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Abstract

The study of the process of
introduction of Middle School
Admission System without

Examinations in 1969
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Major Advisor: Kwak, Duck-Joo
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The purpose of this study is to examine the introduction of
middle school admission system without examinations announced by
the Ministry of Education in 1968 in order to understand the impact
of the introduction of the middle school admission system without
examinations on Korean secondary education 1in the history of
Korean secondary education. This study examines the educational

aspirations of Korean society and the competition for middle school
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entrance examinations in the 1960s, and examines the process of
introducing the middle school admission system without examinations
to understand the characteristics of the process and the impact of
the middle school admission system without examinations on Korean
secondary education. To this end, this study comprehensively
reviewed statistical data from the Ministry of Education on the size
of national schools and middle schools in the 1960s; newspaper
articles on the competition for middle school entrance exams, the
process of preparing for the exams, and reactions to the middle
school admission system without examinations; and minutes from the
National Assembly and the Council of Ministers on the process of
discussing and introducing the government’s middle school admission
system without examinations. Here's a summary of the results.

In the 1960s, the competition for middle school applications
tended to be skewed toward the top middle schools that offered
winter admission to top high schools. Preparation for the middle
school entrance examination was Intensified by students’ and
parents’ eagerness to get into top middle schools and by schools’
and teachers’ efforts to 1improve their reputations through high
enrollment rates. The middle school entrance examination has been
criticized by the public for being overwhelming to the point of
deteriorating health. The Ministry of Education reformed the
entrance examination system to allow students to take the exam only
from textbooks and to use the question bank method to eliminate the
need for tutoring. Although the middle school entrance examination
was based on textbooks, tutoring and preparation for the entrance
examination continued.

Proponents of the exam-free system argued that eliminating the

middle school entrance exam would reduce the burden on students.
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The Ministry of Education’s response to the introduction of the
middle school admission system without examinations was skeptical.
It argued that the capacity of middle schools was insufficient and
that 1t was 1mpractical to introduce a middle school admission
system without examinations and expand compulsory education. In
April 1968, the ministry rejected a proposal to allow middle school
students to enter middle school without an examination.

The idea of allowing students to enter middle school without
taking an examination was discussed In earnest in May 1968, when
President Park Chung-hee changed the minister of education to
streamline the implementation of government initiatives. Minister
Kwon Oh-byeong, who was assigned by President Park to decide on
the next year's entrance examination, issued a gag order on the
entire ministry to prevent the policy from being discussed outside
the ministry. The middle school admission system  without
examinations was discussed in a small policy council formed by
Minister Kwon. The middle school admission system  without
examinations was secretly prepared and approved and announced
with the final approval of the president without any communication
with the education field.

Although the middle school admission system without
examinations was announced to the public after a brief two—month
discussion, 1t was introduced and promoted in an authoritarian
manner under the i1dealistic goal of normalizing elementary school
education and preparing for the expansion of compulsory education.
The Ministry of Education’s logic of normalizing elementary school
education in the face of negative social attitudes toward the heavy
burden of entrance examinations for elementary school students

made 1t difficult to oppose the introduction of the middle school
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admission system without examinations. Because it was an ideal goal,
the 1mplementation of the system was not opposed, but rather
criticized for insufficient preparation for its implementation.

The ministry addressed the lack of capacity and unevenness of
middle schools, which had been identified as problems with the
middle school admission system without examinations, by adhering to
the beneficiary—pay principle. Since more students wanted to enter
middle school than the ministry had originally planned, the ministry
tried to reduce the number of applicants by increasing the
contributions of middle schools based on the beneficiary—pay
principle. The Dbeneficiary-pay principle gave the Ministry of
Education the power to push through the middle school admission
system without examinations despite the lack of capacity of middle
schools, and it also masked the lack of preparation for the middle
school admission system without examinations.

Private schools reacted to the middle school admission system
without examinations by saying that it infringed on the right of
private schools to select students. The Ministry of Education tightly
controlled private schools during the implementation of the middle
school admission system without examinations. The ministry argued
that while the right of private schools to select students is important,
the priority should be to normalize the education of public school
students. The ministry controlled dissenting voices by cutting off
economic aid to dissenting private schools. It ensured that only
government schools could receive government support and that
poorly equipped private schools could not accept new students.
Rather than react to the loss of their autonomous right to select
students, private schools took the pragmatic route of asking the

state for economic aid.
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The middle school admission system without examinations has had
unintended effects on South Korean secondary education that are at
odds with its original goal of cooling education fever and abolishing
the top—-down system. First, the middle school admission system
without examinations reinforced the one-dimensional nature of
Korean secondary education. Unlike the bi-linear organization of
secondary education in the West, South Korea had adopted a
6-3-3-4 single ladder system similar to Japan. The single ladder
system 1s characterized by the fact that the school system 1s unified
into a single system and education is open to students regardless of
class. Based on the single ladder system stipulated in the Education
Act, it would seem that there were no elite institutions such as the
Public Schools in Britain, the Lycée in France or the Gymnasium in
Germany. In reality, however, there were high schools in Korean
secondary education that produced the majority of students who
went on to prestigious universities. The first-class high schools
adopted a winter admission method, which created a path for
students to advance through the ranks of first-class middle schools,
first-class high schools, and prestigious universities. The middle
school admission system  without examinations  abolished the
first-class middle school, breaking the link between the first-class
middle school and the first-class high school. With the introduction
of the middle school admission system without examinations, there
was no formal way to enter a top high school. The elimination of
elite middle schools reinforced the single ladder system of Korean
secondary education.

Another unintended consequence of the middle school admission
system without examinations 1s that it has led to the semi—publicization

of Korean private school. After independence, the establishment of

- 101 -



middle schools was left to private foundations. While elementary
schools were mostly national or public, middle schools were 45%
private. Since middle school education was not compulsory prior to
the middle school admission system without examinations, middle
schools selected students who fit the ideology of the school’s
founding or who received the grades desired by the school. With the
introduction of the examination-free system, private schools can no
longer select the students they want, making it difficult for them to
run their own educational programs. Administratively, private schools
were subject to the same leveling controls as state and public
schools, but their autonomy was not recognized and they received
no financial subsidies. In order to maintain their status, private
schools had to meet the leveling requirements of the Ministry of
Education. Rather than resisting state control of private schools,
private schools submitted to state control by seeking economic aid
from the state, resulting in their diminished autonomy and
semi-publicization. The loss of autonomy of private schools due to
the middle school admission system without examinations led to the
reduction of the difference between national, public, and private
schools in Korean secondary education.

Finally, the middle school admission system without examinations
was a policy amed at cooling the educational fever, but
paradoxically it had the effect of heating it up. After the muddle
school admission system without examinations was announced, the
number of middle school applicants increased to a level that
exceeded the Ministry of Education’s expectations, and in fact, the
middle school entrance rate increased rapidly after the middle school
entrance examination—free system was implemented. Prior to the

middle school entrance examination—free system, middle school was
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not compulsory, so only those who passed a screening process
called the middle school entrance examination could enter middle
school. The middle school admission system without examinations
has lowered the threshold for entering middle school by allowing
anyone to apply for middle school without taking the examination
and be selected by lottery. The lottery system and the abolition of
first-class middle schools, which were introduced to cool down the
fever for first-class middle schools, heated up the fever for
secondary education in Korea and led to the expansion of secondary
education.

This study 1is significant in that it analyzes that although the
middle  school admission  system  without examinations  was
implemented as a policy to cool down the educational fever, the
abolition of the middle school entrance examination and the abolition
of first-class middle schools actually led to the unintended
strengthening of the single ladder system and the semi-publicization
of Korean secondary private school. Moreover, the middle school
admission system without examinations fueled educational fervor in
Korea by becoming a system that did not differentiate between elites
and non-elites from middle school, leading to the rapid expansion of
secondary education. We hope that this study on the impact of the
middle school admission system without examinations on Korean
secondary education can serve as a reference for future studies on

Korean entrance examination policy and education policy.
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