


BUSAN, SOUTH KOREA: 
RESEARCHING K-12 EDUCATION

I arrived in South Korea two days ago and after some sightseeing, sampling 
local delicacies and jet lag recovery, I was off to visit some K-12 schools 
for a few days. The city of Busan, South Korea, is rather hard to describe - 
mountainous topography, close to the ocean. The population of 4.4 million 
is very densely packed in, but the city is modern and clean and the people 
are friendly. The city is spread out among the mountains, so there are several 
“downtowns” - the pictures below, show the downtown next to our hotel:

KOREAN CULINARY ADVENTURE: 
PROCEED AT OWN RISK

The Koreans really enjoy food, and dining out is an important part of life 
and of doing business. Like most of Asia, Koreans draw from a very wide 
culinary palate – from lots and lots of beef, pork and chicken to a cornucopia 
of vegetables and the “full” array of seafood, where the only consideration 
seems to be if it moves it should be eaten. The meals we enjoyed were piled 
high with plates of fresh, raw ingredients, which were then either boiled at our 
table and consumed hot and delicious or eaten raw - it was never clear what 
was to be cooked and what was not. Most Koreans prefer spicy foods and I 
sampled a few of the hotter dishes. I had time to ponder the wisdom of that 
decision later that night. 



More than any other Asian city I’ve visited, 
I was conscious of food in Busan. From the 
hundreds of tiny restaurants throughout the 
area to the “street tent restaurants” on the 
road next to our hotel, the sights, sounds 
and smells of fresh food permeated the 
air, day and night. The tents in this photo 
are not filled with late night construction 
workers, but rather families or groups of 
business people enjoying mountains of 

freshly cooked beef and pork—Koreans, I’m told, really enjoy meat—and 
lots of it. These “tent restaurants” will serve guests until 2-3 am and it is not 
uncommon for a Korean to work all day, eat and drink (heavily) until 3am, go 
home for a nap and a shower and be back at work at 9am.

In business, this pattern seems to be de rigueur – with Koreans having a 
world-class tolerance for lots of cheap, sweet alcohol. Never try to drink a 
Korean under the table!

Here is a delicacy I did not try. Left him just as I found him.

KOREAN K-12 EDUCATION:
A BRIEF OVERVIEW

The Korean K-12 system is very different than any I’ve been exposed to – 
it has several very positive aspects and several, to me, negative aspects. 
Because it is so different and because the Koreans’ English is not as 
advanced as the Chinese, I may not have the structure and courses exactly 
correct, but the overarching concepts and direction I believe it accurate.

Primary and secondary school are divided into three sections, all paid for 
by the government, - Elementary (1st grade – 6th grade), Middle schools 
(grades 1-3) and High School (grades 1-3). After high school there are two 
options – College (3 years) and University (4 years). I did not do any research 
on general tertiary education. From the students and faculty, I learned that 
Korean parents are obsessed with education and will make enormous 
financial sacrifices for the education of their children. Most parents grew 



up in modest circumstances and are determined for their kids to have a 
better life. The children are expected to reflect those sacrifices in their 
efforts at school and by studying with tutors and other outside education 
programs. Surprisingly, government-funded schooling does not start until 
age 7 in Korea, however, almost all parents enroll their children in pre-K and 
Kindergarten programs at age 4 or 5 to “give them an edge.” Unlike India and 
China where education is intense, but feels so a part of the culture as to be 
almost natural, Korean education seems more forced on the students and 
there is less of an organizing direction of science and engineering. Just my 
impression.

ONE MORE NIGHT PHOTO OF BUSAN, KOREA, 
TENT RESTAURANTS

KOREAN ELEMENTARY EDUCATION:
THE BASICS

Elementary school in Korea begins at “age 7” (which I learned is age 6 
everywhere else – the Koreans count a child’s age as “one” when they are 
born). We toured only one very prestigious grade school, so I would not take 
this as representative. The first three years (US ages 6-8) are half days – 
starting at 9am and ending at 1pm. Many parents then pay for extended days 
and additional schooling, although not universally. The courses taught during 
these years are similar to the U.S. – math, science, language - although there 



is a much greater emphasis on art, music and 
creativity than most US public schools.

English instruction starts late relative to the Chinese 
– in third grade, about age 8 compared to age 3 
in China. And the intensity of interest in learning 
English does not seem to equal the Chinese. In 
China, even little children like to practice their 
English on Americans, whereas Korean high school 
students are shy and reluctant to try their English.

Kids attend the elementary school in their area, 
which appears to means that the quality of facilities 
and caliber of teachers differs geographically. 
The elementary school I visited today was very 
impressive in terms – teachers, technology and 
physical facilities.

The parents of these students are upper middle 
class and moved to the area specifically for the 
school, I was told. Most students had PC’s at home 
and the school had its own PC lab. Large screen 
TV’s networked to the PC’s were common.

In fourth through sixth grades, the school day is 9am – 4pm with the same 
courses in longer classes – math, language, history, science, social studies, 
art and music. Elementary student work Due to parents’ tendency to add 
academic workload beyond school, at their own expense, it is difficult to 
compare 1st-6th grade with other countries. Clearly, Indian and Chinese 1-6 
are more rigorous that Korean 1-6, but it appeared on par with America, 
perhaps with U.S. classroom work a bit more demanding.

KOREAN MIDDLE SCHOOL - THE ROAD 
BEGINS TO DIVIDE

Whereas Korean 1st-6th grade had short days and 
lasted only 8 months, the academic rigor begins 
to kick in starting in Middle School and builds to 
an intense, nearly unbearable crescendo by 12th 
grade. I had the chance to interview two, third-
year Middle School students at some depth. In 
the picture on my right is Kim Hyun Sub and the 
girl on my left is Pack So Jung. Don’t be fooled by 
their facial expressions - in Korea, that conveys 

wild enthusiasm at being peppered with questions by an old American who 
had them pulled out of class. You can tell by the sparkle in their eyes they 
are having the time of their lives. Both 16 years old, they won’t get a driver’s 



license for another two years. Both also go to math and English tutoring 
outside of school.

Below are the 11 classes they take for the three years of Middle school:

Korean language and literature, math, science, social studies, english, art, 
music (instrument or singing), cooking, chinese characters and p.e., including 
soccer, dance and running.

The eleventh class was the one that struck me as most interesting. It did 
not have a directIQ - EQ Textbook translation: one called it “Design & 
Engineering”, the other called it “IQ/EQ” class. We met with the teacher and 
learned it is three years of hands-on study of mechanics, electricity and 
construction of devices. Its intent, according to the teacher, is “to teach 
students how products are designed, drawn, and actually made.” It reminded 
me of a much more sophisticated “Shop” class from my high school days in 
the 1970’s.

Busan is both a design and manufacturing city and the government has 
ensured that those elements of the work-world are integrated into the Middle 
school curriculum. My sense is Government, Education and Industry are very 
tightly aligned to maintain the city’s competitive edge. In the 1980’s, shoe 
manufacturing was a huge industry in Busan. Today, all but highly specialized 
shoe manufacturing is done in China. To sustain the standard of living that 
shoe manufacturing provided Busan the Government shifted to higher-
value education as industry shifted to higher-value design and new material 
development. The State even went so far as to create highly competitive 
Design schools and two Shoe Colleges (3 & 4 year degrees) and a Shoe High 
School in Busan. (More in a future post).

The lesson that Korea has learned living so close to China, is when China 
moves to take low-value work in an industry it is best to let that segment 
go and shift education, research and resources to adding more value to 



the process in design, innovation, invention and entrepreneurship. Busan 
has achieved this through cooperation between local industry, education 
and government - working together to lift their students to the next value-
added rung on the ladder and raising the population’s standard of living. This 
model offers America and other countries some valuable lessons in global 
competition and I will come back to it in future posts.

THE VAST, OBLIGATORY ASIAN 
SPORTS COMPLEX

It does not get much more sophisticated than this when it comes to athletics 
at this wealthy Middle School.

Unlike U.S. sports fields, Asians shun artificial turf in favor of old-fashioned 
dirt - sure the speeds are slower, but there is nothing like playing a game of 
soccer for 30 minutes and enjoying the feeling of brushing off sweat, dust 
and dirt.



GLOBAL AWARENESS AND GLOBALIZED 
THINKING START IN MIDDLE SCHOOL



A TIGER IN OUR RESTAURANT

I can not explain why.

KOREAN HIGH SCHOOL - HYPER-INTENSE, IN-
SANELY COMPETITIVE, BUT... IT WORKS

The three years of high school in Korea are the most intense, Darwinian 
educational system I have witnessed anywhere in the world. It is seems 
to me beyond the pale. Yet its economic results have proven themselves 
over the past 40 years (more later). High school has two semesters each 
year: one starting mid-August and lasting until December 23 (4 months); 
the second semester starting January 15th and lasting until July 31 (6.5 
months). Students are in class 5 days a week beginning at 7am and lasting 
until 6:30pm, when school “officially” ends. From 6:30pm, students stay for 
extra classes until midnight – working on areas where they are testing weak 
on the national college entrance exam. From midnight until 2-3am there are 
additional homework halls, then the child drags themselves home for a nap, 
shower, breakfast and back to school by 7am. Weekends are reserved for 
paid tutors and additional classes.

This grueling, harsh regime lasts for three full years, all in preparation for 
the College Entrance exam where seats are scarce. By the second year of 
high school, students self-select to one of two academic tracks – Science & 
Math (40%) or Language & Art (60%). The Science & Math students are the 
real grinds, all hoping to enter the Seoul National University, ranked the third 
university in the world behind Peking, Tsinghua and ahead of Berkeley.



From all appearances this is one three-year long cram session – designed 
not to help the child learn but to achieve a maximum score on one exam. 
Having said that, this educational process has dramatically lifted the 
standard of living in formerly impoverished South Korea. Beginning in the late 
1960’s, as part of a series of 5 year plans, the Government decided to rebuild 
the school infrastructure and make a high-standard national education a 
top priority. Government, business and academic leaders saw the only way 
for South Korea to pull itself out of poverty and into the modern world was 
entirely through intense, superior education.

While one might argue the South Korean educational intensity is wildly 
excessive during the 3 years of high school, the results are certainly 
impressive when compared with other developing countries. For example, 
Brazil - rich in natural resources, aided by developed country’s industries 
and blessed with large areas of fertile land, large oil reserves and numerous 
seaports - had a per capita GDP roughly twice that of South Korea in 1970. 
Thirty-eight years later, South Korea’s per capita GDP is $26,000 compared 
to Brazil’s $10,100. South Korea’s economy was built largely on the strength 
of the increasing knowledge of its people – powered by a demanding 

K-12 education - and the 
dogged determination of Korean 
businesses to always move up the 
value-added ladder.

Packed between China (1.3 billion 
people) and Japan (127 million), 
Korea’s 49 million people have 
been able to successfully navigate 
from an impoverished Third 
World country to the 14th largest 
economy in the world at $1.3 
trillion.While the education system 
may look painful and excessive, it 
has worked to the overall benefit 
- and individual wealth -  of the 
Korean people.

RETURNING TO MIDDLE SCHOOL ENGINEER-
ING AND CREATIVITY - IQ/EQ - CLASS

I want to return to the most intriguing class I saw in the standard Korean 
education system – Engineering & Creativity. In American public Middle 
and High School, I’m unaware of any formal hands-on classes in actually 
designing and building things. The Korean economy seems firmly committed 
to staying in the design and building of products and this three-year course 
is a unique way to introduce students to that thinking and have them 



experience the process first hand. Based on the principal’s translated 
explanation and the EQ/IQ teacher’s enthusiasm for this class, it is clearly 
one of the students’ favorites and is highly regarded by the school.

To me, this harkens back to the 1970’s in America, in high school “Shop 
class.” Although without the esteem this 
class is accorded in Korea, “Shop class” 
in the 1970’s in the U.S. was a chance 
to integrate math, art, physics and other 
classes and actually build something 
useful. As I recall, we worked with a 
wide variety of materials and pieces of 
equipment. I distinctly recall forging and 
turning a steel chisel; drawing, sawing, 
sanding and waxing a wooden tie rack 
and designing, measuring and cutting an 

aluminum dust pan. Not particularly exciting products, but we were learning 
how to make things and our shop teacher was a gruff, disciplined man who 
taught us skills throughout the year.

I don’t know why “Shop class” was removed from the curriculum – legal 

liability, I suspect – but it was the one class that used the whole brain in the 
process of making a product. I think we might have something to learn from 
the Korean Middle School “IQ/EQ Class” – that the making of products is a 
process that should be hands-on and is engaging to students. Having seen 
this classroom and discussed the course with students, I think American 
education might find real benefit in emulating the Korean example of a class 
that uses the whole brain and teaches students how things are made – from 
idea, to design, to schematic, to prototype, to quality control, to testing and 
to final production.

BUSAN, THE SHOE INDUSTRY AND BUILDING 
REGIONAL COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGE

As low cost labor once pulled the shoe industry from Europe to the U.S., low 
labor cost again pulled the shoe industry from America to Asia. Almost every 
Asian country took a piece of the industry, pre-Mao’s demise, and found it to 
be an economically beneficial industry employing a large number of people 
with varying, generally low, skills. Once China woke up in the 1970’s and 
1980’s the game changed and no country could beat the Chinese low-cost, 



high-population advantage in the shoe industry. Busan’s government leaders, 
I was told, saw the inevitable coming and took decisive action. They were 
determined not to lose their shoe industry - they would simply accept that 
manufacturing would be done in China and they would educate their workers 
on the “higher knowledge” aspects of the industry - design, marketing, 
prototyping, QA, global trade and distribution, taxation, regulatory expertise 
and Chinese, etc. This strategy kept large numbers of people employed, 
while simultaneously developing an array of higher value-added businesses 
and raised the incomes of the participants who learned new knowledge and 
skills and who adapted to the new reality.

In the 1980s Busan had over 100 viable shoe manufacturers - today there 
are less than a dozen. My tour guide, Miss Hye, through the intricacies of 
the Asian shoe industry had personal experience with the transition. Her 
family had a shoe plant, which when China awaken was quickly threatened.
Despite her father’s best efforts, he was unable to partner with a Chinese 
manufacturer while diversifying into design and services to replace lost 
revenue and profit. Clear that he was not going to make the transition in time 
to save the family business, he liquidated assets in China, sent what money 
he made home to his wife, son and two daughters and died shortly thereafter.

Hye was just finishing high school at the time and had been accepted at a 
top Korean design school. Now unable to afford Design school, Hye worked 
several jobs, borrowed money from her sister and enrolled in Shoe College - 
one of two advanced colleges in Korea devoted to every aspect of the shoe 
industry. Shoe College is a three year, intense program that is rarely found in 
US universities - a college within a larger university where faculty, staff and 
industry representatives work side-by-side to prepare students for careers in 
the shoe industry - the high-value jobs in that industry. The day we visited a 
Nike exec was lecturing to the students on marketing.

BUSAN’S SHOE HIGH SCHOOL 
AND SHOE COLLEGE

Regrettably, the spicy Korean cuisine 
prevented me from touring the Shoe 
High School, But Jamien reports it was a 
3-yr intensive program with state-of-the-
art equipment designed to prepare the 
student for entry directly into the shoe 
industry or to ready the student for the 
even more rigorous Shoe College. As 
mentioned earlier, Hye could not afford 
Design school, so pooling her resources, 
she dove into Shoe College with 
determination to be the best at the school 
- which she achieved.



Here was her curriculum - 11 months a year over 2 years plus Job Training 
(classes started at 8am and lasted until 6:30pm):

YEAR 1 / 1st semester: Basal science / Coloration techniques / Shoe 
introduction / Shoe Design / Utility English / Material science / Shoe major 
English / Computer application / Pattern design / Practical business ability - 
demonstrate the actual making of shoes.

YEAR 1 / 2nd semester: Shoe modeling / Merchandising / Production 
quality control / Shoe analysis/ New shoe material / Utility English 2/ Shoe 
major English 2 / Computer graphic / Elastic Materials / Practical business 
ability 2 - make more complex shoe designs

YEAR 2 / 1st semester: Shoe CAD / Shoe design 2 / Shoe projector / Shoe 
fashion techniques /  Utility English 3/ Shoe major English 3 / Adhesion Study 
/ Leather Material / Practical business ability 3

YEAR 2 / 2nd semester: Venture foundation business / Shoe CAD / Shoe 
business / Shoe major English 4 / Student Project / Practical business ability 
4 & 5  

YEAR 3: Job training for 3 months (Hye took shoe design training job in shoe 
design company)

Graduation and a job with all the skills necessary to add-value immediately 
and to grow with the company. Some students continue for a 4th year and 
study the chemistry of shoe design. This was not Hye’s interest.

KYUNGNAM COLLEGE OF 
INFORMATION AND TECHNOLOGY:
HOME OF THE “SHOE COLLEGE”

I think it is worth pointing out that all of the people we met in the shoe 
industry are very proud of their companies and their products. Not only are 
their products worn the world over - they are working with some of the most 
creative design companies in the world - Nike, Reebok, Addidas, Puma, 
etc. These global brands give the shoe makers great pride and they are 
constantly innovating new materials, new lacing systems and new designs to 
impress these large companies. Being a shoe maker in Korea is a reasonably 
prestigious job, having required years of training and decades of hands-
on experience. Master designers are held in awe and master production 
engineers are revered.

Business people and academics work shoulder-to-shoulder in the Institutes’s 
modern lab supported by government funding. As the faculty member 
who gave us the tour of the facilities commented “only Nike has this much 
equipment.”



Here are a few photos to give a sense of the caliber and quality of the 
facilities and equipment:



KOREAN FISH MARKET:
I MUST PHOTOGRAPH



BEACHES OF BUSAN, KOREA

Busan is located on the Southeasternmost tip of the Korean Peninsula and 
faces the Korean Strait, the seaway that separates Korea and Japan. Busan 
is the largest seaport city in Korea, and ranks as the fifth largest port in the 
world. Busan also has some very large, spectacular beaches - although 
December is not the best time to visit them. Korean beaches hold the World 
Record for most number of beach umbrellas on a single day - 760,000. 
Clearly, not this day.



MY FINAL REFLECTIONS ON 
SOUTH KOREA, THE CITY OF 
BUSAN AND KOREAN EDUCATION

One of my lasting impressions of 
Busan will be the enormous quantity 
and high quality food available 
everyday, everywhere. I’ll miss the 
fresh tangerines (grown on an island 
200 miles south of Busan) at every 
meal.

Busan is a thoroughly modern 
city – commercial buildings, 
public transportation, access 
and convenience, shopping malls 
everywhere. Busan is “business first” – 
not clear that much else is important at 
this point. People seem to be “catching 
up” to their city – which by rights they 

should be more confident with what they have achieved. This may be the 
cleanest city in the world on any given day.

Korean education has been the cornerstone to their 
economic success. Parents start kids education 
at 3-4 typically with English – want their kids to be 
fluent, unlike their experience. Parents and society 
push the importance of education, but aren’t as 
career directive toward science and math as India 
or China. Elementary and Middle school are less 
rigid and more varied than India, China or even the 
U.S., with an intentional emphasis on arts, music, 
dance and creativity. High school, however, is a 
“forced march” to the College Exam – grueling 
and grinding - despised by kids, questioned by 
parents, but the practice 
remains. For all its flaws 

and faults, Korean education has lifted the country 
in 35 years from receiving financial aid from OECD 
to now providing other countries with aid of close 
to $1 trillion – it may not be to American taste or 
sensibility, but the economic results are amazing.

In my view, with the exception of a lack of enough 
English speakers, Korea is well positioned for 
acceleration in 21st century global competition. I 
think this country of 50 million offers some valuable 
lessons for how  to remain competitive in light of 



outsourcing and offshoring, while moving up the value-added ladder and the 
increasing economic well being of its citizens.

Two last things I’ll miss about Korea - Hite (Korean beer) and Soju (a 
vodka-like, sweet alcohol) which has remarkable potency and after two 
bottles allows the drinker to believe he or she can speak fluent Korean and 
that everyone in the restaurant is an understanding friend. Or, at least...
understanding.


