system. Students in Korea often begin to prepare for 
the college entrace examination from their early school years. Since high perfor-
mance in the college entrance examination provides a condition for entering and 
graduating from top universities, which in turn helps to get a privileged job, students 
often study for getting into top universities from when they are young. Naturally, 
most schools provide classes geared toward the college entrance examination. This 
type of education explains why Korean students have such low levels of confidence, 
enjoyment, and happiness while learning, despite their high academic achievements 
(So and Kang 2014a). The national curriculum has been constantly revised to 
remove the evils of a college-entrance-exam-focused school education system; in 
fact, the 2015 national curriculum even claims to prioritize student “happiness.” 
However, the college entrance examination still dominates school education. The 
system itself has not really changed in the direction suggested by national curricu-
lum reforms.
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This may be why there is so little interest in implementing a new curriculum 
within the Korean system, in contrast to high interest in developing new prescrip-
tions for the curriculum. This input-oriented system requires accountability through 
prescriptions rather than output. Both approaches, whether prescription- or output-
oriented, deny teachers’ adequate autonomy to make decisions about the curricu-
lum. However, the Korean example shows that the prescription-oriented approach 
has more room for teacher autonomy than the output-oriented approach (Priestley 
et al. 2012). In a new-prescription-focused national curriculum system, few policy-
makers care how the prescribed curriculum is enacted by teachers or experienced by 
students. For this reason, Korean teachers do not react strongly to new reforms 
prescribed by the national curriculum. Instead, the college entrance examination 
actually controls both teachers’ classes and students’ lives, which is not intended by 
the government.

9.3.3 � Teachers Disciplined by the National Curriculum: 
The Absence of Teacher Agency

Recent curriculum policies attempted in various countries around the world have 
referred to teachers as “agents of change.” This policy trend aims to overcome the 
criticism that countless national curricular reforms have failed to introduce funda-
mental changes to actual school settings (Cuban 1988; Spillane 1999; Tyack and 
Cuban 1995). The repeated emptiness caused by “reform without change” has 
raised awareness of the importance of teachers’ roles and capabilities in changing 
schools. Accordingly, many countries are working to reduce legal prescriptions and 
requirements in their national curricula, while simultaneously empowering school-
level authorities to make decisions about the curriculum. Scotland has even made its 
national curriculum legally nonbinding, despite being a national framework, in 
order to emphasize school-level autonomy. The Scottish national curriculum pro-
vides much of its content in the form of guidelines; schoolteachers refer to these 
guidelines to develop their own curricula, reflecting the interests and learning needs 
of their students (Sinnema and Aitken 2013).

Since the 1990s, Korea has worked to minimize national control and to increase 
the power of regions and schools to make autonomous decisions about the curricu-
lum. Korea currently allows regions and schools to autonomously adapt the curricu-
lum to suit their own context, drawing on the guidelines developed by the central 
government (So 2017). By gradually increasing the teachers’ authority to decide the 
content of the curriculum, the Korean government is presenting teachers as agents 
of change in educational reform. Teachers in Korea now have a certain power to 
change and adapt the curriculum.

However, although Korean teachers have the right to adapt the curriculum, they 
tend not to use this right. In Korea, the teaching profession guarantees a relatively 
high initial salary and a stable social status, which is why many outstanding aca-
demic candidates choose to teach (Barber and Mourshed 2007). However, these 
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teachers, who were so competent when they were first appointed, become oddly 
passive in schools, rarely making full use of their expertise. The passivity of Korean 
teachers is closely related to the fact that Korea has maintained its national curricu-
lum for such a long time (So and Kang 2014a). For teachers who were themselves 
educated within the national curriculum system, it seems natural to adhere to the 
prescribed national curriculum. Moreover, the subjects they teach are fully covered 
in assigned textbooks. For most Korean teachers, implementing the curriculum 
means teaching “by the textbook,” which is often seen, not just as a learning aid, but 
as a “standard” or “Bible” to be strictly followed (Jeong 2006; Park 2007). In other 
words, the national curriculum has become a “closed text” that forces teachers to 
read in certain ways, rather than enabling them to interpret material or make autono-
mous decisions (Kim 2007). Within this national curriculum system, teachers have 
little room to display their expertise or design a creative curriculum.

In sum, Korea’s long-standing national curriculum system has caused the profes-
sional lives of teachers to be disciplined by the national curriculum. The old school 
grammar that required teachers to follow the national curriculum to the letter forced 
them to constantly reflect on their teaching based on the national curriculum. 
Moreover, the unchanging textbook system, college entrance exam, and government-
imposed academic content all limit teachers’ agency. Although their autonomy has 
increased in relation to the national curriculum, teachers disciplined by the national 
curriculum cannot easily discard conventional school rules or customs.

9.4 � Conclusion: The Remaining Challenge

In the past few decades, Korea, like other Asian societies, has been through many 
social, economic, and political changes. Korea was democratized when its military 
regime was replaced by a civilian government. In response to the global pressure of 
neoliberalism, Korea has shown interest in nurturing autonomous and competent 
economic agents, rather than nationalist and collective political agents. The national 
curriculum has played a leading role in bringing these great changes to Korean 
society.

The Korean national curriculum, maintained for the past 60 years, has played a 
positive role in Korean education in some ways. Above all, the system has contrib-
uted to providing fair and equal educational opportunities to all students by being 
implemented in all schools nationwide. The national curriculum has recently been 
revised to meet the needs of different types of learners, showing that curricular reform 
can be used to improve equity in education (Sinnema and Aitken 2013). In addition, 
Korea’s national curriculum has considerably helped teachers who feel uncertain or 
anxious about teaching by explicitly providing detailed content. Particularly for 
teachers grappling with large classes, a tough work environment, a lack of experi-
ence, or insufficient time to prepare for class, the national curriculum has served as 
an essential guide rather than a tool of pressure or control. In the long run, it has 
helped teachers to become skilled and well-informed (Apple 1988; Sloan 2006).
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Through multiple revisions of the national curriculum, Korea has established the 
foundations for a more flexible, teacher-driven approach to the curriculum, as well 
as forms of education that prioritize student happiness. However, massive reforms 
of the national curriculum have resulted in little actual change within schools. 
Although the system of school education has been reformed, actual school teaching 
has remained the same. This review challenges a few aspects of the national curricu-
lum system in order to bring actual changes into schools.

First, it is necessary to adopt a strategy that interactively and dynamically uses 
both a top-down and bottom-up approach to school reform. School reform can be 
carried out in either way (Fullan 2007). In the top-down approach, schools and 
teachers are viewed as practitioners and consumers of the new curriculum devel-
oped by policymakers. By contrast, the bottom-up approach relies on school capa-
bilities and the teaching community to create an innovative learning environment 
(Leana 2011; Lieberman and Pointer Mace 2008). Like Korea, many countries seek 
to change their education systems using the top-down approach. However, given 
that curricular reforms will not succeed unless teachers in school settings change 
themselves, this approach will not bring actual change to schools. Therefore, it is 
necessary to consider a strategy that integrates and draws on the strengths of both 
approaches (Fullan 1994; Hargreaves and Fullan 2012; Ramberg 2014). The new 
approach will need to provide the basic direction of and framework for school 
reform in the national curriculum while respecting and supporting the innovative 
efforts of school teachers.

Second, a shared sense-making process by stakeholders involved in school 
reform is required. Many school reform studies have shown that success of a reform 
is related to the way in which the reform  is implemented (Priestley et  al. 2015; 
Ramberg 2014). Korea tends to focus on prescribing new reforms rather than imple-
menting them. However, no reform is likely to succeed without a clear understand-
ing of how it will be carried out. Implementing curricular reform entails the 
translation of the new ideas into new educational practices. The process must 
involve all stakeholders working to implement the reform in shared sense-making 
(Hargreaves et al. 2009; Weick et al. 2005). The perceived meaning and significance 
of the curriculum reform will further guide the actions of the stakeholders involved 
in the process (Hargreaves et al. 2009). In other words, whether teachers accept or 
reject the reform is likely to be determined by its perceived meaning and signifi-
cance. A massive reform of the curriculum cannot succeed in actual schools unless 
a collective effort is made to clarify and communicate the meaning and significance 
of the reform among stakeholders including school teachers.

Finally, we should focus on how best to create a structure that promotes teacher 
agency. Teacher agency refers to the power of teachers to actively and purposefully 
direct their own professional lives within structurally determined limits (Hilferty 
2008). In other words, teacher agency is a pattern of practice or behavior actively 
adopted by teachers in response to a reform or policy imposed on them from the 
outside. In recent national curriculum policies, it is often suggested that teachers be 
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given decision-making autonomy pertaining to the curriculum as a means to change 
school performance. However, autonomy is not the same as agency. Even if teachers 
have autonomy, they may fail to achieve agency if they reproduce past behavioral 
patterns out of habit. Korea has given teachers more autonomy to make decisions 
about the curriculum, but the teachers have not been proactive in making use of it. 
Teacher agency cannot be achieved merely by providing autonomy through reduced 
prescriptions or regulations. The surrounding structure or contextual conditions 
influence teacher agency (So and Choi 2018). In order to project teachers as real 
agents of change in schools, it is necessary that national curriculum policies focus 
on improving the structure and context in which teacher agency can be achieved.
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