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“Exam-Hell” in Korea

Kang-Tae Kim

Perhaps you have heard of the terminology “En-
trance-Exam Hell”. Yes, it is the term that describes
the “rigor” of the entrance exam to colleges and uni-
versities in certain Asian countries. The Korean term
“Ji-ok” in this “Ip-si-ji-ok” (entrance-exam-hell) is
translated to mean “hell”. But perhaps the more
correct translation may be “dungeon”, in the sense
that it does not carry any religious connotations
and that the term just indicates an environment
that is very difficult for anyone to survive.

Whatever the correct translation may be, “exam-
hell” is the stage a young student goes through in
order to enter a good university. All young Korean
students know very well that, sooner rather than
later, they have to be drawn into the dark mouth of
exam-hell! They also know what “rigor”—read: dif-
ficult and harsh test—is waiting for them in exam-
hell. In fact, a large part of the exam is national
and standardized, whose contents are officially
required by the Ministry of Education (MOE), one of
the more important government agencies in Korea.

The exams and the curriculum leading up to
them are national and standardized. Once the
exam contents are announced, not only does the
“power of exam-hell” reign over the lives of young
Korean students, but it also shakes the whole of
Korean society. Young students have to plan for
their futures accordingly, and parents and all
senior members of the family have to consider
carefully what they can do for their delicate young.
For better or for worse, the future of their young
members of our cohort is, by and large, the future
of the family.

The power of exam-hell is suffocating. Koreans
feel that the preparation time is insufficient. Pres-
sured young souls sometimes feel an urge to ask,

“Why? Do I/we have to go through exam-hell? I
mean, may I ask why I should?” The question is not
forbidden, at least not in principle; but it is in real
life. Grown-ups will immediately say, “No time to
waste on such questions! Save time to study more.”
Yes, it is madness. But in Korean society—in which
“obedience to seniors” is still a virtue—good girls
and boys swallow their fireball deep down and
walk, bravely, into the path leading eventually
toward the mouth of exam-hell.

I fortunately teach at POSTECH, one of the most
prestigious institutions in Korea. So I get to meet
the most successful students who come through
exam-hell in the freshman classes. Yes, they are
good! They have mastered the basic concepts and
techniques from first-year calculus—differentia-
tion and integration of elementary functions, in-
cluding some transcendental functions, and even
some techniques of integration. The majority of
them are ready, without fear, to learn ordinary
differential equations, calculus of functions in
several variables, and linear algebra. They are
ready to absorb new, challenging knowledge. This
is admirable! In fact, I remember the conversations
I had with several prominent French colleagues on
various occasions. They studied the Korean system
of education in some of their national committees!
I confirmed their finding, saying, “Yes, almost all
Korean universities have a rigorous selection pro-
cess for their entering freshmen.” And they said,
approvingly, “Fantastique!” They really admired
that part of the Korean system. In this regard,
exam-hell can be a system that even a more ad-
vanced country can envy.

There seems to be nothing in this world that is
just “good”. While exam-hell produces these “able
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and courageous soldiers”, I get to witness many
more than just a few frail young souls suffering
“in the dark”. Every year, some commit suicide,
leaving a blood-stained note saying something like,
“Happiness doesn’t come in the order of academic
achievements, does it?” Such extreme cases (thank
heavens, there are not so many) in the news every
year tear my heart apart. Some other young souls
merely suffer mental difficulties, stresses, and
anxious agitated depression. Other students ac-
cept their inferiority as “reality” at such a young
age—they are not even twenty-years old!—and
they try to be ready to live the life of a “delta”
or “epsilon”—of the lower classes, as in Huxley’s
Brave New World. It is cruel, but would we say that
such casualties just have to occur in any battle? Of
course, Korean seniors, including the Korean MOE,
do not have such a “hardened” heart to discount
all these problems. Even at the time of this writ-
ing much effort is being given to correct some of
these difficulties—at least I would like to believe
so. It is just that these are very hard to resolve;
new problems arise as soon as one appears solved.

Yielding unwillingly to the “encouraging” advice
not to mourn for the “casualties” too long, shall
we now look at the brighter side? How do our suc-
cessful young people do? Let us not look only at
the students at POSTECH but also include those
who are in the “better half” of Korean universities
(Korea has approximately 200 colleges and univer-
sities). It is also true that the “energy supply” of
young Korean talent is limited. They show evidence
of exhaustion at some stage, usually between the
second and third years of their college life. During
this period, many male students choose to fulfill
their military service, which is mandatory in Korea.
The military duty is such a time loss to many, but
it is on the other hand viewed as a convenient
“escape” from this wandering period—especially
from the female point of view. Female students,
who are not required to go to the military, also
suffer the same wandering stage—they file leaves
of absence. Many observers of this situation, ig-
noring the trauma that has already occurred, call
this the “block” that formerly excellent Korean
students often face in their academic progress. It
is definitely the aftermath of exam-hell and the
long effort preparing for it. Obviously students try
everything—after all, it is their life—to overcome
these “blocks”. But why should they have to? A
serious, careful study of the system could per-
haps improve it, and many of the students could
then resume progress in graduate schools or in
professional careers. The recent statistics on the
noticeable achievements by Koreans in many areas
seem to support the observation that students are
indeed managing to do this. All the same, I wish
that the system could be improved so that the stu-
dents do not have to suffer through the wandering
period so much.

SEPTEMBER 2010

In Korea, entrance-exam-hell is generally un-
derstood as “evil”. MOE's present intention seems
to be to change it into a system similar to that of
the United States, namely, each university runs
an American-style admissions office. I wonder if
they have considered the fact that Korea may be
quite different. Last year POSTECH ran such a new
system; I was amazed at reading the resumés of
the applicants. They may not be going through
the old exam-hell, but they are driven to perform
many other new things—it is a new exam-hell. It is
unthinkable for me and for anyone to insist that
the old exam-hell is ideal. But this is the year 2010
and, to Koreans and to anyone, the systems of the
more advanced countries are no longer a hidden
secret. It is high time to study ourselves and the
other systems carefully—together to build a good
outcome for all of our youngsters. After all, they
are our future, are they not?
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Professor(s) / Associate Professor(s) /
Assistant Professor(s) / Research Assistant Professor(s)
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Kong (Fax: (852) 2696 1462) by the closing date. The Personal Information
Collection Statement will be provided upon request. Please quote the reference
number and mark ‘Application - Confidential” on cover.

NOTICES OF THE AMS



http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/personnel


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket true
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Cadmus settings for Acrobat Distiller 9)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName (U.S. Web Coated \(SWOP\) v2)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 2400
        /PresetName (Cadmus_Flattener_Presert)
        /PresetSelector /UseName
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /UseName
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


