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Abstract 

To maximize the relevance of the knowledge and skills our society's future leaders gain, over 

the course of their education, the national curriculum and individual school curricula must 

change. Specifically, they must promote the educational competencies that are most vital for 

today's students to lead the country through the 21
st
 century. To explore this transition, I have 

narrowed the topic down to two specific research questions. First, I will examine the impacts 

of the key competency-based curriculum on educational reform in the ROK via document 

analysis. And then, the 2016 curricula from Seoul's innovative elementary schools will be 

compared, in depth, with the 2015-Revised National Curriculum. The Seoul-style innovative 

schools were selected for comparison with the national curriculum due to their similarities, in 

terms of committing to educational reform focused on key competencies. The differences 

between the two are mainly related to the levels and rationales of the curricula. 

This comparative educational research leans towards/on an interpretive approach to analysis, 

in terms of the way the researcher views the world. Within a qualitative research approach, I 

build a framework by combining document analysis with Bereday’s (1964) comparative 

model, to address the research questions noted above.  

As expected, major differences and similarities were unveiled throughout the comparison—

which concerned the various ways of understanding the key competencies to be pursued in 

each curriculum. These key competencies fall under five themes: The Idea of an Educated 

Person, Cognitive Competencies, Affective Competencies, Social Competencies and 

Functional Competencies. The different codes ascribed to the key competencies under these 

themes, in each curriculum, have resulted in the types of key competencies that are most 

strongly emphasized therein. The greatest similarity between the two curricula lies in 

creativity, which is emphasized as a part of the cognitive competency. However, I would 

argue that a seemingly "non-cognitive" competency like collaboration should be given as 

much weight as creativity in the area of cognitive competency, when implementing a 

competency-based curriculum. 

Key words: Educational Reform in the ROK in Terms of Competencies; Key Competencies in 

Integration; Happiness, Creativity, Abundance of Emotion, Manners, and 

Technology Skills 
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1 Introduction 

The Republic of Korea's—(hereinafter, the ROK; also known as South Korea)—educational 

purpose was first set out and stipulated according to the Education Act. The Article 2 of 

Framework Act on Education, Revised Statutes of the ROK (2007)
1
 states that “the purpose of 

education is to enable every citizen to lead a life worthy of human(ity) and to contribute to the 

development of a democratic country and realization of an ideal of human co-prosperity by 

ensuring cultivation of character, development of abilities for independent life and necessary 

qualities as a democratic citizen under the humanitarian ideal.” The nation's educational 

system aimed to nurture the development of Korean citizens into a humanitarian ideal: 

independent human beings, to transform the society into a democracy; productive human 

beings, who are able to overcome poverty and become economically self-reliant; scientific 

human beings, for the sake of rational life and the improvement of culture; and peaceful 

human beings, to support an independent nation and bring peace to humanity. 

Across the nation, schools' educational activities are planned and operated based on the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act, Revised Statutes of the ROK (2012)
2
. This 

educational law presents certain directions to which primary and secondary education should 

adhere. Article 23 of the Act stipulates how primary and secondary school curricula are 

regulated: 

 Article 23 (Curriculum, Etc.): 

① Schools shall administer a curriculum. 

② The Minister of Education, Science and Technology shall determine the basic 

matters on the standards and contents of a curriculum as provided under Paragraph (1), 

and the Superintendent of the Office of Education may determine the standards and 

contents that are appropriate for local situations within the education category 

determined by the Minister of Education, Science and Technology. <Amended by Act 

No. 6400 on Jan. 29, 2001; by Act No. 8852 on Feb. 29, 2008> 

③ School curriculums shall be determined by the Presidential Decree. 

 

                                                
1
 [Enforcement Date 19. Jun, 2019.] [Act No.15950, 18. Dec, 2018., Partial Amendment] (as retrieved from the 

Korea Law Translation Center) 
2
 [Enforcement Date 03. Dec, 2019.] [Act No.16672, 03. Dec, 2019., Partial Amendment] (as retrieved from the 

Korea Law Translation Center) 
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According to Korea's Department for Education (2011), school education is concerned with 

the development and growth of individual learners—not just in the cognitive and physical 

dimensions, but also in the individual, societal and emotional dimensions that affect students' 

lives overall. These developmental dimensions can be the basis for learning, and can also 

affect the ongoing quality of learning. 

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) presents six scenarios 

for the future school landscape (2001). These scenarios are grouped into three categories, with 

each category consisting of two scenarios (Table 1.1). 

Table 1.1: The OECD Schooling Scenarios 

The “status quo extrapolate” 

scenarios 

The “re-schooling” scenarios The “de-schooling” 

scenarios 

Scenario 1: Robust 

bureaucratic school systems 

Scenario 3: Schools as core 

social centers 

Scenario 5: Learner 

networks and the network 

society 

Scenario 2: Extending the 

market model 

Scenario 4: Schools as 

focused learning 

organizations 

Scenario 6: Teacher 

exodus—the ‘meltdown’ 

scenario 

Source: OECD, 2001, p.79 

In Scenario 3, schools function as core social centers; they are networks in which community 

human resources are strengthened. The schools are finding their own ways to cooperate with 

communities and aim to serve their communities. In Scenario 4, each school is transformed 

into a strong-bonding community for learning. The notable point in Scenario 4 is that schools 

are organizations where knowledge is produced (OECD, 2001). School education will, of 

course, change in the future. New educational policies and curricula ought to be introduced 

accordingly. 

1.1 Purpose of the Research 

As the knowledge-based society of the 21st century has emerged, so has the demand to 

maximize the development of learners' talents through education. This has triggered 

educationally advanced countries, as well as international organizations like the OECD, to 
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revise their curricula. In the future, it is expected that the quantity of knowledge and 

information available will increase explosively. The rate of change will likewise become 

faster and faster, due to the ongoing development of informative and communicative 

technology. For students living under these circumstances, a new education approach is 

required. Unlike in previous eras, students living in this era—where social and other changes 

occur very rapidly—do not need to acquire the fragmented knowledge and concepts 

emphasized by traditional schooling. Instead, students need to be fostered as talented, agile 

individuals with the ability to discover and apply knowledge to create something new.  

In this new society, we must focus on the ability to utilize or produce knowledge, rather than 

simply acquiring knowledge. Key competency based education is currently drawing attention 

as one method to escape the old forms of knowledge-based education. Competency-based 

educational reforms are seen as meeting demands to solve social, cultural and technological 

problems—as well as global problems that affect the world as a whole. Numerous countries 

and global organizations have explored educational visions aiming to nurture competent 

human resources to suit the societies of the future. It seems likely that diverse competencies 

will be required—not just intellectual thinking skills but, particularly, creativity, problem-

solving skills, persistence, cooperation and understanding of cultural diversity (WEF, 2015; 

UNESCO, 2015b). Education for the future must emphasize the necessary abilities to 

integrate knowledge and skills and to solve problems by applying these abilities to various 

contexts in flexible ways. 

This research aims to diagnose the ROK's current educational reforms through a comparison 

of national and school curricula—allowing me to suggest more effective actions to be taken to 

improve educational reforms. I will analyze the literature relevant to competencies, especially 

that published by the OECD. I will likewise analyze which of these competencies are reflected 

in each country's curriculum at the elementary level, and how. I have chosen the countries 

whose curricula I will analyze based on the accessibility of their language, for example: 

Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the United Kingdom. Based on this literature review, I 

intend to compare two different types of curricula in the ROK—the Seoul-type innovative 

schools’ curriculum and the 2015-revised national curriculum—with a focus on competencies. 

I hope that the results of this research can be utilized as basic research material, enabling 

follow-up research to advance national educational policies and curricula in the name of the 

ROK's ongoing development and future visions. 
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1.2 Research Questions 

As noted, this study offers a comparative analysis of Seoul's innovative-schools curriculum 

and the 2015-Revised National Curriculum. It aims for a more in-depth understanding of the 

facets of each curriculum type, by comparing the curricula in terms of key competencies. I 

intend to explore both the explicit and implicit meanings of these curricula. I will then suggest 

relevant actions to help improve education in the ROK, my country of origin. 

The research questions will be narrowed down as follows: 

1. To what extent have the concepts or the idea of key competencies impacted 

educational reform within the Republic of Korea? Then, which impacts are these? 

2. What are the similarities and differences regarding key competencies in the 

curricula of Seoul's innovative schools, compared to the 2015-Revised National 

Curriculum? 

1.3 Study Scope and Limitations 

For this research, I chose to focus on innovative elementary schools in the ROK's capital city, 

Seoul—out of all the regions in the ROK—because I believe I can make the most effective 

use of my four years of experience as an elementary school teacher in Seoul's metropolitan 

area. More specifically, I am 

ethnographically more 

familiar with the Seoul-type 

innovative schools, than with 

other types of innovative 

schools in other regions. 

Although this research will 

apply the document analysis 

method, my ethnographic 

familiarity with the region 

around Seoul can enhance my 

research—facilitating deeper 

and better interpretations of 
Figure 1.1: The Cube of Bray and Thomas (1995, p.475) 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiS8bvi6qvfAhVRtosKHRQ3B7sQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=&url=http://s-m-herd.blogspot.com/p/chapter-1.html&psig=AOvVaw1XNzGNI0kF1EnGTLi17Tz3&ust=1545306798043156&psig=AOvVaw1XNzGNI0kF1EnGTLi17Tz3&ust=1545306798043156
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these regional documents. 

For the study's scope, based on a comparative pedagogical approach, the Bray and Thomas 

(1995) Cube will be adopted. Its structure consists of 3 dimensions—geographical/locational 

levels, non-locational demographic groups and social and educational aspects. The dimension 

of "non-locational demographic groups" includes: ethnic groups, age groups, religious groups, 

gender groups, other groups and the entire population. While this research will not interview 

tentative non-locational demographic groups, I would state that it is more or less related to 

elementary level students—ranging from 7-year-olds to 12-year-olds—because the level of 

study is narrowed down to elementary level curricula. The dimension of "social and 

educational aspects" includes: curriculum, teaching methods, educational finance, 

management structures, political change, labor market and other aspects. The current research 

will be conducted with a focus on curriculum, out of all the aspects mentioned above. The 

dimension of "geographical and /or locational levels" is composed of world regions and/or 

continents, countries, states and/or provinces, districts, schools, classrooms and individuals. 

This research will be narrowed down to the national, regional and school levels. All curricula 

to be analyzed and coded are collected from innovative elementary schools in the region of 

Seoul. These curricula will then be coded and synthesized at the regional level, so they can 

easily be compared with the national level curriculum—element by element. The units of 

comparison—as advanced by Bray, Adamson and Mason (2007)—are presented as the 

following: places, systems, times, cultures, values, educational achievements, policies, 

curricula, educational organizations, ways of learning and pedagogical innovations. 

"Curricula" will be the unit of comparison in this research.  

There are some limitations to this study. First, it focuses mainly on curricula—specifically, 

educational conceptions and the goals of education—in terms of key competencies. Thus, the 

study is limited to the content of the curricula itself; it doesn’t cover every single aspect of 

curricula. It will not comprehensively embrace the other aspects of curricula, such as 

implementation, process or evaluation. Second, this study specifically compares the ROK's 

national curriculum with the curricula of innovative elementary schools in Seoul. This 

comparative analysis can thus not be generalized to apply to comparisons among innovative 

elementary schools in other regions; the schools dealt with in this study are limited to the 

Seoul region. The study will not cover early child, secondary or higher education. For 1
st
 and 

2
nd

 graders, the 2015-revised national curriculum was implemented on 1 March 2017. 
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Meanwhile, for 3
rd

 and 4
th
 graders, it was not implemented until 1 March 2018, and—for 5

th
 

and 6
th

 graders—it was implemented another year later: on 1 March 2019. Thus, there may be 

defects in the curriculum that have not yet been detected or corrected. Fifth, the Seoul-type 

innovative schools were initiated in 2009, so there is a lack of previous research on this type 

of school. Above all, in-depth observations will not be performed during the research, which 

will limit its overall interpretation to some degree. When interpreting the data, the research 

aims to make the most effective use possible of the author's past experience working at an 

innovative elementary school. This cannot take the place, however, of directly observing 

personnel and students at innovative schools and then reflecting the observations into the 

research. These limitations or shortcomings should thus be overcome or supplemented by 

follow-up research in future. 

1.4 Structure of the Research 

This study applies the method of document analysis to compare the ROK's 2015-Revised 

National Curriculum with the curricula of Seoul-type innovative elementary schools, via a 

qualitative research approach. It employs Bereday's (1964) comparative analytical framework 

and educational theories related to key competencies. The study's final goal is to suggest some 

roads ahead to improve educational reforms—as well as innovations to benefit future society 

in the ROK. Accordingly, in the literature review section, I will summarize the representative 

literature on key competencies, as published by global organizations. I will also examine 

which key competencies are reflected in the curricula of various other countries, and how.  

The thesis will be organized as follows. 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

The term “competency” has emerged as a keyword for educational reform in the Republic of 

Korea—due to the recognition that learners must cultivate their abilities to utilize information 

and knowledge in reality. This goes beyond the typical school education in the ROK, which 

can be described as a knowledge-based and top-bottom teaching approach. 

The chapter introduces the research topic, rationale and research questions. It describes how 

the research hones in on a narrow focus, as well as by which unit the research is conducted. It 

also briefly outlines the structure of the research. 
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Chapter 2: Context 

The chapter illustrates and elaborates on the main elements of the context that are used to 

discuss the research topic. The research is discussed within this context. 

Chapter 3: Literature Review 

The chapter provides an overview of the literature, relative to understanding the key ideas of 

this research and to discussion of the research topic afterwards. It presents a variety of 

international and/or comparative studies within the field of education.  

The literature was reviewed comprehensively, to acquire some basic understanding around the 

future of education—mainly derived from the OECD 2030 Project—as well as to describe 

some curricular examples in which key competencies have been implemented. 

Chapter 4: Definitions and Theories 

The chapter defines the terms and clarifies the theories to be used for data analysis and further 

interpretation based on this. 

Chapter 5: Methodology 

The chapter explains the research strategies and research design underpinning this research. It 

presents the methodological choices and procedures—for example, data selection (sampling 

and collection) and data analysis. The method for developing validity and reliability is 

discussed, in addition to the method for minimizing ethical issues.  

Chapter 6: Framework for the Research 

This chapter describes the research framework, which combines document analysis with 

Bereday’s (1964) comparative educational theory. However, only the third and fourth steps—

juxtaposition and comparison—are extracted from Bereday’s theory, corresponding to the two 

research questions. 

Chapter 7: Impacts of Key-Competency in Educational Reform 

The chapter shares the results of the analysis of relevant documents, collected from official 

websites that are published mainly in the Republic of Korea.  

Chapter 8: Core Comparison between the Curricula 

Here, the results from the analysis of the collected curricula are illustrated comparatively—

employing juxtaposition and comparison within a method of thematic data analysis. 
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Chapter 9: Discussion 

In this chapter, the researcher discusses the strengths and weaknesses of the competency-

based curriculum and makes suggestions for its improvement—as the ultimate goal of this 

research and inspired by ideas and assumptions found in the literature. 

Chapter 10: Conclusion 

To wrap up, the final chapter provides a summary of the research, as well as some potential 

"roads ahead." The researcher hopes that this investigation will contribute to other researchers' 

further study, expecting to share new or multiple perspectives with them 
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2 Context 

This chapter provides social and educational context relevant to the research. For the social 

context, I make some descriptions on geography, population, and economy and polity of the 

ROK. For the educational context, I explain how the education is regulated by law and what 

the educational system is made up of by school level, in the target country. Furthermore, I 

also examine the current educational status in the ROK by summarizing the result of PISA 

2015 and Education at a Glance (2018). 

2.1 Sketch for the Research 

The ROK reads Daehan-min'guk in Korean in its full name, but the term Han'guk is also 

generally used to refer to my country—amongst the South Korean. It is a country located in 

East Asia with a population of 51 million, as of 2020. It has “Seoul” as the capital city, which 

is a populous one that has 10 million inhabitants, as of 2020. 

2.1.1 Social Dimensions in the Country 

Geography 

The country itself is a peninsula—which belongs to East Asia with Japan and China included 

(Map 2.1 below). To the north, it is bordered by the People’s Democratic Republic of Korea 

(also known as North Korea). To the east, it is bordered by the East Sea (also known as the 

Sea of Japan worldwide). To the south, it is bordered by the East China Sea; to the west, it is 

surrounded on the Yellow Sea. And it is separated by the Korean Strait from the Japanese 

islands called Tsushima, to the southeast. The total area of it spans 99,678 km², which is 

“about the size of Iceland or slightly smaller than the U.S. state of Pennsylvania” (One World 

Nations Online, n.d.). But please note that the terrain consists of 70 % mountain area with the 

east-side high and the west-side low, which is the reason why more people are basing life on 

the west. 
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Population 

As of 2020, the ROK ranked 28 in terms of the population of the country, with inhabitants of 

51 million. 82% of them—42 million—reside in urban areas, which is relatively higher than 

other countries in the world. 10 million—almost ⅕ (one-fifth) of the whole population—are 

heavily populated in Seoul which is the capital city in the country (World Population Review, 

n.d.). 

Economy and Polity 

The ROK has undergone drastic transformations—in terms of policy, economy, society and 

culture, followed by education. The 1950–1953 Korean War caused a great deal of destruction 

and poverty across the entire nation, as did its aftermath. Yet the ROK made tremendous 

efforts to overcome this post-war devastation and succeeded in changing its status from an 

underdeveloped to a developed country. Lucas (1993) uses the term "miracle" to describe the 

ROK's rapid economic growth and societal transformation (p. 251). The ROK's Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP) per capita remained at around 100 US dollars in the early 1960s. In 

Map 2.1: Where Is the ROK Located? 

Source: Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism, Korea (n.d.) 
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1977, it reached 1,051 US dollars. In 2005, it reached 15,000 US dollars, and by 2018 it had 

achieved 31,363 US dollars (World Bank, 2019).  

Korean scholars have noted that educational development has played a major role in the 

ROK’s economic "miracle" and its rapid growth into a developed country. Free and obligatory 

elementary education was guaranteed under the democratic constitution, with the aim of 

promoting individual and societal happiness and wellbeing through a workforce that could 

fully commit itself to achieving individual freedom, equality and creativity. The Education 

Act was drawn up, in parallel, to support the education system and its operation. 

2.2 Education System 

The details related to educational objectives of elementary and secondary schools in the 

Republic of Korea are covered by the Education Act and from the general to the particular 

section of the national curriculum.  

Education Act 

 

National Curriculum 

Generals (Overview) 

 

National Curriculum 

Particulars 

Educational principles 

Educational purposes at 

each school level 

Ideal features of those 
educated 

Key competencies 

Educational objectives at 

each school level 

Educational objectives in 
each subject 

Specific competencies in 

subjects 

Goals to be achieved 

Figure 2.1: The Regulation System for the Educational Goal  

Note: Author’s own draft. The above is limited to elementary- and secondary-level 

educational goals. 

As seen in Figure 2.3, the system regulating the ROK's elementary educational goals is largely 

divided into the provisions of the law and the provisions of the national curriculum. The 

national curriculum is composed of educational purposes that are divided into "general" and 

"subject" sections. There are substantial differences between the provisions of the law and the 

provisions of the national curriculum. 

Legal regulations are tricky to change. Since they must be confirmed by the National 

Assembly, the amendment of legal regulations takes a significantly different trajectory than 

does reforming and amending the national curriculum. The educational philosophy and 

educational objectives that are stipulated by law for schools at each level thus remain stable, 
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with only minimal possibilities for change. In contrast, from the moment the national 

curriculum is fully amended, the details related to educational purposes are constantly 

changing. The national curriculum's impact on individual schools tends, therefore, to be more 

direct—given that full revisions are periodically made, leading to the transformation of 

specific details connected to instructional goals. 

Competencies are a feature specified in the national curriculum, yet not regulated by law. As 

the curriculum has been revised, this feature has been newly incorporated. The contents of the 

educational law are adequate enough, if they are stipulated in a form that can be interpreted to 

cultivate competencies established in the curriculum. In the national curriculum, it is 

necessary to set specific educational goals to cultivate such competencies, so that the 

educational goals can be linked together into an overall structure. These are then built into the 

lessons and evaluations for each subject, and put into practice. 

The ROK’s academic calendar begins on 1 March and runs until the following February. 

Early childhood education targets children aged 3–5. Elementary education targets ages 6–11, 

spanning a total of six years. Lower-secondary education, also known as middle school, is 

targeted at ages 12–14. Upper-secondary education, or high school, is targeted at ages 15–17. 

Each level of secondary school spans three years, for a total of six years. Education is 

compulsory from ages 6–14: from the 1
st
 grade of elementary school to the 3

rd
 grade of lower-

secondary school. The National Common Basic Curriculum is applied during this compulsory 

education period. Early childhood care and education (ECCE) is available for preschoolers 

starting at age 3, yet is not compulsory. The national-level Kindergarten Curriculum provides 

guidelines for ECCE kindergartens and childcare centers. The ROK's educational system is 

shown below, along with the curriculum at each education level (Table 2.1, continued). 
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Table 2.1: The School System and Relevant Curriculum per School Level, in the ROK 

18  

 
17 

The High School Elective-Centered 

Curriculum: 

Aged 14/15 – 17/18 (3 years) 

3rd grader 

High School 16 2nd grader 

15 1st grader 

14 

The National Common Basic Curriculum: 
Aged 6/7 – 14/15 (9 years) 

3rd grader 

Middle School 

Obligatory 

Education: 

Aged 6/7 – 
14/15 

(9 years) 

13 2nd grader 

12 1st grader 

11 6th grader 

Elementary School 

10 5th grader 

9 4th grader 

8 3
rd

 grader 

7 2nd grader 

6 1st grader 

5 

The Kindergarten Curriculum: 

Aged 3 – 5/6 (3 years) 
Kindergarten  4 

3 

2 

1 

0 

(Age) 

Source: Translated and modified by the author from NCIC (n.d.). 

To what extent is compulsory free education provided in the ROK? The country's Constitution 

(amend. art. 31 c.) states the nation’s commitment toward free education, as well as 

compulsory education: “Paragraph 2. All citizens who have children to support shall be 

responsible at least for their elementary education and other education as provided by Act. 

Paragraph3. Compulsory education shall be free of charge.” Based on this, Article 8 of the 

Framework Act on Education, Revised Statutes of the ROK (2007) designates 6 years of 

elementary education and 3 years of secondary education as a compulsory education period. 

Tuition fees, admission fees and support fees for school operation and textbooks are provided 

free of charge. The responsibility for covering these educational expenses varies from the 

central government, to the local government, to the Ministry of Education itself. But the 

central government is responsible for over 60 % of the total; thus, the nation pays for most 

educational costs at the compulsory education level. Meanwhile, other countries with a strong 
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focus on education—for example, the U.S., the U.K., France, Germany, China, Japan, Finland 

and Norway—have lifted upper age limits for compulsory education to include free high 

school education. This shows a trend to expand free educational support to accommodate the 

needs of low-income and underprivileged families, preschoolers and high school students. 

The ROK also shows some signs of reform, in the direction of offering free high school 

education. 

What is the national significance of free compulsory education in the ROK? Free compulsory 

education should form a part of “providing equal educational opportunities,” as is guaranteed 

in the Constitution. Universal support should be offered, regardless of a student’s social and 

economic background. Yet it should be implemented in the form of discriminatory 

compensation, reflecting differences, if it is not free with all educational expenses at the 

compulsory education level. Free compulsory education should not be an empty political 

pledge, nor should it be applied only in certain situations. It should be discussed as a vital 

aspect of the nation's pursuit of both strong educational values and social consensus. Free 

education must be guaranteed for the sake of providing equal educational opportunities—as 

well as to carry social accountability into action, reducing disparity by guaranteeing equal 

educational opportunities to all in this contemporary era.  
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2.3 Current Status in Education 

I intend to show the current status of education in the ROK by examining the result of PISA 

2015 and Education at a Glance (2018). It turns out that the ROK ranked 4
th

–9
th

 in reading at 

the average score of 517, 6
th
–9

th
 in mathematics at 524, and 9

th
–14

th
 in science at 516. I take 

into account the two questions from Education at a Glance (2018). One is about the 

cumulative expenditure per student at educational institutions, which shows $12,000 was 

spent on them as of 2015. The other one is about the student-teacher ratio and the size of 

classes. One teacher taught 15 students at the primary education levels, on average—while 

there were 23.4 students per class as of 2015. 

2.3.1 PISA 2015 

The OECD's Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) assesses the basic 

reading, math and science abilities of 15-year-old students, every three years, and compares 

them worldwide. It thus aims to provide basic data for each country to build its educational 

policies, by analyzing the PISA results in connection with influential background variables. 

Compulsory education ends in most countries, globally, at age 15. The PISA thus focuses on 

this age, to ensure that results are available to compare the efficiency of each country's 

compulsory education system. It then suggests—through the examples of those countries that 

are most highly ranked globally—policies or practical cases to help improve the academic 

achievements of students in each country. These suggestions are offered to all countries—

including both OECD members and non-members (OECD, 2005b).  

“PISA 2015” is the sixth of these triennial PISA survey reports—demonstrating students' 

achievements in science, reading and mathematics and defining and assessing educational 

equity. This report focuses on students’ attitudes towards science learning, with the prospect 

of their engaging in science-related careers. It also shows that learning achievements and 

equity have been progressing, in the PISA-participating countries. According to the PISA 

2015 results (OECD, 2016), Korean students showed achievements at the upper-middle level; 

their achievements were above the OECD average score in all areas, as seen in the figure 

below.  
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Table 2.2: PISA 2015: The Result of the ROK (OECD, 2016) 

  

Reading Mathematics Science 

Average 

Ranking 

Average 

Ranking 

Average 

Ranking 

OECD 

(35)  

Total 

(70) 

OECD 

(35) 

Total 

(70) 

OECD 

(35)  

Total 

(70) 

The ROK 517 3~8 4~9 524 1~4 6~9 516 5~8 9~14 

OECD Average  493 490 493 

Note: The number in parentheses refers to the number of countries targeted. 

Amongst the 35 OECD member countries, the ROK ranked 3
rd

–8
th

 in reading, 1
st
–4

th
 in 

mathematics, and 5
th
–8

th
 in science. This shows a high level of achievement. Of all 70 

participating countries whose data was compared, the ROK ranked 4
th
–9

th
 in reading, 6

th
–9

th
 

in mathematics, and 9
th

–14
th

 in science. (Two countries—Malaysia and Kazakhstan—were 

excluded from the comparison among all 72 participating countries, for data-related issues). 

However, the average scores of all OECD member countries, including the ROK, were lower 

than their scores in the PISA 2012. 

Ever since the first cycle of PISA in 2000, the ROK has maintained a high level of 

achievement in all three areas—reading, mathematics and science—out of the 35 OECD 

member countries. In reading, ROK students have held from 1
st
–8

th
 place, scoring the highest 

in PISA 2006. In mathematics, ROK students have scored higher than in either reading or 

science, in 1
st
–4

th
 place. In science, they have maintained 1

st
–9

th
 place. ROK students' average 

scores in PISA 2006 and in PISA 2015—where science was the main area of focus—were 

relatively low compared to the other PISA cycles. Overall, the PISA results help us to 

objectively grasp the ROK's educational achievement levels, compared with the rest of the 

world. It also offers some suggestions for educational policies in the ROK, by comparing and 

analyzing the achievement levels of each country.  
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Table 2.3: Rankings by Area and Progress of Changes in Average Scores (National 

Knowledge Information System [NKIS], 2017) 

  
PISA 2000 

(43) 

PISA 2003 

(41) 

PISA 2006 

(57) 

PISA 2009 

(75) 

PISA 2012 

(65) 

PISA 2015 

(70) 

Reading 

Average 525 534 556 539 536 517 

Rank 
OECD 6 2 1 1~2 1~2 3~8 

Total  7 2 1 2~4 3~5 4~9 

Mathematics 

Average 547 542 547 546 554 524 

Rank 
OECD 2 2 1~2 1~2 1 1~4 

Total 3 3 1~4 3~6 3~5 6~9 

Science 

Average 552 538 522 538 538 516 

Rank 
OECD 1 3 5~9 2~4 2~4 5~8 

Total 1 4 7~13 4~7 5~8 9~14 

Note: The number in parentheses refers to the number of countries that participated in each 

PISA round. The major area of assessment differs from one round to the next, as follows: 

PISA 2000—Reading; PISA 2003—Mathematics; PISA 2006—Science; PISA 2009—

Reading; PISA 2012—Mathematics; and PISA 2015—Science. 

2.3.2 Education at a Glance (2018) 

The Indicators of Education Systems (INES) is one of the major projects of the OECD's 

educational directorate. The INES publishes Education at a Glance (EAG) every year, as a 

way to globally compare the educational indicators from each country. EAG is widely used in 

national policy development; the basic data for the indicator report is collected in 

collaboration with the European Union (EU) and United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (OECD, 2005c). EAG provides a range of up-to-date and 

comparable indicators, concerning the achievements of the educational system. These 

indicators are utilized as basic data to examine each country’s educational participation rates, 

educational expenditures, operational policies of the educational and learning systems and 

academic achievements. The ROK's version of EAG has been published since 1996 by the 

Korean Ministry of Education (MOE) and the Korean Educational Development Institute 

(KEDI). 
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Education at a Glance asks, “How much is spent per student on educational institutions?” 

(OECD, 2005c). In 2015, the OECD member countries spent about $10,500 per student, on 

average, to fund educational institutions from the primary to tertiary levels. The countries 

spent approximately $8,600 annually, per student, on primary education; $10,000 on 

secondary education; and $15,700 on higher education. The cumulative expenditure per 

student on educational institutions, from age 6 to 15, is estimated at about $91,000 (Figure 

2.4). In the case of the ROK, expenditure on primary and secondary education per student is 

higher than the OECD average (OECD, 2018, pp. 246–250). 

 

Figure 2.2: Cumulative Expenditure on Education, per Student, from OECD (2018, p.250) 

Note: Marked in red by the author. 

From 2010 to 2015, public expenditure on educational institutions—except for higher 

education—increased by 4% on average in the OECD member countries, whereas the number 

of students decreased by 1%. Over the same period, the expenditure per student increased by 5% 

(Table 2.4). The decreased number of students and increased total expenditure eventually 

contributed to a much larger increase in expenditure on public education per student, at this 

stage. But the change in the number of students cannot be regarded as a major factor for the 

change in expenditure. The OECD member countries' average expenditure per student on 

educational institutions comprises 22% and 25% of their per capita GDP for primary and 

secondary education, respectively. This figure is much higher when it comes to higher 

education, where the OECD member countries spend an average of 38% of GDP per capita. 

From 2010–2015, expenditure per student on educational institutions increased by 24% in the 
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ROK, which is among the countries where expenditure per student on public education rose 

most sharply over this period (others include Chile, Latvia and the Slovak Republic, where 

spending increased by 20%, 30% and 22%, respectively) (OECD, 2018, pp. 251–256).  

Table 2.4: Change in Total Expenditure per Student on Educational Institutions (2005, 2011, 

and 2015) 

Index of change (GDP deflator 2010=100, constant prices) 

 

Source: Modified by the author from the OECD (2018, p.256). 

Another key question is: "What is the student-teacher ratio and how large are classes?" The 

number of students per class can be an important measure of the learning environment in 

primary and lower-secondary schools. In 2016, for OECD member countries, the average 

number of students per class at primary schools was 21 in public institutions and 20 in private 

institutions. The average number of students per teacher was 15 at the primary education 

levels, 13 at the secondary education levels and 15 at the higher education levels. In the case 

of the ROK, the number of students per class and the number of students per teacher remain 

higher than the OECD average, but are in a phase of steady decrease. (OECD, 2018, pp. 350–

356). According to the OECD (2005c, p.352), the number of students per class at the ROK's 

primary schools was 34.7 in 2003, while the OECD average was 21.4 at that time. As of 2015, 

it was 23.4 in the ROK (OECD.Stat, 2020). It can be concluded that the ROK has undergone a 

significant improvement in the number of students per class, as well as the number of students 

per teacher. 
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3 Literature Review 

Literature was reviewed comprehensively to acquire some basic understandings on the future 

education, mainly derived from the OECD 2030 project. I also describe some curricular 

examples in which key competencies were implemented—from the nations of Australia, 

Canada, New Zealand and the U.K. It activates the background knowledge and information 

for the further progress in this research. 

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) is a global 

organization which was set up with the purpose of enhancing economic cooperation and 

developing the economy. Amongst the numerous directorates in the OECD, the Directorate 

for Education and Skills is a department that conducts educational projects. For example, 

through the OECD Education 2030, it explores a “learning compass” that suggests how young 

people can navigate their life and their world. It shows a need for a broad set of knowledge, 

skills, attitudes and values in action.  

3.1 Directorate for Education and Skills 

The OECD was established in 1961. Its purpose was to promote international economic 

cooperation among advanced capitalist countries, so as to develop the economy and boost 

world trade. The OECD consisted initially of 20 member countries, sharing the common value 

of pursuing an open market economy and pluralist democracy. Another 17 countries have 

joined the OECD since then; as of 2019, it maintains a total of 37 member countries. The 

OECD's main projects are targeted at policy review and analysis for its member countries. 

Along with its member countries, the OECD actively interacts with another 70 countries and 

is forging a tight cooperative relationship with these countries as well. (OECD, n.d.) 

The OECD's projects are conducted by “directorates,” which are divided into various areas. 

Educational policy research and activities are under the OECD's Directorate for Education and 

Skills. The Directorate for Education and Skills has, as its aim, for every single human being 

in its membership countries to be able to receive a quality education—so they can individually 

develop themselves and devote themselves to sustainable economic growth and social 

inclusion. 
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To achieve this aim, the Directorate for Education and Skills has six strategic purposes. These 

purposes emerged from the interest in educational policies that was expressed by member 

countries, at a February 2003 meeting of OECD education chief executives in Dublin. The 

2005 OECD Work on Education brochure lists these six purposes: "development of lifelong 

learning and improvement of linking lifelong policies with social and economic policies, 

assessment of educational achievements and enhancement, improvement of quality teaching, 

re-examination of higher education under the globalized economy, achievement of social 

integration through education and formation of the new future for education" (as cited in 

KEDI, 2005, pp.17–20). 

As seen above, the OECD membership countries are more strongly focused on higher 

education and lifelong learning—rather than on primary and secondary education. Yet 

primary and secondary education are the basis of education. During these important stages, 

children and adolescents are laying the educational groundwork for their whole lives. It would 

be impossible to put "too much emphasis" on primary and secondary education. In this 

research, we hone in still further on the very foundation of education—focusing specifically 

on primary education. 

3.2 OECD Education 2030 

The OECD is currently carrying out a project called Future of Education and Skills: The 

OECD Education 2030 (henceforth, OECD Education 2030). OECD Education 2030 aims to 

determine which competencies are most vital for today's students to prosper and contribute to 

society as adults, in the year 2030 and beyond—as well as what direction education should 

take, to nurture these competencies at a global level. The year 2030 is targeted because it is 

not just the year when students currently entering elementary school will enter the workforce; 

it is also the year when students currently attending secondary schools will be the core 

generation leading society. Thus, OECD Education 2030's purpose is to provide direction for 

contemporary elementary and secondary education, as we make preparations for the near 

future. 

OECD Education 2030 involves two steps. In Step 1, from 2015 to 2018, it has explored the 

21
st
 century competencies deemed most vital for children who will reach adulthood in 2030, 

and how the current education system should prepare students around these competencies. By 
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creating a conceptual learning framework that reflects these competencies, it aims to help set 

up educational guidelines so that each country across the globe can prepare its students to 

contribute to future society. Step 2 proceeds from the year 2019. It aims to explore the 

learning environment and educational system that are required, to cultivate these 21
st
 century 

competencies.  

 

Figure 3.1: The OECD Learning Framework 2030 excerpted from E2030 Position Paper 

(OECD, 2018, p.4) 

Figure 2.1 illustrates the ultimate goal of the OECD learning framework: to assist students 

who will reach adulthood in the 2030s to both contribute to and experience “wellbeing"—as 

members of society and as individuals. In other words, education aims to equip these students 

with the competencies they need to live a life of wellbeing. These competencies fall into the 

categories of knowledge, skills, attitudes and values and are elevated by a cycle of anticipating, 

acting and reflecting. Thus, students require abilities around anticipation, action and 

reflection. Individuals must develop data literacy, literacy and numeracy—along with 

transformative competencies such as creating new value, taking responsibility and coping 

with tensions and dilemmas.  

In the developmental stage of the OECD learning framework, there was discussion of 

embracing diverse agents, such as the students' agency and the teachers' agency. These agents 
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are not directly taken into account in this research, because the study focuses more strongly on 

the content of the curriculum itself—in terms of key competencies. In the following 

paragraphs of this section, I will discuss the competencies that comprise the OECD learning 

framework. The framework presents transformative competencies. To implement these 

competencies within the curriculum, the types of knowledge, skills, attitudes and values they 

reflect are suggested, with the aim of transforming society and shaping better lives into the 

future. Transformative competencies consist of three constructs: creating new value, taking 

responsibility and reconciling tensions and dilemmas. 

Creating new value: To resolve various issues confronting the world today, innovation is 

necessary. Innovation, in turn, requires creating new values. It is predicted that future society 

will face a world of "VUCA," which stands for volatility, uncertainty, complexity and 

ambiguity. In this volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous future world, the ability to 

create new meanings will be essential. Major advances in the fields of biotechnology, 

revolution and artificial intelligence may soon allow us to overcome current human limits 

around lifespan, health, cognition and competencies. This demands that we redefine what they 

mean to human beings, within the boundaries of moral and ethical issues—as well as our own 

relationships as human beings, with each other and with our surroundings. 

Taking responsibility: Not all revolutions benefit humans, and revolutions essentially connote 

risk. Taking responsibility is thus extremely important. For instance, scientific ethics are very 

significant to ensuring that scientific discoveries are applied to the benefit of humans and their 

world. Taking an interest in scientific ethics is in line with having responsibility. Having 

responsibility implies individuals' performing their various roles under the belief that each 

individual's acts and choices can cause specific results, and taking responsibility for these. 

Coping with tensions and dilemmas: Economic and political purposes and priorities differ 

from country to country. Coping with tensions and dilemmas matters, since each individual 

lives in a world where different power relations, cultural traditions and circumstances are at 

play. Increasing diversity and difference is one aspect of this world. Globalization, 

interconnectivity and complexity are other vital aspects. To survive in this type of world, 

individuals must deal with tensions, dilemmas, trade-offs, ambiguity, asynchrony and non-

linearity in a constructive and future-oriented way. Coping with tensions and dilemmas refers 

to this ability. 
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The relationship between the competencies described in DeSeCo (Definition and Selection of 

Competencies) and the transformative competencies described in Education 2030 can be seen 

in Figure 2.2. 

 

Figure 3.2: The relation between DeSeCo competencies and Education 2030 transformative 

competencies 

In 2003, the OECD defined key competencies in a project called DeSeCo (Definition and 

Selection of Competencies), which deemed them as "beyond knowledge and technology." 

That is, key competencies surpass cognitive abilities and are required for individuals to pursue 

common social purposes and successful lives. In an increasingly diverse and global future 

society, human beings must contend with complex demands to achieve successful lives. While 

technology and attitudes are very much included, it is also emphasized that psychological and 

social resources should be utilized in certain contexts. For example, the ability to 

communicate effectively requires not just language capabilities and practical IT technology—

but also particular attitudes towards the people one is trying to communicate with (OECD, 

2005a). Thus, competencies are much broader and more comprehensive concepts, compared 

to abilities. Competencies are composed of a whole spectrum of social and behavioral 

factors—emotions, attitudes, values and motivations—as well as the knowledge and 

technology to live successfully in the future society.  
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Competencies consist of knowledge, skills, attitudes and values. Knowledge can be separated 

into four types: disciplinary knowledge, inter-disciplinary knowledge, epistemic knowledge 

and procedural knowledge. Disciplinary knowledge—for example, knowledge around core 

concepts, big ideas or detailed knowledge—is predicted to be significant, even in the year 

2030. Core concepts comprise knowledge that can be utilized in many contexts. These 

concepts may be stored in memory for a long time, despite forgetting the details. 

Interdisciplinary knowledge is a type of knowledge that spans various fields of study. It 

provides the abilities to look into problems in real life, phenomena and issues from the 

perspectives of a variety of fields of study. Epistemic knowledge influences students through 

motivation. It asks questions like, “What am I learning, and why am I learning it?;” “For what 

am I able to use this knowledge, in real life situations?” and “How does a professional think 

about this?” Procedural knowledge is knowledge about thought patterns and frameworks, 

which is developed by doing something or understanding how to do it.  

Skills consist of cognitive and meta-cognitive skills, social and emotional skills and physical 

and practical skills. Cognitive and meta-cognitive skills refer to thinking strategies that enable 

the use of language, numbers, inference and acquired knowledge. These skills include verbal 

and non-verbal function, high-level thinking skills, the effective use of feasible function and 

problem solving. Meta-cognitive skills include the ability to conceive knowledge, skills and 

attitudes and values of one's own. Social and emotional skills are individual competencies in 

which thoughts, emotions, actions are expressed in consistent patterns. Physical and practical 

skills utilize physical tools, operations and functions. For example, new Information and 

Communications Technology (ICT) and new equipment may be applied. So may life skills 

like playing instruments, crafts, sports and riding a bike; professional skills, such as surgery; 

and corporal abilities, such as muscular flexibility.  

Attitudes and values are vital competencies to live as an individual and member of society in 

the VUCA world of the future. It is difficult to determine a single set of common universal 

values that everyone can agree upon, since people live in different surroundings and cultures. 

Therefore, the OECD Education 2030 project tries to find answers to the questions below, as a 

way of bringing attitudes and values into the learning framework. Questions to be discussed 

include: “Whose value is it?,” “What kind of values do you mean?” and “With which method 

will the education of attitudes and values be performed?” This discussion aims to help 
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educators choose methods to define and express the attitudes and values students will be 

taught in the curriculum—or to guide students to form attitudes and values of their own. 

3.3 Educational Reforms 

Contemporary human beings are living in an age of constant changes and reforms. In the 

current state of education, new educational reforms, directions and guidelines are being 

continuously suggested and implemented. Yet these educational changes and reforms are not 

limited to the current era. As the 17
th
 century educationalist Comenius (1592–1760) claimed 

in the Great Didactic, there were no perfect schools at that moment, and schools could stand 

to be reformed. We have been attempting to solve educational problems ever since humanity's 

first attempts at teaching and learning began; the history of educational reforms is very deeply 

involved in the history of humanity. 

Countries all over the globe are constantly pursuing educational reforms, in consideration of 

their own circumstances and to prepare for the future. Primary education, in particular, is 

strongly emphasized—in light of its importance as the basis of all education (UNESCO, 

2015a). Globally, countries are putting intensive efforts into in-depth research and practices to 

improve the quality of basic education. More and more developed countries are paying close 

attention and investing major efforts into educational reforms for primary education, with the 

aim of enhancing their national competitiveness. The Republic of Korea is no exception. 

Educational reform is a type of educational change. Reform refers to institutional change, 

whereas change itself is a neutral concept. One type of change that can lead to major 

improvements is innovation, which is the case where the effect sustains with intentional and 

planned changes (Lewin, 1951). According to Havelock (1973), educational innovation must 

be new, deliberately intended and more or less comparatively massive change. The terms 

reform and innovation are, at times, used interchangeably. However, these two terms have 

different meanings—in terms of their scope, distinctiveness and radicalness. This researcher 

will try to use each term thoughtfully, with regard to the situation and the context. 

Educational reform, in this chapter, refers to intensive efforts made to effect changes—with 

the intention of making educational improvements and bringing about extensive and 

comparatively perpetual changes across the field of education. 
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3.3.1 Flow of Global Educational Reforms 

In this section, I will examine the main trends of the global educational reform movement and 

introduce the fourth way, which has emerged as an alternative to neo-liberal education reform. 

To clarify how the direction of the fourth educational reform corresponds with the current 

educational reform movement in the Republic of Korea, it is activating background 

knowledge on educational reforms to compare the innovative schools' curricula with the 2015-

Revised National Curriculum.  

The global educational reform movement has been carried out in four ways, as suggested by 

Hargreaves and Shirley (2009) in The Fourth Way, as well as in The Global Fourth Way. The 

first way of educational reform is a change theory of education, which was common in 

countries with quality welfare systems in the 1960s and 1970s. It is characterized by strong 

government support, high professional autonomy of teachers and diversity in the focus and 

quality of educational innovation. Learner-centered innovations took place at the broad 

discretion of teachers—for example, via free schools and de-schooling (pp. 3–4).  

The autonomy of teachers and curriculum was high, in the first way, but innovation was not 

widely shared. It was also inevitably inconsistent, since the quality and methods of innovation 

at each school were irregular. Thus, the first way was highly innovative, but it was difficult to 

follow consistent educational goals as political and economic reliance weakened. On the other 

hand, fiscal tightening was needed after the first economic shock in the mid 1970s. This 

inspired the introduction of the free-market ideology. At the same, educational achievement 

standards were established. These intended to compensate for the lack of consistency during 

the first way stage, by adopting the concepts of standardization, texts and accountability. To 

improve efficiency, the free-market ideology was also enhanced via change strategies like the 

school choice system and competition amongst schools. The second way thus came into 

being—raising slogans around being competitive in the marketplace and standardization. The 

key problems in the first way were contradiction and inconsistency, financial pressures and 

demands for tradition and certainty. The second way era aimed to solve these problems. Yet 

the second way was characterized by a loss of teacher’s autonomy due to centralized control 

by the government, the standardization of educational goals and competition within the free-

market system (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009. pp. 8–12). 
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Unfortunately, the second way was too much of an educational hazard. As a uniform 

curriculum was applied—one that was based specifically on educational goals that had 

previously been outlined—all schools attempted to educate students with exam-centered 

learning. Not only did they teach subjects via a strong focus on tests, but they also killed 

teacher’s spontaneity. “Top-down educational reform” was thus unsuccessful. The principle 

of the second way turned public schools into training institutions. Teachers learned to educate 

students to solve problems for college entrance exams, transforming schools into test-

preparation factories and producing dropouts (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009). 

As the shortcomings of the second way became apparent, the UK and US were at the epicenter 

of those seeking a third way in the 1980s. Combining the merits of the free-market system and 

statism, the third way aimed to avoid both the rigidity of the left wing and the inequality of 

the right wing. It took advantage of the benefits of both government support and market 

competition—balancing teachers' autonomy and accountability through compromise between 

top-down and bottom-up administration. Experts and the public participated as agents of 

change. Yet the third way faced the same problems of bureaucracy, blind faith in science and 

technology and the passiveness of schools, which would only act urgently to accomplish 

prescribed goals. Clearly, a compromise needed to encompass both the left wing and the right 

wing, but educational reforms were biased towards the neo-liberal right-wing ideology 

(Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009). 

In the late 1970’s, especially, neo-liberalism began to emerge and was seen in the reduction of 

government intervention and expansion of the market economy. There was, at that time, a 

global trend of thought that people's entrepreneurial spirit was being depleted by excessive 

government intervention. The core of this trend was derived from the idea that inadequate 

government intervention in labor markets and service provision was blocking economic 

growth. As an alternative to the idea of excessive dependence on a nanny state, it was argued 

that the paradigm should be shifted to a competition state. Basically, neo-liberal competition 

states value competition, excellence and accountability and prefer educational policies based 

on outcomes. Neo-liberal thought had expanded not just into health, welfare and the 

transportation system but also into education. Privatization in education introduces skills and 

practices from the private sector into education—aiming to operate public entities more like 

corporations, including generating profits. In the process, the unified public school system 

became more diversified. 
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This led to the strong promotion of public autonomous schools or selective schools, 

representing neo-liberal ideologies. The spirit of social integration rapidly slid into decline. 

Franklin and Mcculloch (2007) referred to this as “the decline of the comprehensive high 

school” or “the death of the comprehensive school.” The decline of the comprehensive school 

soon led to a process where already disadvantaged youth were deprived of opportunities to 

ascend to higher social and income levels. This increased social polarization still further. Neo-

liberal thinkers—who highly praised competition and efficiency—pushed for the 

corporatization, marketization and commercialization of schools. Rather than being "the great 

equalizer," as Thomas Mann famously put it, education was contributing to "class 

reproduction," in which social inequalities are passed on from generation to generation. Public 

schools attended by disadvantaged students were often unable to adequately respond to the 

competition and marketization of education. These schools began to operate under still more 

devastating conditions. Along with this worldwide phenomenon, national educational policy 

in the UK, the US and Australia was strongly focused on national-level academic achievement 

tests—for example, the SAT, NSLB and NAPLAN—to assess basic academic skills. Test-

centered teaching was undermining the nature of education. 

When this criticism was raised, a fourth way was sought. The educational reform methods of 

the second and third ways had prevented genuine educational reform. The third way, which 

had sought to overcome the shortcomings of the second way, failed to completely eliminate 

them—while introducing some new shortcomings of its own. The more recently emerging 

fourth way is based on the successful principles of Finnish educational reform, as well as—for 

instance—educational reform in Singapore, in the US state of California State and in the 

Canadian provinces of Ontario and Alberta. The problems revealed in the third way were 

government bureaucracy; blind faith in science, technology and market capitalism, even when 

it comes to education; and ideas of "success" that depended too heavily on testing to measure 

academic achievement. The fourth way aims to overcome these problems. It focuses on each 

student's broader self-development, rather than pursuing narrow educational goals that focus 

on improving government-led academic achievement or mitigating academic gaps. It pursues 

morally or spiritually healthy educational goals. It also aims to teach students a sustainable 

way of life—taking into account economic vitality, social integration and democratic 

approaches (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009).  
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Table 3.1: The Four Pillars of Educational Change 

 The First Way The Second Way The Third Way The Fourth Way 

Control Professionalism Bureaucracy and 

markets 

Bureaucracy, 

markets and 

professionalism 

Democracy and 

Professionalism 

Purpose Innovation and 

inspiration 

Quest for coherence Performance and 

partnership 

Inspiring, 

innovative and 

inclusive mission 

Trust Passive trust Active mistrust Public confidence Active trust 

Community 

Engagement 

Mainly absent Parent choice Delivery of services 

to communities 

Public engagement 

and community 

development 

Curriculum Inconsistent 

innovation 

Detailed and 

prescribed 
standardization 

Varying prescription 

with increased 
coaching and 

support 

Steering and 

development 

Lateral Relations Voluntary Competitive Networked Networked plus 

area-based 

collaboration 

Source: Edited by the author, based on The Fourth Way (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009). 

 

 As illustrated in Figure 3.1, 

actions taken within the 

global educational reform 

movement can be 

categorized in terms of the 

characteristics and extent of 

the reform. One type of 

reform is a “sustaining 

innovation,” which gradually 

improves existing 

institutions or systems. The 

other is a “disruptive innovation,” which destroys something that currently exists and 

creatively transforms it into a very or completely different thing. These terms were originally 

used in Harvard professor Clayton Christensen's books The Innovator's Dilemma: When new 

technologies cause great firms to fail and The Innovator's Solution: Creating and sustaining 

successful growth (1997; 2013). 

In Figure 3.1, the upper and lower axes represent sustaining innovation and disruptive 

innovation. The axes on the left and the right represent formal learning and informal learning 

Figure 3.3: The Education Innovation Grid (Hannon, Patton 

& Julie, 2012) 
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(Hannon et al., 2012). Hargreaves and Shirley (2009) regard the fourth way as “alternative 

innovation” (pp. 8–9).  

When looking toward future educational innovation, it is vital to note that little progress has 

made through the gradual educational reforms of the past—even when intense efforts were 

made on their behalf. This was because reforms were made without modifying the core of the 

school system. Substantial positive changes may be possible, if reforms are made to change 

the system itself. An alternative innovation movement, starting from this point of view, 

suggests a totally new learning ecosystem—one that replaces previous types of schooling 

altogether, rather than just offering alternatives to traditional schools.   

3.4 Key Competencies for Future Learners 

Here, I review the characteristics of future learners as well as key competencies that are 

considered in need of for the future society. I also look into some examples of key 

competency based curricula from several countries. It might show us trends on what and how 

key competencies have been reflected into each curriculum. This is to build up the 

background knowledge and information for discussing what kinds of key competencies are 

embedded in the elementary curricula. 

3.4.1 Characteristics of Future Learners 

Scholars argue for diverse criteria, when it comes to the ideal characteristics of future learners. 

These include technological impacts, economic growth impacts, changes in international 

status and socio-cultural changes (Tapscott, 2009; Pedro, 2006; Prensky, 2001; Veen, 2007). 

Technological factors are the most frequently cited; their impact has been accelerated through 

the popularization of personal computers, the spread of the Internet and the widespread use of 

mobile phones (Presky, 2001). Veen (2007) calls future learners “Homo Zappiens,” who 

prefer a fast pace, perform multiple tasks simultaneously and want to be connected to the web 

nonstop—while learning and playing at the same time. The characteristics of existing 

generations and future learners are compared in Table 3.2.  
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Table 3.2: Comparison between Current and Next Generations 

Homo Sapiens 

(Former-Generation Learners) 

Homo Zappiens 

(New-Generation Learners) 

Conventional Speed High Speed 

Mono-tasking  Multi-tasking 

Linear approaches Non-linear approaches 

Reading skills first Iconic skills first 

Stand-alone Connected 

Competitive Collaborative 

Learning by absorbing Learning by searching 

Separating learning and playing Learning by playing 

Learning by internalizing Learning by externalizing 

Focused on reality Using fantasy 

Source: Veen (2007, p.3)  

Simply put, these characteristics can be largely divided into internal aspects and external 

aspects—comprising "individual thinking and motivation" and "social relations and 

technology utilization," respectively. As seen in Table 3.3, the internal aspects are compatible 

with the individual dimension. The external aspects are compatible with the group dimension, 

as well as the information utilization dimension. All three dimensions have strengths and 

weaknesses. 

Table 3.3: Characteristics of Future Learners 

 Positive Aspects Negative Aspects 

On the Individual Dimension Personal freedom, individualization 

and entertainment 

Self-centered thinking and 

communication 

On the Group Dimension Network and collaboration, 
immediate interaction and self-

organization 

Weakened morality 

On the Information Utilization 

Dimension 

Explorative data processing and 

multi-tasking 

Too dependent on technology 

Note: Summarized by the author (author’s own draft).  
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3.4.2 Key Competencies 

Competencies for future learners have been studied from a variety of perspectives, as shown 

the Table 3.4. These include the perspectives of the OECD, the Assessment and Teaching of 

21
st
 Century Skills Project (ATCS), the EC, UNESCO, the Korean Educational Development 

Institution (KEDI), etc. The OECD's Centre for Educational Research and Innovation (CERI) 

has defined the key competencies of future learners as "knowledge and technical skills that can 

meet complex needs of psychosocial aspects within a specific context." These are categorized 

into three broad competencies: “Use tools interactively (e.g. language, technology);” “Interact 

in heterogeneous groups;” and “Act autonomously” (OECD, 2005a, p. 5). The ATCS suggest 

ten skills as the components of key competencies, which they categorize into four groups: 

Ways of thinking, ways of working, tools for working and living in the world (Binkley et al., 

2010, pp. 1–2).  

First, cognitive competencies are composed of understanding of core subject contents, 

creativity, innovation, and critical thinking and problem solving. Understanding of core 

subject contents includes a basic understanding and performance on subjects like language, 

literacy, arts, mathematics, economics, science, geography, history and politics. Creativity 

refers to the ability to create new knowledge and experiences with originality, usefulness and 

values that are different from already existing ones—or the ability to discover something new 

or suggest new alternatives. Innovation is the ability to implement new alternatives based on 

creative thinking. Critical thinking and problem solving refer to the ability to reason 

effectively and make judgements and decisions using systemic thinking. (Table 3.4) 

Second, social competencies consist of communication skills, collaboration and interaction 

skills. Communication skills refer to the analytical work of processing, transforming and 

formatting information, to share and communicate the results and outputs of information. 

They also refer to the ability to share ideas with specific audiences in most effective way 

possible. Collaboration and interaction skills are those used to interact fluently with 

colleagues in the virtual world online—or with concerned organizations or figures—by 

making use of tools that support collaborative work. 
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Table 3.4: Competencies Required by Future Learners or by Learners for Tomorrow 

Classification Contents 

CERI, OECD 

(2005a) 

· Use tools interactively  

    (Use language, symbols and texts interactively, use knowledge and information       

    interactively and use technology interactively) 

· Interact in heterogeneous groups 

    (Relate well to others, co-operate, work in teams and manage and resolve conflicts) 

· Act autonomously 

    (Act within the big picture, form and conduct life plans and personal project and      

    defend and assert rights, interests, limits and needs) 

ATCS  

(Binkely et. al,   

2010) 

·Ways of thinking 

   (Creativity and innovation, critical thinking, problem solving , decision making and 

    learning to learn, metacognition) 

·Ways of working 

   (Communication and collaboration (teamwork)) 

·Tools for working 

   (Information literacy and ICT literacy) 

·Living in the world 

   (Citizenship–local and global, life and career and personal & social responsibility– 

   including cultural awareness and competency) 

EC (2007) 

European 
commission 

--Key 

competencies for 

lifelong learning 

·Communication in the mother tongue 

·Communication in foreign languages 

·Mathematical competency and basic competencies in science and technology 

·Digital competency 

·Learning to learn 

·Social and civic competencies 

·Sense of initiative and entrepreneurship 

·Cultural awareness and expression 

UNESCO 

(2016) 

--UNESCO  

Competency 

framework 

·Accountability 

·Communication 

·Teamwork 

·Innovation 

·Results focus 

·Planning and organizing 

·Knowledge sharing and continuous improvement 

KEDI (2004) 

·Basic literacy (Read, write and arithmetic) 

·Core skills (Communication, problem solving and self-directed learning) 

·Citizenship  

·Vocational/technical skills 

Source: OECD (2005a); Binkley et al. (2010); EC (2007); UNESCO (2016); KEDI (2004) 

Third, functional competencies refer to the ability to utilize information technology and to 

identify and respond to actual problem-solving situations. They are made up of technology 

and media literacy and flexibility and adaptability. Flexibility and adaptability are concerned 
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with the ability to apply a flexible method that most effectively fits each situation, to solve 

problems and actively respond to changes. 

Last but not least, affective competencies are composed of self-direction, leadership and 

citizenship in terms of motives, attitudes and values. Self-direction refers to the ability to 

regulate oneself with goals, time management and independent operation. Leadership is the 

ability to guide and lead others, including being aware of one's responsibility for others. 

Citizenship refers to being aware of one's responsibility as a member of global and local 

society (OECD, 2005a; Binkley et al., 2010; KEDI, 2004). 

As a preliminary review of the literature, the key competencies for future learners can be 

summarized as in Figure 3.2, below. Overall, the competencies are categorized into four 

areas—the cognitive, social, affective and functional dimensions—with ten sub-competencies. 

 

Figure 3.4: Four Realms of Key Competencies for Future Learners  

Note: Organized by the author. 

Thus far, I examined and reviewed the previous studies conducted on the characterisics of 

future learners and the key competencies they should possess. Figure 3.2 varies slightly from 

the suggestions of the OECD 2030 Project (2018), which organizes the key competencies into 

three areas: “Knowledge,” “Skills” and “Attitudes and Values.” In the future, schools will 
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need to establish more diversified, learning-oriented educational goals, considering the 

necessary competencies that future learners will require. The importance of new educational 

content based on competencies—communication, problem-solving and citizenship—will be 

intensified, on top of the traditional curriculum such as reading, writing, math, science, etc. As 

Prensky (2001) has stated, the curriculum of the future will provide integrated or 

interdisciplinary learning, with new knowledge areas for the fourth industry revolution (e.g. 

Robotics, Nanotechnology and Genomics, etc.) and Ethics, Politics and Sociology combined. 

3.4.3 Examples of Key Competency Based Curricula 

The key competencies outlined by the OECD (2005a) are for students at all school levels— 

including not just primary and secondary education but also higher education. Perspectives on 

key competencies vary from country to country. Yet many countries are working on 

identifying these key competencies, and are basing their curricular characteristics and goals on 

them. Looking into these countries' curriculum reforms at the primary and secondary school 

levels, the term competencies may not be used directly, yet it can be seen that the curriculum 

has been restructured in terms of competencies. I have selected several English-speaking 

countries whose curriculum is prominently differentiated from that of other regions or other 

countries, in terms of key competencies. These countries have been narrowed down to the 

following four: Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the UK. 

A number of countries have been moving to restructure their curricula based on competencies 

since 1997, with the motivation of the DeSeCo Project promoted by the OECD (2005a). This 

move began in the 1990s and has accelerated in the 2000s. Since the 1990s, the UK has 

attempted to incorporate competencies into its national curriculum by emphasizing “key 

skills.” Subsequently, in the 2000s, Australia, New Zealand, Canada and Germany have also 

actively restructured their own national curricula based on competencies. In the ROK, studies 

are being actively conducted to introduce examples of competency-based curricula that have 

attempted in various other countries. 

In this section of Chapter 4, I will examine how competencies have been embedded in 

curricula at the national or state level, by exploring trends seen in recent studies of the 

competency-based curricula of the selected countries. There may be some differences in the 

backgrounds and features of reforms among countries, but there were more than a few 

similarities in their curricula. Examining these differences and similarities can be meaningful, 
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to help grasp the trends around the recently implemented competency-based education 

reforms. Thus, in this section, I intend to analyze the literature around such competency-based 

curricula at the national and state level, to explore their detailed structure and contents. 

Australia 

Australia's curricula have traditionally varied from state to state. The state of Victoria requires 

students to equip themselves with the following key competencies, to facilitate their success 

in education, work and life in the future: manage themselves and their relations with others; 

understand the world; and act effectively in that world. Victoria has included three elements 

in its curriculum, to meet this demand. One element is physical, personal and social 

learning—including knowledge, skills and behaviors in health and physical education; 

personal learning; interpersonal development; and civics and citizenship. the second element 

is discipline-based learning—knowledge, skills and behaviors in the arts; English and 

languages other than English; the humanities; mathematics; and science. The third element is 

interdisciplinary learning—knowledge, skills and behaviors in communication; design, 

creativity and technology; information and communications technology; and thinking 

processes (Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority [VCAA], 2005, pp. 5–6). 

At the national level, the Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority 

(ACARA) is enacting and offering a curriculum based on the Melbourne Declaration on 

Educational Goals for Young Australians. The curriculum was implemented in 2011 and was 

made compulsory in all states in 2013. Its aim is to provide successful life-long learning and 

basic learning that are essential for participating in Australian society (Barr, 2008). 
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Figure 3.5: The Three Dimensions of the Australian National Curriculum (ACARA, 2009) 

The national curriculum above covers grades K–12. The specific contents are presented up to 

grade 10. From grades 10–12, the system is set up so that some students can engage in 

specialized learning through vocational education and training. This curriculum comprises 

three structures: learning areas, general capabilities and cross-curriculum priorities. (See 

figure above.) While adhering to eight traditional learning areas and sequential strands, the 

curriculum focuses on seven general capabilities and three cross-curriculum priorities. The 

eight learning areas are English, mathematics, science, humanities and social sciences (history, 

geography, economics, business and civics and citizenship), the arts, health and physical 

education, languages and technologies (design and technologies and digital technologies). The 

seven general capabilities refer to skills and behaviors that need to be developed across 

different learning areas—literacy, numeracy, ICT capability, critical and creative thinking, 

personal and social capability, intercultural understanding and ethical understanding. The 

three cross-curriculum priorities in relation to newly arisen issues are sustainability; Asia and 

Australia’s engagement with Asia; and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and 

cultures. Some elements of the seven general capabilities and three cross-curriculum priorities 

can be developed more or less thoroughly within certain learning areas. However, they are 

generally applied across all eight learning areas (ACARA, 2009). 
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Canada 

In Canada, the federal government is not in charge of education. Instead, the provinces are 

responsible for education, implementing their own educational policies. The Canadian 

province of Québec pursues a competency-based curriculum—organized in terms of 

competency development rather than knowledge transfer. In other words, school education 

does not end with knowledge acquisition. Instead, it focuses on the concept of competencies, 

while also emphasizing an interest in how knowledge can be applied in a useful way and can 

be sustainable. The Ministere de l’Education (2001) structured the curriculum comprising 

three components: cross-curricular competencies, broad areas of learning and subject areas. 

The cross-curricular competencies are those all students must acquire, to adapt to different 

situations and to live in a changing world. Each of these competencies has a general 

characteristic that crosses the boundaries amongst particular subjects. Sub-competencies 

consist of intellectual competencies, methodological competencies, personal and social 

competencies and communication-related competency. The intellectual competencies include: 

to use information, to solve problems, to exercise critical judgement and to use creativity. The 

methodological competencies include: to adopt effective work methods and to use 

information and communications technologies. The personal and social competencies include: 

to construct his or her identity and to cooperate with others. The communication-related 

competency is to communicate appropriately. The broad areas of learning handle the issues 

that matter both for individuals and society. These are composed of five areas—health and 

wellbeing, personal and career planning, environmental awareness and consumer rights and 

responsibilities, media literacy and citizenship and community life. The curriculum of the 

province of Québec is not a form of subordinating the subject areas to specific competencies. 

Instead, it stresses that the subject areas should be related to the common competencies, while 

respecting the autonomy of the subject areas. The relationship among the curricular 

components is represented in the figure below. 
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Figure 3.6: The Québec Education Program and Interaction Among its Components 

Source: Ministere de l’Education, Québec (2001, p. 8) 

These curricular components interact through “relationships within components” and 

“relationships between components.” The relationships within components are interactions 

between sub-elements existing within each component. The sub-competencies of the cross-

curricular competencies are closely linked to each other in real learning situations. On the 

other hand, the relationships between components refer to interactions among three 

components of the curriculum in Québec State. For example, the broad areas of learning and 

subject areas can be a context to develop the cross-curricular competencies. Yet they can also 

become a learning context for each component. Likewise, the figure above shows that the 

three components of the Québec curriculum interact in a complementary manner. It helps 

teachers, as the main readers of the curriculum, to link their subjects to the cross-curricular 

competencies or the broad areas of learning while teaching. 

New Zealand 

New Zealand is also moving toward a curriculum that reflects key competencies. The 

traditional New Zealand curriculum designated the following as “essential skills”—

communication skills, numeracy skills, information skills, problem-solving skills, self-

management and competitive skills, social and co-operative skills, physical skills and work 

and study skills. These essential skills were cross-curricular and were supposed to be acquired 
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across all curriculum areas. Yet these generic essential skills were difficult to integrate into 

learning content at school, according to critics (Hipkins, 2006, pp. 1–2). New Zealand found 

that students cannot adapt to the changing society just by acquiring a basic knowledge of 

traditional subjects. It thus developed a key competency based curriculum, based on the 

OECD's DeSeCo Project, and has applied said curriculum. Five key competencies are 

reflected in the curriculum at the national level: thinking; using language, symbols, and texts; 

managing self; relating to others; and participating and contributing. The aim is for these key 

competencies to be acquired through traditional eight learning areas—English (and/or other 

official languages, like Te Reo Māori and New Zealand Sign Language [NZSL]); the arts; 

health and physical education; learning languages; mathematics and statistics; science; social 

sciences; and technology (Ministry of Education, New Zealand, 2007). 

The national curriculum of New Zealand sets up a vision. Then—to realize this vision—key 

competencies are built into the structure, along with values and learning areas (achievement 

objectives.) According to the New Zealand Ministry of Education (2007), all learning should 

be able to take advantage of natural links that correlate values, key competencies and learning 

areas (Figure 3.7 continued on the next page). 

In the reviews above, key competencies are set up as separate categories in the general 

view/overview, by some countries applying key competency based curricula. Yet this is not to 

replace the subject areas. Key competencies, in these curricula, are being treated as goals to be 

achieved. Other countries/provinces that have moved to key competency centered curricula, 

on the other hand, have tried to more systematically reveal the relationships among the 

curricular components, rather than simply listing these components. By visualizing the 

relationships among these elements, these countries/provinces aimed to clarify the interaction 

among the goals, competencies, subjects and cross-curricular issues/themes/topics pursued in 

the curriculum. Australia, Canada's Québec Province and New Zealand have reformed their 

own curricula in this way. 
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Figure 3.7: The Overview: A Schematic View 

Source: New Zealand Ministry of Education (2007, p.7)  

The United Kingdom 

In 2013, the UK's Department for Education planned to enhance achievement standards in a 

new national curriculum. That is, it set higher expectations for pupils based on the core 

subjects of English, mathematics, and science. The new curriculum still retains main areas 

that are composed of core subjects and foundation subjects. Yet the way the subjects are 

named differs slightly, compared to the previous curriculum. For instance, information and 

communication technology was renamed as computing. Foundation subjects consist of art and 

design, citizenship, computing, design and technology, languages, geography, history, music 

and physical education. These were traditional subjects, with some changes. For instance, 
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where physical education had been categorized as a core subject in the previous curriculum, it 

was now designated as a foundation subject in the new curriculum. Religious education and 

sex and relationship education became statutory teaching at UK schools, through this revised 

curriculum (2013, p. 7). 

Basic skills like literacy (reading and writing), numeracy and ICT skills were still considered 

significant. But in surveys around entrepreneurship, other factors—communication skills, 

character, responsibility, spirit, will and so forth—were given more weight than basic skills. 

The values pursued in the UK curriculum are listed as personal development, equality of 

opportunity, economic wellbeing, healthy and just democracy and sustainable future 

(Department for Children, Schools and Families, UK, 2010, p. 4). 

In summary, the curriculum tends to be structured multi-dimensionally—allowing traditional 

subjects or learning areas and competencies, as comprehensive/generic or general skills, to be 

acquired in a complementary way. These competencies are mainly divided into four 

categories: interpersonal or social skills; individual development or self-management skills, 

such as identity and autonomy; communication skills, using information technology or 

language; and thinking and creative skills. The key competencies appear to be developed, on 

the whole, through learning across diverse subject areas. They reflect somewhat more 

extensive skills, rather than specific knowledge or skills. 
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4 Definitions and Theories 

I considered that it was inevitable to use certain definitions and theories in order to find out 

answers to the research questions during my analysis. Here, the definitions and theories are 

clarified that I suppose vital for responding to them—especially in guiding the analysis. First, 

I clarify the definitions of essential terms such as policy, a key competency, a curriculum, 

innovation and innovative schools and documents, whilst presenting a point of view towards 

them. And then, I argue on theories relating to creativity, educational reform, human 

capitalism and competencies, which I suppose are key ideas to this research. 

4.1 Meanings and Views for the Research 

For this research, policy is defined as a product of polity restricted by political coordination 

and compromise, but with an idealistic view as rational and reasonable also. A key 

competency is summed up as a core competency selected from —amongst competencies—in 

order to lead students in a way that they can live a successful individual life in knowledge- 

and information-based society. It’s because not all universal and general competencies can be 

taught at school. Each curriculum is differentiated from , at which level and by whom,  it has 

been developed. Innovative schools are schools which are getting to improve amid change, 

similarly to school restructuring. With these definitions in mind, I will code and analyze data 

and discuss based on findings. 

4.1.1 What is policy? 

Policy usually refers to a program of action, through which the government has decided to 

resolve a public issue or achieve a certain goal. The concept of policy, however, has been 

defined by different scholars in slightly different ways. These views are described below. 

Lasswell (1936), a philosopher of politics, defines politics as "who gets what, when, and 

how." A policy can be defined as a “course of action,” which reflects various different values 

of goals and implementation. Dror (1968) views a policy as a goal of actions for the future 

determined by a government agency. This goal also notes the official goal to achieve public 

interest by the best means possible. According to Wildavsky (1979), a policy is an objective 

and is composed of actions for the purpose of executing it. Dahl and Lindblom (1953) call a 
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policy a product of compromise and coordination among groups. Policy is also defined as 

“what governments choose to do or not to do.” (Dye, 1992, p. 4) 

The concept of policy is defined in a number of ways, as above. Yet it can be broadly divided 

into two categories. First, we can distinguish the concept of a policy by the degree to which 

rationality is emphasized. Some put an emphasis on the best rational decision of selection, 

with regard to the concept of a policy. From the stance of pluralism, however, policy is 

conceptually seen as a product of the complicated compromises that may occur throughout the 

political process.  

Most scholars emphasize the concept of a policy as a planned and intended best means to 

accomplish a goal from a rationalist standpoint. From this point of view, a policy is the best 

rational choice to solve certain, well-defined problems. In a contrasting view, policy is 

recognized as a compromise amongst various political negotiations that accompany the policy 

process—rather than the best rational choice. The designated policy thus supports a process of 

reformation that is gradual, with a greater focus on the process. This concept of policy also 

takes a pluralistic position. 

I conclude that, a policy may represent a combination of two traits. One trait is pure 

rationality, which excludes political compromise. The other trait involves coordination and 

compromise amongst diverse political interests, occurring in the policy process. In real-life 

situations, there exist a myriad of cases of which a reasonable policy determined by the best 

means is transformed in multiple ways through the policy process. A policy may thus be 

idealistically viewed as rational and reasonable, but should also be considered a product 

constrained by political coordination and compromise. 

4.1.2 What is a Key Competency? 

How can a competency be differentiated from competence? The concept of competencies 

differs, depending on the context and the intention for which they are used. Here, I define 

competencies as holistic human abilities that include not only cognitive aspects but also 

various other aspects—such as motives, attitudes, decision-making and will (Spencer & 

Spencer, 1993). 
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Competencies have been discussed in terms of vocational education and life-long learning. 

The concept of competencies within the field of vocational education was raised by the social 

psychologist McClelland (1973). McClelland pointed out that traditional aptitudes and 

intelligence tests do not predict successful job performance properly, because they merely 

measure one's ability to react to given test items. Accordingly, he claimed that competencies 

should be estimated, rather than intelligence, as factors to more properly predict individual 

accomplishments made over the course of one's life. Spencer and Spencer (1993) clarified the 

meanings and characteristics of competencies, in relation to work duties or occupations. A 

competency can be viewed as an internal characteristic that is related to effective and 

outstanding performance, in a cause-and-effect way, in any duty or situation (Spencer & 

Spencer, 1993, p. 9). The internal characteristic, here, refers to a motive, trait, self-concept, 

knowledge or skill. Thus, Spencer and Spencer don’t limit competencies to a specific area of 

knowledge or skill. Instead, they regard a competency as a holistic human ability that includes 

a motive, trait and self-concept. 

This concept of competency originally emerged from the needs of professional society. Yet it 

has recently evolved into a discussion of general quality of life. The ability to live life— the 

universal ability that becomes the base of lifelong learning—must be acquired, at least in part, 

through school education. But not all of these universal and general competencies can be 

taught at school. For this reason, several competencies are selected from amongst a number of 

competencies that are presumed necessary to live a successful individual life in the 

knowledge-based society. Only a few of these competencies are extracted—those that are 

certain to be required throughout an individual’s lifetime, which are more or less core 

competencies. These are called key competencies. Key competencies have been given 

significance in the 2009-Revised National Curriculum of the Republic of Korea. These key 

competencies are implied in the directions, features of talents and educational goals of the 

curriculum. They are the following: creativity, problem-solving ability, communication ability, 

information processing ability, interpersonal ability, self-management ability, basic learning 

skills, personality, citizenship, understanding of international social culture and career 

development ability (MOE, Korea, 2009b). 

A key competency should be a means of meeting needs across various sectors of life in the 

future—contributing both to the successful life of the individual and to a well-functioning 

society. It should apply to all individuals (OECD, 2003). The key competencies outlined by 
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the OECD are not only for primary education students, but for students from all school levels, 

including secondary education. Perspectives around key competencies vary from country to 

country. Yet many other countries across the globe have been working to identify and clarify 

key competencies. Based on these key competencies, the character and goals of the curricula 

are being re-established. While the term competency is not always used directly, it can be 

observed—for countries all over the world—that the curricular frameworks have been 

restructured in terms of competencies. 

4.1.3 What is a Curriculum? 

The diverse ways of conceptualizing curricula derive from the different ways in which the 

term "curriculum" is defined and interpreted. A curriculum can be interpreted in various ways, 

according to the perspectives or lenses that authors look through. Out of these perspectives or 

lenses, I will employ the following curricular concepts in this study. 

Hlebowitsh (2005) distinguishes between the macro- and micro-curriculum, according to the 

level of detail. A macroscopic curriculum refers to school-based activities as a whole, while a 

microscopic curriculum represents the development and operation of classroom-based 

activities. The microscopic curriculum is a concept that outlines a variety of educational 

activities in the classroom. These may include student development within the classroom unit, 

lesson plan design and assessment based on learning during lessons. Kwak (1989), on the 

other hand, categorizes curricula in the Republic of Korea depending on who organizes them: 

national level, regional level, school level and teacher level. 

Goodlad, Stoephasius and Klein (1966, p. 7) distinguish curricula according to their level of 

distance from the learners—for instance: "instructional level," "institutional level" and 

"societal level." The authors state that—at the instructional level—curricular decisions are 

made by teachers, or by a team of teachers who are educating specific groups of learners. At 

this level, curricular decision-making is performed by the entire staff of an institution, under 

the leadership of administrators. At the institutional level, the curriculum is developed by 

educational institutions—for instance, by the Ministry of Education or other relevant 

educational organizations—in the form of a document. The curriculum at this level includes 

that published by the Ministry of Education, along with curriculum manuals, detailed 

guidelines for the curriculum and textbooks, etc. In other words, the curriculum at the 

institutional level can be referred to as official or unofficial materials that are publicized 
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extensively, after systematically selecting and organizing a series of learning activities to be 

taught to students. At the societal level, curriculum decisions are made by educational staff or 

legislators from local, state and central administrations. Thus, even when the educational 

targets are the same, curricula can be distinguished and laid out in different ways—depending 

on at which level, and by whom, they have been developed. 

4.1.4 What is Innovation? And Innovative Schools? 

What is innovation? “[Géxīn]” is the Chinese origin of “innovation,” while “innovates” is its 

Latin root. To define “innovative schools”, we must first understand what “innovation” means. 

According to “innovation” (n.d.) from the National Institute of Korean Language, “innovation” 

implies substituting already existing things with new things, by completely changing them. By 

combining the definition of “innovation” with “schools,” it can be inferred that “innovative 

schools” are new types of schools that replace existing schools with systematically newly 

established ones. Introducing the term “innovative school” into the field of education implies 

the need to systematically change existing schools into new ones. 

What, then, are innovative schools? The encyclopedia defines an “innovative school" as a new 

type of school that attempts to cultivate creative and leading learning ability that deviates 

from the uniform educational curriculum of traditional public education. ("Innovative 

schools," 2014). When it comes to school innovation, efforts seem to be influenced by 

changes in society and the times. In addition to our current knowledge-based society, we are 

now entering into the age of the Fourth Industrial Revolution. Against this backdrop, the 

rapidly changing society requires individuals to change and innovate, ensuring their survival 

and adaptation. This phenomenon clearly arises in the field of education.  

Fullan and Langworthy (2014) argue for the necessity of an evolution from “surface learning” 

into “deep learning.” “Surface learning” only aims to learn a lot, while “deep learning” aims 

to learn a lot and deepen learning at the same time. It also aims to cultivate one's ability to 

create new learning products. Despite the emergence of the new age, new students and new 

knowledge, schools tend not to be well adapted to this changing environment. In the Republic 

of Korea, this is because they mainly adhere to traditional school systems—making them less 

flexible and less able to keep up with the rapid-fire pace of change. As a result, the call to 

pursue changes in the field of education is increasing. Innovative schools have been set up as a 

way to embrace this call.  
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School restructuring is a concept that has been actively discussed and practiced since the late 

1980s. This phenomenon accompanies economic restructuring. The economic inflation of the 

1970s forced governments and entrepreneurs to use policies to restructure their systems. 

Organizational changes led to increasing efficiency, as systems were restructured around 

flexibility and adaptability. Schools were no exception. They are also societal organizations, 

which are subject to the process of adaptation and improvement as the environment changes.  

Louis V. Gerstner, Jr., IBM’s chief executive officer, has stressed the importance of 

restructuring schools. He advocates for strategies that have evolved to manage organizations 

to be applied directly to schools (Gerstner Jr., Semerad & Doyle, 1994). According to A 

Nation Prepared: Teachers for the 21st Century (Carnegie Forum on Education and the 

Economy, 1986), the educational reforms of the early 1980s brought few changes. In fact, the 

bureaucratic structure of schools was criticized as having become still more rigid. Passow 

(1987) claimed that the best method to improve schools is to urge individual schools to 

change, while providing them with appropriate assistance. 

In response, discussions around school restructuring have been invigorated, and the concept is 

being defined in various ways. Elmore and McLaughlin (1988) defined restructuring as 

allowing school personnel to develop a solution to a real problem—while having 

opportunities to fail and time to succeed. On the other hand, Schlechty (1990) defined it as 

transforming the system of rules, roles and relationships with the previous objectives so that 

schools can either achieve the previous objectives more effectively or accomplish new 

objectives. 

To sum up, innovative schools can be defined as schools that move creatively toward 

improvements amid change, within a similar context to school restructuring. 

4.1.5 How Would I Define “Documents?” 

The term “document” originates from the Latin verb “docēre,” meaning “to teach” 

(“Document,” n.d.a.). The dictionary offers a broad meaning: "records providing 

information." A document, in more detail, refers to anything that provides an expression of 

personal thoughts via symbolic marks (“Document”, n.d.b.; “Document”, n.d.c.). Scholars' 

discussions of the term “document” are more academic. Riles (2006, pp. 2–19) described a 

document as an “artifact” that has specific genres or formats. He viewed the document as a 
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typical object that showed modern intellectual practices; he focused on the aesthetic 

“commitment” these documents possessed. Gottschalk (1945, pp. 12–14) divided “documents” 

into “the document” and “the human and personal document.” “The document” is a source for 

recorded historical information, while “the human and personal document” is about 

experiences applied to one's individual actions as an independent individual and a member of 

society. Gaillet (2010, p. 30) described an “archive” as a source of information and considered 

it to include artifacts and documents. These archives may include—as sources of 

information—letters, diaries, journals, notes, memos, online resources, audio files and video 

tapes and even archaeological relics or discoveries.  

Taking all these scholarly discussions into account, the document as a qualitative material 

refers to all artifacts of human experience in a broad scope. At the other extreme—in a narrow 

sense—it refers to archives or records containing information. 

4.2 Relevant Theories 

It is argued that creativity is a key element of intelligence or the highest level of intelligence. 

But intelligence is also discussed as a key component of creativity. When it comes to 

educational reform, directions can be located in four domains: improving, reinventing, 

supplementing and transforming. It depends on the type of innovation—sustaining innovation 

and disruptive innovation—and the type of learning—formal learning and non- or informal 

learning—that educational reform pursues. Concerned with human capitalism, there show two 

streams under revision, which are conflicts between either focusing on quality improvement 

in in-school education or quantity expansion to out-of-school education. This is attributable to 

the unemployment having occurred since the 1970s, in spite of quantitative expansion in 

education. Lastly, theoretical perspectives on a competency are summed up as a matter of 

visible and/or invisible knowledge and skills can be considered competencies. For example, 

one regards only visible knowledge and skills—that can be measured and observed in a 

certain way—as a competency. However, there is a claim that invisible ones—such as mental 

abilities and subjective meanings—can also been seen as a competency. All in all, these 

theories clarified and narrowed down, are used to interpret findings.  
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4.2.1 Creativity 

It can be narrowed down to two core characteristics—uniqueness and usefulness—with the 

outcome being regarded as creativity if both of these characteristics are shown (Feist, 2010, p. 

114). Kaufman and Sternberg define creativity as a combination of usefulness, being good and 

being relevant—with uniqueness or being novel added in (2010, p. xiii). In the field of macro-

economics related to educational policy, creativity usually costs a lot more than does falling 

back on non-creative, established practices or traditions. While creatively embracing change 

can have huge pay-offs in terms of educational benefits, over time, creativity is not often 

directly recommended within the economic context (Rubenson & Runco, 1995). However, 

creativity has now been accepted as a vital ability. Even back in 1967, Guilford noted that 

creative thinking is one important element among the significant human intellectual abilities, 

in the course of cognitive psychology development. 

Flexibility and creativity have emerged as essential educational competencies in recent years, 

as society rapidly changes (Wells & Claxton, 2002). From one point of view, creativity is seen 

as a key element of intelligence or as the highest level of intelligence. Gardner (1995) argues 

that creative intelligence or creativity is the most advanced and multi-faceted intellectual 

activity, out of eight types of intelligence. In contrast, there is also a perspective that discusses 

intelligence as an important component of creativity. Sternberg and Lubart (1991) have 

presented six resources for creativity: intellectual processes, knowledge, intellectual style, 

personality, motivation and environmental context. 

4.2.2 Directions of Educational Reform 

In the table below, the two axes at the top and the bottom represent sustaining innovation and 

disruptive innovation. The two axes on the left and the right represent formal learning in 

school and non-or informal learning out of school.  
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Table 4.1: Two Directions of Educational Reform in (Public) Education 

 Formal Learning Informal Learning 

Sustaining Innovation Improve Supplement 

Disruptive Innovation Reinvent Transform 

Source: Learning from Extremes, OECD Education, Public Forum, Paris, Nov. 2010. 

Depending on the type of innovation and the type of learning, the table above can be 

explained as follows. First, improving public education refers to sustainable innovation in the 

formal education system. This improves the quality of already existing school facilities, 

curriculum, teachers, teaching methods, textbooks and leadership. Second, reinventing public 

education refers to disruptive innovation in the formal education system. A number of 

countries around the world are investing heavily in innovations to "reinvent the school," 

adapting to the new 21
st
 century environment. For example, individualized timetables are 

being implemented and schools are getting rid of standardized tests. Third, supplementing 

public education refers to sustainable innovation in the informal education system. It is 

characterized by cooperation among homes, communities and schools, and it also affects 

school education to a great extent. Fourth, transforming public education refers to disruptive 

innovation in the informal education system. This doesn’t mean alternative types of schools; it 

means a whole new type of learning ecology  that replaces schools. This is an entirely new 

approach to education and learning—in the sense that traditional schools, classrooms, 

timetables and tests no longer exist. It offers new ways of learning, skills and approaches. 

4.2.3 Human Capitalism 

Human capitalism has undergone significant revisions since the 1970s. Despite the 

quantitative expansion of education, unemployment had increased. It was difficult to explain 

the phenomenon of unemployment—despite higher education levels—via classical human 

capital theory. This theory was thus divided into two streams. One stream suggests 

heightening the standard of competencies to be achieved through education and providing 

specialized learning contents. The urgent focus of this stream is to improve the quality of 

education, rather than the quantitative expansion of school education (Livingstone, 1997). 

Another stream claims that it is necessary to extend education into lifelong learning for adults 
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already in the workforce, rather than just emphasizing in-school education. This viewpoint 

strives to cultivate workers who are able to thrive in a globalized environment of competitive 

entrepreneurs (Becker, 1996). 

4.2.4 Perspectives on Competencies 

The iceberg model of competencies, of 

course, emphasizes that a competency 

should be seen as encompassing not just 

the visible knowledge and skills but 

also the self-concept, trait or motive 

and attitudes or values underlying it 

(Spencer & Spencer, 1993). However, 

since the values, motives and traits 

behind concrete practices can only be 

inferred by observing behaviors or actions, competency based reforms cannot ultimately avoid 

the behaviorist perspective (Ashworth & Saxton, 1990; Hyland, 1993). Behaviorists assume 

that human behavior is measurable through quantification. Thus, they categorize human 

activities into directly measurable behaviors and then transform them into a measurable form. 

From a behaviorist’s viewpoint, various elements such as mental abilities and subjective 

meanings are considered meaningless unless they are presented in an observable and 

measurable form. Thus, in the educational discourse of the behaviorist approach, it is claimed 

that learning should be expressed as behavioral goals and that these goals should be described 

in a clear, observable and measurable manner.  

Figure 4.1: The Iceberg Model (Spencer & 

Spencer, 1993) 
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5 Methodology 

It is unlikely that a research design and methods would simply be produced according to the 

research topic or the convenience of the research environment. Whether researchers take it 

into account or not, there definitely exists a research philosophy that affects each study's 

methodology and research questions. Even when they are invisible or implicit, every research 

study has a methodology and philosophy. 

The research philosophy is the viewpoint through which researchers observe the world. It also 

influences how researchers comprehend their research targets. According to Saunders, Lewis 

and Thornhill (2019), people cannot weigh which research philosophy is "better" than the 

others. Instead, there are only the research philosophy and research methodology that fit best 

into the research questions. The research philosophy is connected to the research 

methodology—which leads to specific data collection and data analysis methods. As can be 

seen in Saunders et al.'s "Research Onion," below, the outermost layer of “philosophies” and 

the next layer in—“approaches”—are the core and fundamental bases. These bases influence 

the decisions made, regarding how to answer research questions. They also affect the inner 

components, which reflect the specific research design process, to some extent (Figure 5.1). 

  

Figure 5.1: The Research Onion, by  Saunders et al. (2019, p.130) 
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The research strategy I choose, is a qualitative one. Philosophically, my research lies under 

interpretivism, constructivism—with an inductive social science research approach. These are 

the aspects that I regard important in conducting this qualitative research. According to 

Bryman (2015), qualitative research adopts a variety of methods, for example, combining 

ethnography, document analysis and interviews. Triangulation of data is one of the benefits 

that combining methods provides to researchers. I, however, supposed the volume of 

documents to be collected and analyzed, would be already too massive for me to handle on 

my own—within the limited time and pages allocated for the thesis. Thus, I employ only 

document analysis representatively, as a qualitative research method, to design a research 

framework. 

5.1 Research Philosophy 

Researchers' mental models or frameworks of thinking and observing—their paradigms— 

shape the way they plan and conduct research. Kuhn's 1962 book, The Structure of Scientific 

Revolution, looked at paradigm shifts throughout the history of natural science. The paradigm 

concept is equally applicable to social science. When observing the same social phenomenon, 

the process of thinking and reasoning—from person to person—can be different because each 

person perceives the phenomenon differently. A paradigm is a lot like a “lens.” Paradigms 

determine how we look at the world, how we study the world and how we organize our 

thoughts and observations. Researchers' tendency to look at social phenomena through 

paradigms may thus limit post-explanations of the concepts, observations and issues they 

wish to measure. 

This research is philosophically underpinned by constructivism (also referred to as 

constructionism, more frequently) in ontology. As Burrell and Morgan (1979) note, the 

ontological assumption is an assumption about how people see the world. Bryman (2015) 

claims that “questions of social ontology are concerned with the nature of social entities (p. 

28).” Constructivism takes a stance or position asserting that “social phenomena and their 

meanings are continually being accomplished by social actors (Bryman, p. 29).” It got to 

include “the notion that researchers’ own accounts of the social world are constructions.” In 

this regard, it can be said that the research questions and the research method of data 

analysis—I bring up to conduct the research, in particular—are leaning on it. I consider that 
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social entities or reality of the social world is constructions in one’s mind, which corresponds 

to my “lens” on the research questions, data collection and data analysis. 

The research is also underpinned by interpretivism—which “contrasts with positivism”—in 

epistemology (Bryman, 2015, p. 26). The epistemological assumption is an assumption about 

which method is best, to investigate the world (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). But interpretivism 

denotes an alternative philosophy “that is concerned with the question of how individuals 

make sense of the world around them and how in particular the philosophy should bracket out 

preconceptions in his or her grasp of that world (Bryman, 2015, p. 26).” According to Burrell 

and Morgan, there exist two instances, in terms of the essence of social science: one 

emphasizes the subjective and individualistic, while the other emphasizes the objective and 

structural. Thus, I—as a researcher—will “grasp the subjective meaning” of targets based on 

socio-educational context, when juxtaposing and comparing through the analysis between the 

2015-Revised National Curriculum and curricula at Seoul’s Innovative-Schools (Bryman, 

2015, p. 26). This fits into the view—upon which interpretivism is founded—that “respects 

the differences between people and the objects of the natural sciences (Bryman, 2015, p. 26).” 

So my paradigm for conducting the research, belongs to the perspective of interpretivism—

while it is likely that quantitative research is assumed to be based on functionalism and 

radical structuralism, while qualitative research is assumed to be based on interpretivism and 

radical humanism. 

 

 

Figure 5.2: Four Paradigms in Social Science Research 
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Source: Sociological Paradigms and Organizational Analysis (Burrell and Morgan, 1979, 

p.22) 

Many researchers and graduate students wonder which methods can be appropriate and 

persuasive enough to answer their research questions. It can be challenging to choose one 

research approach that is deemed the best and most suitable for research—amongst the 

spectrum of qualitative, quantitative and mixed-methods research approaches. Each approach 

has different purposes and functions of its own. In the following section, I will briefly 

describe the qualitative research method approach, in particular, along with the traits that 

distinguish it from other approaches. 

5.2 Research Strategy: Approach and Design 

Researchers engaging in comparative research must decide “which foci should be based on to 

compare.” Bray and Thomas (1995) list three dimensions for grouping comparative studies: 

geographic or locational, non-locational demographic and aspects of education and society. 

Per the locational dimension of the Bray and Thomas cube, comparative research can be 

conducted on the basis of spatial units such as world regions, countries, states or provinces, 

districts, schools, classrooms and individuals. Comparative research is meaningful, in that it 

can elucidate educational phenomena from the macro-, meso-, and micro-levels. As noted by 

Arnove (2003), the upper and lower levels of geographic dimensions mutually affect each 

other, as a “dialectic of the global and the local.” Engaging in comparative research may 

influence researchers to design, conduct and interpret their research in a broader context—as 

well as aiming for a deeper comprehension of educational issues that cross over the spatial 

levels. 

It is very difficult to succinctly converge the philosophical and methodological principles of 

the qualitative research approach from various academic traditions. However, the 

characteristics of qualitative research can be summarized as follows. First, qualitative research 

is concerned with how social realities and phenomena are interpreted, understood, 

experienced or produced. In this regard, qualitative research is based on an interpretative 

philosophical stance. Second, qualitative research observes events, behaviours and values 

from the perspectives of the study's targets. Third, qualitative research is more concerned with 

the social context in which data are produced. Qualitative research follows a more or less 
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holistic approach (holism); many academics claim that social realities should be explained 

and understood in their overall or holistic context. Qualitative research thus emphasizes 

understanding complexity, details and contexts in the area of analysis and explanation 

methods. Emphasis is placed on the analysis and explanations in their intrinsic form, rather 

than describing superficial patterns or trends and correlations. Qualitative research also tends 

to adopt a relatively open and unstructured research strategy. The methods through which data 

is produced, in qualitative research, are flexible. Lastly, in qualitative research, an approach is 

preferred in which the establishment and verification of theories and concepts proceed 

simultaneously with data collection. Qualitative research explains and interprets how things 

work without having a hypothesis or a premise. The research may become a descriptive study, 

in the sense that it is not necessarily aimed at generalizing findings or discovering general 

principles. Yet qualitative research is inductive, in that it is possible to form a new theory with 

cumulative studies (Bryman, 2015; Mason, 2002). Here, I will employ a qualitative research 

approach, as underlying values to design my analytical framework in the next chapter 

(Chapter 6).  

5.3 Data Selection 

Documents will be collected from official websites—to be more specific, they will be 

collected from a representative government website called “School Innovation Supporting 

Centre” (https://innoschoolcenter.sen.go.kr/) and from the website of each innovative 

elementary school studied. Additional relevant resources—literature, journals, reports, thesis 

papers, etc.—will be acquired from search engines and other governmental websites. These 

will include Google Scholar, the Korea Education and Research Information Service (KERIS), 

the Research Information Sharing Service (RISS), the Korea Institute of Curriculum and 

Evaluation (KICE), the Ministry of Education (MOE, Korea), and the Seoul Metropolitan 

Office of Education (SMOE). The key words used to search for documents are: educational 

reforms, school reforms, curricula at innovative schools, innovative curriculum, innovations 

in education, innovative elementary schools, national curriculum, curriculum revision and 

revised national curriculum. 

I made some adjustments to a research project agreement that had been underway with the 

Norwegian Centre for Research and Data (NSD). The reason for this is that I had been assured 

that this research—while applying the document analysis research method—would not 

https://innoschoolcenter.sen.go.kr/
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contain any personal data. Less than a week after I reported this amendment to the NSD, the 

NSD confirmed this research project without the use of personal data.  

Curricular documents published in the years 2017 and 2018 had yet to be completely 

uploaded on the official website, as of September 2018. Since the curricular documents from 

2016 were the most up-to-date documents accessible, I collected documents from that year for 

the innovative elementary schools in Seoul. Meanwhile, the 2015-Revised National 

Curriculum is the most recently revised standardized curriculum reflecting competency-based 

theory. It embraces 6 key competencies: “self-management,” “knowledge and information 

processing,” “creative thinking,” “aesthetic sensibility,” “communication skills” and “civic 

competency.” 

Out of all the documents found (a total of 76), 74 documents were selected for further analysis, 

while 2 documents were excluded because they didn’t provide sufficient data to analyse. 

These documents were selected on the basis of their contribution to understanding how 

similar and/or different curricula address competency related issues for educational reform. 

(Please note that mostly multiple key words were coded and categorized under themes for 

each school. This is why the numbers do not add up to 74 in each theme). 

To accomplish this qualitative data analysis,  the collected curricular documents will be open-

coded word-by-word, utilizing the NVivo software designed for qualitative researchers. I hope 

to induce some patterns within these curricular documents through keyword-based coding 

with NVivo. The patterns of innovative curricula that are induced from the coding will then be 

compared with the 2015-Revised National Curriculum. Exceptional characteristics of 

curricular documents will also be dealt with in the research paper, although they may deviate 

from the patterns to be found. I will employ Bereday’s (1964) comparative educational theory 

to compare the two curricula types. 

5.4 Data Analysis 

I am conducting this research and analyzing the collected data via the thematic analysis 

method. Thematic analysis is one of the most common analytical approaches, having been 

used in qualitative research along with content analysis. My reason for adopting thematic 

analysis in this research is to focus primarily on pinpointing, examining and encrypting 

patterns found in the qualitative data, such as texts. According to Bryman (2015), some 
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researchers regard a “code” and a “theme” in social science research as being essentially the 

same thing. Others consider a theme to be built from a set of codes; this depends on the way it 

is viewed and defined by the researcher. I will adhere to the latter stance in this study, since 

all the meaningful codes are to be grouped—based on their similarities and differences—

allowing me to re-organize the data and extract information out of it, in relation to my 

research questions.  

As claimed by Ryan and Bernard (2003, p. 85–86), “discovering themes is the basis of much 

social science research. Without thematic categories, investigators would have nothing to 

describe, nothing to compare, and nothing to explain.” Thematic analysis itself is flexible and 

useful, allowing researchers to identify patterns or themes out of data and analyze meanings 

from the themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). However, as noted by Bryman (2015, p. 584), “the 

search for themes is an activity that can be discerned in many if not most approaches to 

qualitative data analysis, such as grounded theory, critical discourse analysis, qualitative 

content analysis, and narrative analysis.” The search for themes is not enough to justify this 

data analysis method as a thematic one—even though seeking themes is a key factor in 

analyzing the data thereafter.  

Taking a deeper look into Ryan and Bernard (2003)’s theory, the authors offer explanations of 

the most common sub-categories taken into account by social scientists when they are 

searching for themes based on their data. These include Repetition; Indigenous Typologies or 

Categories; Metaphors and Analogies; Transitions; Similarities and Differences; Linguistic 

Connectors; Missing Data; and Theory-Related Material. I will employ looking-for-themes 

techniques within a few of these sub-categories—repetition, similarities and differences and 

missing data.  

One is “repetition,” which is my fundamental method of building themes to categorize the 

data. Ryan and Bernard (2003, p. 89) claim that “repetition is one of the easiest ways to 

identify themes.” I agree to this opinion, and this is why I chose it as one of data analysis 

methods as a novice in research field. According to them, “some of the most obvious themes 

in a corpus of data are, for example, “topics that occur and reoccur” (as cited in Bogdan and 

Taylor, 1975, p. 83) or “recurring regularities” (as cited in Guba, 1978, p. 53). The point here 

is that “the more the same concept occurs in a text, the more likely it is a theme.” I might be 

criticized that it is arbitrary interpretation to make a theme of importance by a researcher. 
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Ryan and Bernard, however, note that “how many repetitions are enough to constitute an 

important theme, is an open question and one only the investigator can decide.”  

Another one is “similarities and differences.” Ryan and Bernard (2003, p. 91) claim that 

“another comparative method involves taking pairs of expressions”, and specifically “the 

abstract similarities and differences that this question generates are themes.” Here, the 

question is such as “How is one expression different from or similar to the other?” Provided 

this hypothetical question, I will try to analyse the data following themes built up with this 

process as well as with a prior theorizing based on the chapter of Literature. And these 

comparisons include analysing—in terms of key-competencies—the similarities and 

differences between: educational policy and curriculum; the national curriculum and Seoul-

Innovative Schools’ curricula; and also among the Seoul-Innovative Schools’ curricula. They 

(Ryan and Bernard) also note that “degrees of strength in themes may lead to the naming of 

subthemes.” But I will present the degrees of strength in themes through word counts or 

frequencies instead of coding all sorts of novel expressions articulated in documents. 

Otherwise, I suppose that this research would be chaotic in redundancy and might not reach a 

conclusion since the curricular documents comprised so many different expressions that 

cannot be coded all as new subthemes.  

The other one is “missing data,” which refers to a “scrutiny-based approach works in reverse 

from typical theme-identification techniques (Ryan & Bernard, 2003, pp. 92).” It matches a 

researchers’ recognition for long “that much can be learned from qualitative data by what is 

not mentioned.” The reason—why I utilize this technique to analyse data—is derived from my 

assumption that there would be a few competencies not mentioned in some school curricula as 

many as most of competencies mentioned in the rest of them and vice versa. As such, there 

could potentially exist some disparities between curricula, in revealing competencies on their 

own. I will scrutinize this qualitative data by reading it over and over—as searching for “any 

expressions that are not already associated with a theme (Ryan, 1999) (as cited in Ryan & 

Bernard, p. 93).”  

As Ryan and Bernard mention, the researcher doesn’t have to employ all the techniques to 

search for themes in his or her research. “Searching for themes in all categories is not 

necessarily essential: not all techniques are available to all researchers” (p. 101). As such, it is 

in no way problematic to employ several sub-category techniques, while opting out of other 

techniques that I deem irrelevant to treat my data within this research. I will thus employ the 
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three techniques noted above to build up proper themes during the data treatment process, so 

as to analyse and respond to the research questions. However, there are still several warnings 

that should be further contemplated, as noted by Ryan and Bernard as well as Bereday. It is 

warned by Ryan and Bernard (2003, p. 94) that “there is a trade-off, of course, between 

bringing a lot of prior theorizing to the theme-identification effort and going at it fresh.” So I 

will try to make some meaningful connections freshly with less prior theorizing as possible—

not trapping in excessive theory avoidance. Bereday (1964, p.166) warns of that “the student 

must be sensitive to the fact that different chemistry is set in motion when he looks at his own 

country and when he studies practices abroad.” I will endeavor to minimize any possible bias 

by conducting a peer review afterwards. 

I have likewise aimed to minimize any biased interpretations through multiple actions: 

gathering all possible relevant documents (complete enumeration), investigating data 

repetitively when coding the data, putting efforts into coding every potential text made up of 

words or phrases, and self-reflecting on the data treatment process. 

5.5 Validity, Reliability and Ethical Issues 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that the validity of qualitative research is presented as the 

concept of trustworthiness. At this point, the biggest problem that impedes validity in 

qualitative research is bias. To minimize bias, it is necessary to be attentive while analyzing 

the literature data. In the data coding process, particularly, I will try to minimize any biased 

reactivity that may affect the research findings. It is also necessary to allow the results of the 

analysis based on the collected data to be confirmed by other educational professionals—other 

researchers or peers from the Comparative and International Education program at the 

University of Oslo. This is to prevent any arbitrary or extended interpretation of my own. Last 

but not least, I will also follow the research ethics guidelines, of which I was informed—prior 

to initiating the research—by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD) (Appendix 1). 

By following all these rules and procedures, I aim to maximize the validity of this qualitative 

study. 
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6 Analytical Framework 

 To respond to the research questions, here I will combine document analysis and Bereday’s 

(1964) model—which is based on his comparative educational theory—into a single 

framework of my own. This qualitative research design, combining document analysis and 

Bereday’s theory, will lead to the research findings in its own social and educational context. 

The findings will then be discussed, to gain further related insights. 

 

Figure 6.1: A Qualitative Framework for Comparative Educational Research  

Note: An own draft developed by the author. 

Readers familiar with this process may ask, "Why are only the juxtaposition and comparison 

steps employed, while excluding the first two steps of description and interpretation? What 

 

Findings 

Reflections on 

Methods 

M 

Document Analysis 

Juxtaposition 

Comparison 

Research Question 1 

Research Question 2 



   

 

64 

 

about the other two steps— description and interpretation—that are left behind?" I could have 

applied these two steps, but I thought that honing in on the other two steps would help me to 

investigate the targeted questions much more deeply, within the limited space of this paper. I 

believe that this is understandable, since I am clarifying prior to analysis. This is similar to the 

process of narrowing down the research scope, in Section  3 (Chapter 1). Thus, I will adopt 

just juxtaposition and comparison as part of my framework, out of the four steps. These two 

are a better fit in my quest to find answers, and I expect to find much deeper understanding 

and explanation at each step in the research. 

I will employ thus the research framework—underpinned by document analysis and 

Bereday’s (1964) theory—as depicted in Figure 6.1, above. 

6.1 Document Analysis as Qualitative Research 

Documents are full of human experiences. They have been used as a source containing 

meanings in various research reports, and methodological discussions related to document 

analysis are ongoing (McCulloch, 2004; Alaszewski, 2006; Bowen, 2009; Prior, 2011; 

Brundage, 2013; Davie, 2013; Stanley, 2013). In the research field of the ROK, document 

analysis tends to be treated as secondary to other individual qualitative research methods, 

such as observations or in-depth interviews. Yet the use of documents in research has great 

merits that cannot be overlooked. The scholars Allport (1947) and Angell (1974) have 

discussed the benefits of using documents in their studies (as cited in McCulloch, 2004). 

According to their discussion, the use of documents provides qualitative research and 

researchers with the following advantages. First, documents play a role in helping understand 

individuals themselves. Secondly, researchers can acquire an intuitive understanding of social 

phenomena by comprehending how documents reflect the interests of individuals and the 

public. Third, typology and organization through document analysis can enable researchers to 

deduce universal laws and understand individual cases in a qualitative way. This researcher 

expects to take advantage of the third of these aspects, by applying document analysis to the 

framework of this study. 

Many scholars have discussed document-based research as a source of qualitative research. 

Prior (2011) presented a number of theoretical discussions to be covered in document-based 

research, along with a number of actual examples of research based on documents. McCulloch 
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(2004) noted that—in the early 21 century—a number of important research projects emerged, 

from the pedagogical and sociological point of view, based on documents. In his book, 

McCulloch analyzed and studied a variety of past and present documents—from personal 

archives to online documents—including a book, reports, official documents, a work of 

fiction and print media. Scott (1990; 2006) argued for the importance of documents in 

sociological research, the criteria to judge the quality of documents and the different types of 

documents. Bowen (2009) argued for the function of documents as data to be used in 

qualitative research and led document analysis into discussions related to grounded theory. 

Discussions around documents and document analysis have continued across various fields, 

and are not limited to a specific field of study. Numerous types of documents have been 

explored, for utilization in research. This study, which belongs to the field of education, 

intends to analyze documents to explore the answers to the research questions, employing 

document analysis to structure the analytical framework. 

Scholars have claimed that numerous types of documents can be used in qualitative research, 

in the discussions on document analysis (Scott, 2006; Gottschalk, 1945). Scott (2006) argued 

that the following types of resources could be used for research: autobiographies, letters, 

photographs, publications, mass media, cyber documents, public archives, reports and 

statistics. Gottschalk (1945) generally divided documents into three categories: Contemporary 

documents, confidential documents and public documents. The official history of recent 

activities is published in the public documents, on the basis of objective facts. The public 

documents are expected to be read by a number of readers. For instance, they can be listed as 

news and newspapers, government white papers and documents from public institutions. In 

other words, the public document is a type of document that is published to accomplish public 

purposes. Scott (1990) treated these official sources as the most important category in social 

research. In the same vein, I will intend mainly to make use of public documents. To employ 

the analytical framework of document analysis in this research, I will collect public 

documents such as reports from official government websites, education plans and curricula 

from official school websites and the national curriculum. 
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6.2 Comparative Educational Theory: Bereday’s 

Model (1964) 

Since the academic discussion on comparative education is not particularly active in the ROK, 

this study will structure its analytical framework mainly with reference to literature or theories 

from outside the ROK. It is generally said that the discussion on comparative research in the 

educational field began with a book entitled Esquisse et vues préliminaires d'un ouvrage sur 

l'éducation comparée (Plan and Preliminary Views for a Work on Comparative Education). 

The book was published by Marc-Antoine Jullien (known as Jullien de Paris; 1775–1848) in 

the year 1817. Jullien de Paris, unlike other pedagogists, supposed that pedagogy could be 

systematized through empirical comparative analysis. He suggested, in his book, that it is 

possible to list not just information about the educational system of European countries—but 

also various contents, such as the structure and arrangement of subjects and teaching methods, 

supported by standardized questionnaires and basic models. He believed that such organized, 

analytical information and charts were not just useful for overviewing the European education. 

They could also transform pedagogy through empirical study, by deriving certain principles 

and clear laws. 

Comparative education, initiated in this way, was taught as a course at Columbia University in 

New York in 1900 by Prof. James Earl Russell (1864–1945) (Benjamin, 1956; Bereday, 1963). 

Since the mid-20
th

 century, there had been an increase in comparative educational research 

based on the understanding of social science. In the early 20
th

 century, comparative education 

researchers were interested in collecting and describing data regarding the educational 

systems of each country. The field then focused on explaining the impact of history, culture 

and social forces. Since the 1960s, comparative education has followed the academic 

tendencies of social science, focusing on quantitative and empirical research. George Z. F. 

Bereday (1920–1983), one of the representative scholars conducting comparative education 

research as social science, raised methodological issues around comparative education in his 

book, Comparative Method in Education, in 1964. He insisted that research should be based 

on establishing a hypothesis and proving it.  

According to Bray, Adamson and Mason (2014), there is a direct and active way to compare 

more than two countries around specific educational topics, when it comes to comparative 

education. There is also an indirect and passive way of comparison to research focused on 
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educational topics in other specific countries—which is then applied to the country of origin 

to discover the implications for that country. The units of comparison or targets can be listed 

as: places, systems, times, cultures, values, educational achievements, policies, curricula, 

educational organizations, ways of learning and pedagogical innovations. 

Bereday's (1964) comparative research method closely relates pedagogy to sociology, history, 

economics and politics, to predict the future based on scientific analysis. He divides 

comparative analysis research into four consecutive steps: description, interpretation, 

juxtaposition and comparison (Figure 6.2, below). In the first of the four steps, it is described 

after collecting data on the education to be compared. In the second step, the collected data is 

interpreted by applying social science methods. In the third step, the collected data is 

compared preliminarily, and a hypothesis is set up to analyse the data. In the last step, the 

researcher is required to compare and analyse the data simultaneously, applying the 

educational phenomena of comparative targets to the hypothesis established in the overall 

context. Here, Bereday's four-step comparative analysis model (1964) has been adjusted and 

employed to fit into the purpose of my research. I will focus on the third and fourth steps— 

juxtaposition and comparison — of his model, to address the research questions within the 

framework for this research. 

A framework for the qualitative analysis was designed on the basis of document analysis and 

a comparative research model. I will incorporate this study into Bereday’s (1964) comparative 

educational theory, surrounded by a broader framework called document analysis. With the 

third and fourth steps of Bereday’s (1964) comparative model embedded in the document 

analytical framework, the two research questions will be addressed, as in Figure 6.1 above. 
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Figure 6.2: Bereday’s Model (1964, p. 28) to Undertake Comparative Studies 
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7 Impacts of Key Competencies in 

Educational Reform 

In this chapter, I present findings corresponding to the first research question noted in Chapter 

1 (Section 1.2): “To what extent have the concepts or the idea of key competencies impacted 

educational reform within the Republic of Korea?” and “Which impacts are these?” Analysis 

follows employing the analytical framework that has been outlined in Figure 6.1. It resorts to 

the phase 1 which basically focuses on “document analysis.” as an analytical method.  

7.1 Key Results 

With regard to cognitive competencies, the ROK has consistently ranked near the top in 

international reading and mathematics assessments, such as PISA and TIMSS. As mentioned 

in Chapter 2, Korean students ranked 4
th
–9

th
, 6

th
–9

th
 and 9

th
–14

th
 in reading, math and science, 

respectively, in the 2015 PISA. The ROK also shows high levels of educational attainment  in 

the world, according to other measures (Korean Educational Statistics Service, 2014). It is 

also clear that the students participating in these assessments were not just the country's most 

excellent students. Memorization-oriented education that blocks creativity has been constantly 

pointed out, as one of the characteristics of Korean education. Still, Korean students have 

maintained high scores in PISA since 2000, which implies that their degree of knowledge of 

educational content is not limited to memorization. Why would this be so? Getting excellent 

scores on PISA requires in-depth conceptual understanding, along with the ability to figure 

out tasks encountered in real situations and apply general competencies. The controversial 

part, here, is how to keep enthusiastically nurturing these cognitive competencies—which lead 

to examination-oriented academic achievement—while overcoming the ROK educational 

system's long-term neglect of non-cognitive competencies such as collaboration and 

teamwork. This is currently one of the biggest obstacles to education in the ROK. 

In the past, the PISA, as a standardized test, didn’t directly evaluate creativity. Yet the most 

recent PISA does. In 2012, the OECD added the evaluation of creative problem-solving to 

PISA's usual mix of reading, math and science. This problem-solving assessment measures 

only one aspect of creativity, but it addresses a very meaningful aspect. As described in PISA 

2012 (OECD, 2014), students—when faced with a problem without a predetermined 
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strategy— think more flexibly and creatively, to find solutions. Korean students achieved very 

high scores in the creative problem-solving skills assessment that was first conducted by PISA 

2012. Their performance is somewhat inconclusive, showing only that their basic cognitive 

competency is well-developed. Yet Korean students scored significantly higher in creative 

problem-solving than did other countries, compared with their expected scores—which were 

calculated by the OECD, based on the students' scores in reading, math and science. This 

means they displayed a higher level of creative problem-solving skills than any other 

cognitive competencies. This result suggests that 15-year-old Korean students perform very 

well—at least within a somewhat narrower context of assessing creativity. However, this is 

only one dimension of creativity assessment, and other indicators are likely to produce 

different results.  

Out of the top 100 enterprises—nationwide— in sales, 71% chose “creativity” as a critical or 

key requirement needed in the workforce, according to a Korean Chamber of Commerce and 

Industry survey (2008). The survey showed that the majority of enterprises would weigh 

creativity more heavily than any other requirement listed, when hiring employees (Table 6.1). 

Table 7.1: Talents of Preference at the Top-100 Enterprises in Sales Figures 

 
Creativity Expertise 

Challenge 

Spirit 
Morality Teamwork 

Global 

Competency 
Enthusiasm Ownership Performance 

Top 100 

Enterprises 
71% 65% 59% 52% 43% 41% 29% 13% 10% 

Source: Korea Chamber of Commerce and Industry (2008) 

What competencies should then be taken into account, in terms of educational reform in the 

ROK? It can be inferred that the ability to create new knowledge is vital—by applying 

creativity or synthesizing existing knowledge—rather than simply accepting or memorizing 

already-existing facts or knowledge. According to Florida (2003), with a new economic 

paradigm shift, the so-called “creative class”, which creates new values and innovation, is 

recognized as a key driver of sustainable economic growth in the upcoming era. Traits like 

creativity—the ability to create something new, instead of imitating other people’s knowledge 

or embracing it without making useful changes—should thus be developed through education. 

It is undeniable that labor markets and workplaces are in need of creativity. This, in turn, 

demands a change in the educational environment that supplies the workforce—a change that 

supports and encourages creativity. 
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The development of creativity as a competency has also arisen in the field of education. I 

would conclude that this has had an influence on the educational reform in the ROK. In 2009, 

the MOE of Korea presented a comprehensive plan and implementation policy called A Basic 

Plan for Creativity and Personality Education. In this educational policy reform, it was 

intended to apply competencies into the curriculum, focusing on non-cognitive competencies 

or social and affective competencies. Competencies related to personality traits were 

particularly emphasized within creativity education. Creativity has always been emphasized in 

Korean curriculum documents. Yet there were few policies that implemented curricula for this 

purpose or that deeply considered what creativity education was. Prior to 2008, creativity 

education in the ROK was seen as a part of education for talented and gifted students. Thus, 

with the Basic Plan for Creativity and Personality Education, creativity education was 

perceived as a new policy through the development of competencies. In this policy document, 

creativity, personality and competencies are not promoted as separate policies. Rather, they 

are comprehensively implemented within the Korean educational context, as a strategy for 

coping with the future society. Specifically, under the principle of “Re-establishing the 

concept and value of future education”, creativity education in ECCE was noted, as was the 

need to implement “Creativity and personality education.” This included “Strengthening 

creativity and personality education at elementary and middle school subject activities” and 

“Expanding extra-curricular activities and substantialization in operation at elementary and 

middle school” (MOE, Korea, 2009a, p. 6). 

Globally, in today's knowledge- and information-centered society, there has been an interest 

in strengthening competencies like creativity. Most countries around the world have 

approached creativity from the perspective of a non-cognitive competency. There has been a 

trend toward developing not just cognitive but also non-cognitive competencies, in harmony. 

The emphasis has especially been placed on creative education, nurturing students with 

qualities like challenging spirit and entrepreneurship to help them survive in the future labor 

market and employment environment.  

For education in the ROK, it is recommended that an important task be undertaken: 

Examining the status of competency development and conducting an analysis of educational 

reforms for improvement. As I have previously noted, education in the ROK emphasizes 

fostering cognitive competencies (according to the documents). Yet the development of non-

cognitive competencies is given a relatively low priority. In response, I would suggest taking 
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a holistic approach—one that integrates both cognitive and non-cognitive competencies—

rather than merely encouraging creativity as a cognitive competency. 

Currently, the improvement of public education quality through the 2015-Revised National 

Curriculum remains at a low level of sustaining innovation. Meanwhile, the initiative to 

normalize public education through Seoul's innovative schools, since 2011, is a partial 

example of disruptive innovation. Because the curriculum of these innovative schools does 

not intend to break down the traditional education system, it cannot be considered a 

completely alternative innovation, as in a disruptive innovation. Yet Seoul's innovative 

schools have organized their own curricula and timetables with a high level of 

individualization. They are also guaranteed to offer autonomous tests, rather than just 

standardized tests. Many efforts have been made around educational reform in the ROK, but 

the results have not been powerful enough to meet expectations. Still, this doesn’t mean that 

the efforts have not been meaningful. The limited progress in educational reform is attributed 

to the fact that the core of the school system remained mostly intact. The introduction of 

Seoul's innovative schools, in contrast, can be claimed as part of a relatively revolutionary 

movement, compared to the educational reforms that have been achieved so far. In terms of 

results and significance, substantial changes can be expected if these types of educational 

reform push education toward innovation in the long run—preparing the ROK for the future 

with an emphasis on key competencies and reflecting trends in global education reform. 

Discussions have been frequently raised around competencies or key competencies, in the 

education sector. Originally, competencies were actively discussed in relation to successfully 

performing a given task in vocational or adult education. Recently, however, discussions of 

competencies tend to expand into the context of school education. This is due to rising 

awareness that school education has, thus far, been limited in its ability to help students 

develop the skills needed to thrive in our changing modern society. Stakeholders are now 

calling for school education to be restructured around the abilities necessary for a successful 

life, while noting that a traditional academic background is unlikely to contribute to such a 

successful life in the future. Accordingly, the concept of competencies has emerged as a 

slogan promoting recent educational reforms. For example, OECD (2003) stated that key 

competencies were needed for both individual and national development. The organization 

has also argued for institutional support systems and mechanisms to help develop such key 

competencies. European and English-speaking countries—including Australia, Canada, New 
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Zealand, the UK and the USA—have reorganized their curricula, applying key competencies 

to be developed throughout primary and secondary education, based on the OECD 

suggestions. In the ROK, too, there have been increased discussions around competencies in 

the context of school education. 

The reform movement toward a competency based curriculum suggests down-to-earth 

suitability as a main criterion for selecting the topics around which students should be 

educated. The movement points out the problems associated with traditional knowledge-based 

school education. It, simultaneously, emphasizes implicitly acquired knowledge through 

practice. 

The movement toward a competency based curriculum is also based on a critique of the old 

discipline-centered curriculum. It tends to reflect the abilities required in the professional 

world onto the content of school education. It requires students to develop different types of 

knowledge, skills and attitudes, compared to the previous era. This is due to rapid 

technological advances and changes in the international market and labor environment. 

Traditional schooling, nevertheless, has maintained its pursuit of academics and overlooked 

the demands of the world of work. A competency, in contrast, is used as a conceptual tool to 

help build human capital indicators that would link education and labor markets. According 

to human capitalism, which has attracted attention since the 1960s, the education that most 

effectively develops human abilities becomes the most important mechanism for economic 

growth. When human abilities are effectively developed, they can lead not just to economic 

profits for individuals but also to increasing numbers of entrepreneurs and the development of 

society as a whole (Schultz, 1961; Mincer, 1958). 

I can find out that a competency-based curriculum in the ROK, focuses on cultivating 

competencies through education. It might be in line with the former stream claiming 

competency education within schools, not expanding out of schools—noted in Chapter 4 

(Section 4.2). 

In summary, reform toward a competency based curriculum is an effort to build an education 

system that can reinforce the competencies necessary to live successfully—increasing the 

linkages between knowledge learned at school and the abilities required in the workforce. 

This approach can effectively develop individuals' abilities through education, while 

ultimately helping the country to achieve stronger economic growth and development. Since 
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the scope of this study is limited to elementary education, however, the concepts and types of 

competencies used in elementary education may seem less directly relevant to those required 

in the workplace. 

The previous/traditional Korean education system has focused on improving students’ 

intelligence and cognitive skills, which were assessed in the areas of language, mathematics 

and science. But more is needed, to drive educational innovation. To cultivate competencies 

through the educational system, personality traits as well as cognitive competencies should be 

taken into account. An individual student's personality plays an important role in determining 

how much that student develops and learns at school, making these qualities as important as 

cognitive competencies. Ideally, in a competency based curriculum, both cognitive and non-

cognitive competencies are cultivated. In the past, cognitive abilities were more strongly 

weighted—as measured by the Intelligence Quotient (IQ)—as the main determinants of 

student’s academic success. More recently, it can be inferred that educational systems all over 

the world are aiming to improve academic ability through non-cognitive competencies, such 

as personality traits and social and emotional competencies. Educational innovation must 

employed to bring both cognitive and non-cognitive competencies into the curriculum, 

considering the different personal traits as well as the different types of intelligence of each 

student. 
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8 Core Comparison Between the 

Curricula 

Here, I present findings that result from the analysis concerned with the second research 

question: “What are the similarities and differences regarding key competencies in the 

curricula of Seoul’s innovative schools, compared to the 2015-Revised National Curriculum?” 

The analysis of collected data after continuous coding, is carried out following the phase 2 of 

Figure 6.1. As shown in this figure, it bases on the analytical method of “juxtaposition (and 

comparison)” that was introduced in Bereday’s (1964) model. 

8.1 Key Results 

A new type of school called “Innovative-Schools” was initiated in Gyeong-gi Province, the 

ROK, with the purpose of reforming schools—for improvement in education. In 2011, it was 

also adopted in Seoul. On the other side of the educational reform in the ROK, there was an 

attempt to revise the national curriculum more in a way to fit in the future society. In this 

regard, the 2015-Revised National Curriculum was confirmed and released on 23 September 

2015. It owns a key task for normalizing public education. And following this, here comes the 

comparison between the curricula—that were collected from the 74 Seoul’s innovative 

schools—and the 2015-Revised National Curriculum, with more details. 

8.1.1 Seoul’s Innovative-Schools 

A decade has passed since innovative schools  emerged in the ROK, as a policy for 

educational reform. In September 2009, the Gyeong-gi Provincial Office of Education 

designated 13 innovative schools. The number of innovative schools has expanded nationwide, 

since then. In Seoul, innovative schools were introduced for the first time in 2011. As of 

March 2016, Seoul had 76 innovative elementary schools, 32 innovative lower-secondary 

schools, and 11 innovative upper-secondary schools. Thus, a total of 119 innovative schools 

existed in Seoul. 
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Map 8.2: Distribution of Innovative Elementary Schools Within Seoul as of March 1, 2016 

Note: Author’s own draft 

Elementary schools account for 63.9% of Seoul's innovative schools. This shows that the 

innovative schools policy is implemented intensively at the elementary level. Lower-

secondary and upper-secondary schools account for 26.9% and 9.2% of innovative schools, 

respectively. In an information section on the Seoul Metropolitan Government website (n.d.), 

a brief history of Seoul's innovative schools can be traced. Two additional schools were 

reformed to innovative schools in Seoul in 2012. Then 5 more, 1 more, 59 more and 60 more 

schools were reformed—respectively—in 2013, 2014, 2015 and 2016. Over such a short 

period of time, the number of innovative schools grew significantly in Seoul. 

OECD (2004) has mentioned the need for school-led innovation. Beyond changes in learning 

and teachers' will to innovate, the OECD has stated that the educational system should reflect 

conditions that have led to successful innovation in other fields. The changing educational 

paradigm has been demanded by a changing society, and has motivated discussions about 

change and innovation at the school level. According to Drucker (2015), on the other hand, it 

is challenging for public service agencies like governments and schools to change course and 

initiate new tasks. This is because they are usually under pressure from a very heavy workload. 
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In spite of this tendency, the Gyeonggi Provincial Office of Education has initiated innovative 

schools to break through crises in public education. 

Per the Gyeonggi Provincial Office of Education (2012), the specific background can be 

summarized in five elements. First, new types of schools are required to meet societal changes. 

Secondly, a new model and standards for public education are needed. Third, autonomous and 

customized education that considers regional characteristics is required. Fourth, a new school 

culture is needed—one that is dramatically different from the one that previously existed. This 

should enable the development of a democratic educational community at school, as well as a 

culture of communication and cooperation. Fifth, the educational system is obliged to foster 

the development of creative, democratic citizens.  

Seoul's innovative schools have been implemented under a new model—one that fits well 

with the specific school cultures and communities they serve (SMOE, 2012). The Office of 

Education is also expanding its range of administrative and financial support, for these 

innovative schools. While the innovative schools in Gyeonggi Province have operated within 

a mixed environment, including both towns and rural areas, Seoul's innovative schools are a 

different story. Seoul is the ROK's largest metropolitan area, with a population of 10 million 

in 2020 (World Population Review, n.d.). Seoul's huge population size and urban 

characteristics present major challenges and opportunities for its innovative schools (SMOE, 

n.d.). 

Seoul's innovative schools are different from previous educational reforms. First, they 

represent a bottom-up reform movement. The three main agents of school education—

teachers, students and parents—have brought together their critical, solution-seeking minds, 

along with autonomy, spontaneity and the power to effect change. Teachers at these 

innovative schools have been attempting to collaborate, embracing the community as main 

agents for educational activities and building a participatory, democratic system. This 

innovation derives from the awareness that the previous top-down approach to educational 

reform—led by the Ministry of Education, the Office of Education, the principals and the 

teachers—didn’t achieve meaningful results, nor did it fulfill needs around autonomy and 

other areas. In the post-modernistic discourse around education, learning is basically a social 

and collaborative act. It is thus necessary to make the most of participation, interaction and 

cooperation from all stakeholders to maximize the effectiveness of learning in classrooms and 

schools. Second, Seoul's innovative schools represent equality and accountability.  
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Accountability, at innovative schools, aims to leave no student out, nor to discriminate against 

any student. To achieve equal opportunity, no educational activity shall be provided to just 

one particular group of students, nor shall it be limited to particular students according to their 

marks or other conditions/criteria. Accountability in education—meaning not giving up on 

even one student—tends to be more challenging, compared to equal opportunity. Despite this, 

Seoul's innovative schools pursue the principle of "not leaving even a single student out" as a 

baseline. Last, Seoul's innovative schools are a part of a broader educational reform that aims 

to prepare ROK for a rapidly changing future, through education. The innovations at these 

schools include the development of holistic growth—and the transition from subject- and 

knowledge-based learning to key competency based education. 

8.1.2 2015-Revised National Curriculum 

Acquiring fragmentary knowledge and concepts—as emphasized by traditional school 

education—is no longer seen as the most important aspect of education, for students who are 

living in this era of rapid social change. School education should aim to nurture students' 

creative talents, fostering their ability to discover knowledge and apply it to create something 

new. With the intention of preparing for such a future society, the 2015-Revised National 

Curriculum was confirmed and released in the ROK on 23 September 2015, as a core task for 

the “normalization of public education.” This normalization of public education forms a part 

of the “6 major educational reform tasks” posed by the current Moon Jae-in Government (10 

May 2017–). It also clarified the future-oriented educational goals and ideals represented by 

“a creative and integrative talent with key competencies.” (The Ministry of Education 

announced the National Guidelines of the 2015 Revised Curriculum on 23 September 2015). 

In September 2014, “The General Contents for 2015 Liberal Arts and Natural Sciences 

Getting Integrated Curriculum” were announced. This was followed by a curriculum 

developed for each subject, based on the general direction of fostering a “creative and 

integrative talent.” Prior to the announcement of the revised curriculum, an overall consensus 

was formed on the revision around fostering creative and integrative talents, through the 1
st
 

(30.07.2015–12.08.2015) and 2
nd

 public hearings (31.08.2015–04.09.2015). After soliciting 

in-depth opinions and discussion from stakeholders, the final announcement was made on 

23.09.2015. Yet, notably, the first public hearing was completed on 12.08.2015 and the final 

announcement was made after a short review process period of just 50 days. 
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The major changes in the 2015-Revised National Curriculum are summarized as follows. 

Although the educational reform through the 2015-Revised National Curriculum focused 

more closely on high schools than on elementary schools, the direction and intention of the 

revised curriculum also affected the elementary school level. The tragic sinking of the 

passenger ferry MV Sewol, which occurred in 2014 and led to the drowning of 250 students 

from a single high school, meant that safety education took on a crucial importance within the 

curriculum. The subject "safe life" was thus instituted and put into operation; it was inserted 

into creative experiential activities (also known as an elementary integrated subject) so that 

elementary school students would not be overly burdened with additional learning. The 

number of class hours for 1
st
 and 2

nd
 graders was increased—rising to 560 hours in total per 

year, due to an additional 64 hours. There were also efforts to reinforce links between the Nuri 

curriculum, ECCE and the lower grades (such as grades 1 and 2) of elementary school. The 

Korean language arts subject was strengthened, to reinforce Korean language education for 

grades 1 and 2. A lesson for dramas was newly set up in Korean language arts for grades 5 

and 6. On top of these diverse changes in the revision, the following change is in line with the 

key competencies embedded in the curriculum. Software education was strengthened in 

elementary school, to enhance problem-solving skills by using computers to develop logical 

thinking and creativity (MOE, Korea, 2015a; 2015b). 

With all these points in mind, here I will interpret the 2015-Revised National Curriculum 

from the viewpoint of educational reform. In the Main Particulars of 2015 National 

Curriculum Draft for an Integration of Arts and Sciences, there is a great deal of rhetoric 

related to students and learning (MOE, Korea, 2014). For example, in describing the 

background and necessity for reform, “the paradigm shift to the education of happiness” was 

presented—with an emphasis on leading students through a transition from being taught large 

volumes of information, to enjoying learning (p. 1). As a basic principle of the revision, it 

mentions “the operation of a student-centered curriculum to (make) their dreams and talents 

(come true)” (p. 5). This is a common feature—widespread across other developed 

countries—to reform the national curriculum in a direction that focuses on students and their 

learning (Biesta & Priestley, 2013). Given the challenges facing education in the ROK, which 

had been more dependent on delivering knowledge around subjects rather than focusing on 

learners’ development, it was desirable to reform the curriculum in a new direction that aims 

to provide students with an enjoyable and happy experience. This emphasis on students, and 
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on their learning and wellbeing, was strongly reflected as a major revision in the 2015-

Revised National Curriculum. 

“Cultivating competencies (needed) for the future society” is presented as another explanation 

of the background and necessity for revision by the MOE, Korea (2014) (p. 1). More 

specifically, it states the “necessity to foster integrative talents by reflecting national and 

social demands, for example, software and safety education” (p.1). Thus, in the general 

amendment, as part of reflecting national as well as social needs, plans were suggested to 

cultivate liberal arts and social studies literacy and sciences and technology literacy. In 

parallel, it suggests building up the subject or lesson unit around safe education and 

improving cross-curricular learning topics. Through this revision plan, the Ministry of 

Education justifies the necessity of partially revising the national curriculum, due to national 

and social demands. The need to cultivate competencies that may be needed in the future 

society; the need to develop liberal arts and social studies literacy and sciences and 

technology literacy; the need for reflecting immediate needs derived from society; etc.—all 

made the revision of the national curriculum urgently necessary, based on national and social 

demands. National and social needs, of course, should not be ignored in school education. 

Those national and social demands that have been continuously raised—such as appropriately 

nurturing crucial competencies through school education—should be taken into account, in 

particular. Yet national and social needs that are overly contextual, political and issue-oriented 

would be better reflected in school curricula, rather than by revising the national curriculum. 

8.1.3 Juxtaposition (and Comparison) 

All the key competencies seem to be largely consistent—in terms of which competencies are 

specifically necessary to develop—between the curricula of Seoul's innovative schools and 

the 2015-Revised National Curriculum, based on the key words extracted from the documents. 

Still, each curriculum from each different school has a different focus and areas of emphasis 

within the overarching competencies.  The recommendations for image of an educated person, 

key competencies and educational goals, which are derived from the 2015-Revised National 

Curriculum, tend to be more generic as they provide a conceptualization upon which each 

innovative school builds its curriculum. The importance assigned to a specific set of 

competencies embedded in the school curriculum varies, within the range of what each school 

has agreed to pursue through its own curriculum. 
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All the curricula refer to similar competencies, in the section around educational goals. Yet it 

should be acknowledged that the difference between the 2015-Revised National Curriculum 

and the curriculum at each of Seoul's innovative schools cannot be easily compared, due to the 

differences in outlining and emphasis. With this limitation to comparison, I have attempted to 

make the similarities and differences clear between the curricula—in terms of key 

competencies under the five themes—analysing them element-by-element. The five following 

tables present an overview of the key competencies mentioned in most of the curricula, using 

either exactly the same or transferrable terms—as opposed to those that are emphasized in 

only a few curricula, or in just one. 

In the Literature Review chapter of this study, I roughly categorized the competencies: 

cognitive competencies, affective competencies, social competencies and functional 

competencies. In line with this, my analysis reveals a strong need for key competencies 

around the five themes mentioned in the prior paragraph, within the examined curricula. It 

turns out that, for the majority of the schools, the themes most heavily emphasized are those 

regarded as the most vital competencies. Differences do emerge between the key 

competencies presented in the curricula, however. These are mainly attributable to the kinds 

of key competencies emphasized at each school, and how these are weighted and embedded 

into the educational goals.  

Korea's MOE (2015b) announced its 2015-Revised National Curriculum, aiming to nurture “a 

creative and integrative learner” possessing the key competencies necessary for the 

knowledge and information society. The MOE's aim was to catch up with the global trend 

emphasizing competency centered education. The key competencies presented in the 2015-

Revised National Curriculum, to prepare creative and integrative learners, are: “self-

management competency,” “knowledge-information processing skills,” “creative thinking 

skills,” “aesthetic-emotional competency,” “communication skills” and “civic competency.” 

The curriculum thus aims to foster, in learners, those key competencies—linked with 

subjects—that are required to thrive and contribute to future society. 

The main difference between the key competencies expressed in Seoul's innovative school 

curricula and the national curriculum involves the relationship between the image of an 

educated person and the key competencies. At the national level, in the general curriculum 

document, the idea of an educated person includes the key competencies. Yet the key 

competencies are explicitly located between the idea of an educated person and the 
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educational goal by school level (elementary school). Here, the key competencies are playing 

a role in further refining the idea of an educated person (MOE, Korea, 2015c). However, the 

relationship between the key competencies and the educational goal by school level isn’t 

clearly laid out, in the 2015-Revised National Curriculum. That is, it doesn’t make explicit 

what role the key competencies should play in developing the educational goal by school 

level. At the school level, the key competencies are mainly integrated into the educational 

goal of each school. They are presented along with the idea of an educated person, even 

though the key competencies are sometimes integrated into the idea of an educated person in 

the curricula of Seoul's innovative schools. 

Table 8.1: Themes and Word Frequencies Resulted from the Document Analysis 

(Out of 74 Seoul Innovative Schools) 

The Ideas of an Educated Person 

Mentioned most 

frequently (Count) 

Mentioned frequently 

(Count) 

Mentioned in a few 

schools (Count) 

Mentioned only in one 

school (Count) 

Happy (28times) Creative (22) 

Dreams (16) 

Future-oriented (16) 

Humane (13) 
Intelligent (11) 

Communal (10)  

Key-competencies (10) 

Competent (9) 

Emotionally capable (9) 

Global (8) 

Cooperative (6) 
Learning (6) 

Upright (6) 

Warm-hearted (6) 

Healthy (5) 

Innovative (5) 

Self-directed (5) 

Beloved (4) 

Considerate (4) 

Democratic (4) 

Growing (4) 

Growing together (4) 

Communicative (3) 
For the 21stcentury (3) 

Independent (3) 

Sharing (3) 

Friendly (2) 

Holistic (2) 

Individual (2) 

Peaceful (2) 

Potential (2) 

Smart (2) 

Talented (2) 

Active (1) 

Aesthetic-emotional (1) 

Confident (1) 

Cultivated (1) 
Cultural (1) 

Diligent (1) 

Equitable (1) 

Holistic growing (1) 

Imaginative (1) 

Learning in the nature (1) 

Moral (1) 

Mutually respectful (1) 

Passionate (1) 

Patient (1) 

Responsible (1) 

Sympathy (1) 
Vibrant (1) 

Virtuous (1) 

Cognitive Competencies 

Mentioned most 

frequently (Count) 

Mentioned frequently 

(Count) 

Mentioned in a few 

schools (Count) 

Mentioned only in one 

school (Count) 

Creativity (31) Intelligence (21) 
Self-directed learning 

(Self-directed (1), Self-

directed learning skills 

Creative thinking skills 
(9) 

Learning (9) 

Inquiry skills (7) 

Cognitive (1) 
Competency (1) 

Cooperative learning (1) 

Critical thinking skills 
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(1)) (18) 

Basic literacy (16) 

 

Wisdom (6) 

Problem-solving skills 

(3) 

Cognitive competencies 

(2) 

(1) 

Curiosity (1) 

Customized learning (1) 

Integrated thinking skills 

(1) 

Knowledge sharing (1) 

Sense of justice (1) 

Affective Competencies 

Mentioned most 
frequently (Count) 

Mentioned frequently 
(Count) 

Mentioned in a few 
schools (Count) 

Mentioned only in one 
school (Count) 

Physical strength (40), 

Abundance of emotion 

(28) 

Dreams (20) 

Talents (14) 

Self-management (13) 

Cultural sensitivity (12) 

Ecology sensitivity (7) 

Aesthetic appreciation 

(6) 

Warm-hearted (6) 

Happiness (5) 

Individuality (3) 

Self-love (3) 

Confidence (2) 

Creativity (2) 

Dignity (2) 

Self-expression (2) 

Emotional competency 

(1) 

Hopes (1) 

Imagination (1) 

Joy (1) 

Passion (1) 

Spirit (1) 

 

Social Competencies 

Mentioned most 
frequently (Count) 

Mentioned frequently 
(Count) 

Mentioned in a few 
schools (Count) 

Mentioned only in one 
school (Count) 

Manners  (37) Consideration (27) 

Together (18) 

Sharing (13) 

Communication (11) 

Cooperation (10) 

Respect (9) 

Democracy (8) 

Harmony (5) 

Civic competency (4) 

Sincerity (4) 

Sympathy (3) 

Diligence (2) 

Interaction (2) 

Diversity (1) 

Gratitude (1) 

Patience (1) 

Functional Competencies 

Technology skills (3) 

Information literacy skills (1) 

Source: 2016 Curricula from 74 of Seoul’s Innovative Schools 

Note: Organized by the author. Multiple key words had been coded for each school, so the 

total number of key words in this table didn’t add up to 74. 

As seen above, the key word “happy” was most frequently cited as being representative of 

"the ideas of an educated person." Other key words related to key competencies were 

emphasized, by being mentioned most frequently in each theme. “Creativity” was mentioned 

at 31 schools in the cognitive competency, “abundance of emotion” at 28 schools in the 

affective competency, “manners” at 37 schools in the social competency and “technology 

skills” at 3 schools in the functional competency, out of the total 74 schools. The Ministry of 

Education in the ROK conducted research to revise and improve the national curriculum. 

They intended to outline and embed concrete competencies into the curriculum via the 2015-

Revised National Curriculum. They also attempted to connect the key competencies to the 
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idea of an educated person and to educational goals at the various school levels, by locating 

the key competencies between them. In observing the competencies suggested as part of the 

educational content, there are aspects in common not just with competency based curricula 

from all around the world, but also with the ROK's existing curriculum—reflecting the 

circumstances of the nation. One major aspect in common is that cognitive competencies and 

non-cognitive competencies all tend to be presented together within a curriculum. In the case 

of the ROK, I could clearly have expected the curriculum to put far more emphasis on 

cognitive competencies, since knowledge-based education had been prevalent in the country. 

Creativity and other thinking abilities were frequently spotted in the curriculum, as well as in 

relevant educational documents. Yet the current phase seems to be one of balancing cognitive 

and non-cognitive competencies, in both the ROK's 2015-Revised National Curriculum and 

the 2016 curricula of Seoul's innovative elementary schools. This is quite an unprecedented 

impact, since previous education in the ROK had been almost solely focused on cognitive 

competencies. 

As seen in the table above, the key term “physical strength” was mentioned at 40 schools, as 

one of the affective competencies within the educational goals of the curriculum around 

physical wellbeing. Here, “physical strength” seems to be linked with “cultivating sound 

lifestyles,” which is stated as a goal of the 2015-Revised National Curriculum. 

Last but not least, some key competencies concerned with the functional area, were missing 

being mentioned by being mentioned only a few times. “Technology skills” were mentioned 

in 3 school curricula, and “information literacy skills” were mentioned in 1 school curriculum. 

These functional competencies were not mentioned at the rest of the curricula provided by 74 

2016 Seoul’s innovative schools. A functional competency, however, was stated (said) in the 

2015-Revised National Curriculum, such as “knowledge-information processing skills.” It 

shows that the schools didn’t give that much weight on the area of functional competency in 

their curricula—at least not as much as they did on other key competencies in the other areas. 

Hence, it can be inferred—from missing data analysis—that there was a disparity between 

from school curriculum to school curriculum; and also between school curricula and the 

national curriculum, in terms of which key competencies were embedded and to what extent 

they were weighted or emphasized. 
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9 Discussion 

I criticize, here, that the OECD remained unfaithful on competencies. The OECD tends to 

substitute knowledge and skills for competencies. It, however, doesn’t mean that the concepts 

of competencies—that were originally used—faded away. The terms knowledge and skills 

stated in their reports and materials, aligns with as well as comes from the context and 

concepts that were used in the form of the term competencies. Furthermore, a few strengths 

and weaknesses in the key competency-based education—that can be inferred from the 

previous findings, are following. Concerned with it, I conclude that it is recommendable that 

the intrinsic value of education should be considered simultaneously with the development of 

key competency-based education. 

9.1 Summary of and Reflections on the Findings 

Table 9.1: Summary and Core Comparison 

The Idea of an Educated 

Person 

Seoul-Innovative 

Schools Curricula 

Happy, creative, dreams, future-oriented, humane,  

intelligent, communal, key-competencies 

2015-Revised National 

Curriculum 

(A creative and integrative learner) A self-directed 

person, a creative person, a cultivated person, a person 

who lives in harmony with others 

Cognitive Competencies Seoul-Innovative 

Schools Curricula 

Creativity, intelligence, self-directed learning, basic 

literacy 

2015-Revised National 

Curriculum 

Creative thinking skills, develop basic abilities, 

cultivate imagination 

Affective Competencies Seoul-Innovative 

Schools Curricula 

Abundance of emotion, dreams, talents, self-

management, cultural sensitivity, physical strength 

2015-Revised National 

Curriculum 

Self-management competency, aesthetic-emotional 

competency, build self-esteem, discover dreams, 

appreciate beauty in nature and happiness in daily life, 

cultivate sound lifestyles 

Social Competencies Seoul-Innovative 

Schools Curricula 

Manners, consideration, together, sharing, 

communication, cooperation 

2015-Revised National 
Curriculum 

Communication skills, civic competency, enjoy various 
cultural activities, abide by orders and rules,, develop 

attitudes with a spirit of cooperation 

Functional Competencies Seoul-Innovative 

Schools Curricula 

Technology skills, information literacy skills 

2015-Revised National 

Curriculum 

Knowledge-information processing skills 

Source: 2016 Curricula from 74 of Seoul’s Innovative Schools (Ministry of Education, Korea, 

2015c, pp. 1-6) 

Note: Organized by the author. 
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As seen in Table 9.1, above, the idea of an educated person and the key competencies around 

educational goals were much more specifically stated in the Seoul-Innovative Schools’ 

curricula than in the 2015-Revised National Curriculum. Both the cognitive competencies and 

the non-cognitive competencies were dealt with, in these curricula. With increasing interest in 

the competency based curriculum, awareness has been raised around the importance of non-

cognitive competencies—rather than just the traditional knowledge-based or intellectual 

capacity-centered education—in the ROK. 

Competency based curricula can be developed in a variety of ways, depending on the 

characteristics of the competencies that are central to curriculum composition. According to 

Klieme (2004), competencies can be broadly divided into cross-curricular competencies and 

subject-related competencies. Cross-curricular competencies are competencies that span 

multiple subjects or general competencies—for example, “creativity,” “personal competency” 

and “communication skills.” Subject-related competencies are those required in each specific 

content or subject, such as “mathematical reasoning ability” and “mathematical problem 

solving skills.” If a competency based curriculum focuses primarily on pursuing cross-

curricular competencies, the curriculum will be developed so that they are reflected across the 

curriculum. In contrast, if a competency based curriculum focuses on pursuing unique 

competencies for each subject alongside cross-curricular competencies, it will be a major 

task—in terms of curriculum development—to clarify particular competencies within 

particular subjects, in addition to setting up cross-curricular competencies at a general level. 

One key similarity between the two different types of curricula dealt with in this study is that 

both are in line with the former type of the curriculum development—which prioritizes the 

pursuit of cross-curricular competencies. 

The successful establishment of competency-based education requires autonomous 

interpretation and specification of competencies for each educational entity—such as the 

Office of Education, schools and teachers. By analyzing the independent curriculum of 

Seoul's innovative elementary schools, this study was able to observe autonomous 

interpretations and embodied contents, in terms of key competencies, for each school unit. 

The 2015-Revised National Curriculum suggests the "ideas of an educated person," along 

with key competencies that should be developed to thrive in future society. Yet these 

represent only a general direction. They should thus be reinterpreted or supplemented, taking 

into account the characteristics of each educational unit (school). For instance, the 2015-
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Revised National curriculum notes only creative thinking skills, amongst cognitive 

competencies. Yet, in WEF (2016), the priority is given to critical thinking skills and skills to 

solve complex problems. These are seen as the skills most necessary for the Fourth Industrial 

Revolution, rather than creative thinking skills. Schools, as actual daily learning environments, 

must prioritize and cultivate critical thinking skills like analysis, logical reasoning, 

hypothesis-testing and application—not just creative thinking skills, which represent the most 

advanced level of thinking in the cognitive realm. I argue that we should also stay keenly 

aware of the fact that—in both the 2015-Revised National Curriculum and the curricula of 

Seoul's innovative elementary schools—creativity and creative thinking skills are emphasized 

even more than are social contribution, justice and partnership. These three skills are 

emphasized together as key competencies, in some of the overseas curricula. As members of 

social communities, ethical competency and responsible citizenship are vital. The 

development of these competencies can be supported by adding them to the social 

competencies section in the ROK's national curriculum. Individual schools should also 

establish the specialized talents they wish to promote, then specify and incorporate the 

necessary key competencies into their curricula. 

Worldwide, there is an ever-increasing need for countries to cultivate the key competencies 

students will require to thrive in the society of the future. In the 21
st
 century’s rapidly 

transforming society, knowledge and information are increasing explosively and the pace of 

social change is unprecedented. Many countries have thus made efforts to clarify the key 

competencies their future learners should possess and to incorporate them into future-oriented 

curricula. In the ROK, key competencies were embedded officially for the first time in the 

2015-Revised National Curriculum. In this national curriculum, a creative and integrative 

learner is pursued as the ideal of an educated person—one who is equipped with the key 

competencies required in the knowledge and information society. These key competencies are: 

self-management competency, knowledge-information processing skills, creative thinking 

skills, aesthetic-emotional competency, communication skills and civic competency. Yet, out 

of the curricula at 74 of Seoul's innovative elementary schools, the key word happy is most 

frequently mentioned as the idea of an educated person. This is followed by creative, dreams 

and future-oriented. The key competencies to develop this talented person are, 

representatively, creativity in the cognitive competency section, abundance of emotion in the 

affective competency section, manners in the social competency section and technology skills 

in the functional competency section. Overall, in this knowledge- and information-based era, 
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it was found that both types of curricula were following an educational paradigm shift. This 

curricular transformation—toward creative-integrative education on the one hand, and happy 

and creative education to encourage innovation, on the other—was based on key 

competencies, even as there were slight/subtle differences among the key words adopted in 

each curriculum. 

9.2 Strengths and Weaknesses in Competency 

Based Educational Reform 

As noted in the analysis of the two types of curriculum in Chapter 6, the ROK has pursued 

educational reforms by revising its previous curriculum into one that is focused on 

competencies. This educational reform movement aims to re-structure the ROK's education 

system, helping students to develop those key competencies that are most likely to allow them 

to lead successful lives, personally and as part of society. Henceforth, I will refer to this type 

of educational reform, via the medium of a competency based curriculum, as competency 

based educational reform. This reform has positive possibilities for education in the ROK. 

Yet it also involves limitations, due to the underlying assumptions embedded within it. 

First, we will discuss what competency based educational reform can contribute to the 

development of education. The reform can contribute to the development of skills required in 

a transforming contemporary society. It can do this by taking an expanded view—one that 

considers not just academic knowledge but also the implicitly embodied aspects of knowledge. 

It emphasizes the performance of knowledge, which can be used to successfully accomplish 

given tasks, rather than the theoretical aspect of knowledge. It can thus help cultivate talented 

human resources that are suitable for the transforming society. Currently, human beings are 

experiencing a radical era of change, which is defined by various terms such as the 

Knowledge-Based Society, the Information Age and the Global Competition Society. Such 

change stresses the economic utility and values of knowledge and information. Creative 

knowledge-production—the ability to process, synthesize and utilize knowledge—is now seen 

as vital. This is shaking the traditional foundations of schools, which were previously focused 

on reproducing academic knowledge and had only limited abilities to carry out their new 

function of producing knowledge capital. Applying the concept of competencies is thus 

essential to cultivating talented students who can successfully respond to rapid-fire changes in 

contemporary society. 
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In the traditional labor market, workers required the ability to properly perform work that had 

been previously planned. Today, the rapidly changing environment requires new abilities—for 

example, to autonomously determine and resolve issues that arise spontaneously. Amid the 

unceasing flood of knowledge, the ability to produce and use high-value knowledge will be 

key to maintaining competitiveness. Skilled workers are now required to select, on their own, 

the knowledge that can produce high values and utilize it. In short, one could survive by 

applying already existing standardized knowledge in the past, when social change wasn’t as 

dramatic. Yet, in the rapidly changing contemporary era, the ability to creatively re-structure 

knowledge from various fields and to create new knowledge is crucial. One must be able to 

"think on one's feet": collecting and analyzing the knowledge needed to perform the tasks 

required in a concrete context and reinterpreting the existing knowledge.  

Nevertheless, up to now, schools have continued to teach outdated and limited knowledge. 

Too many schools have yet to accept the changing flow of societal transformation and are still 

concentrating on formal knowledge. These schools were indifferent to practical competencies 

and failed to incorporate tacit knowledge. Competency based educational reform, on the other 

hand, puts an emphasis on the competencies required within this changing social context. It 

aims to deviate from academic knowledge-based school educations and responds to real life. 

Yet, despite the positive impacts of competency-based educational reform, there are some 

limits to consider. Above all, it stresses only those aspects of knowledge and skills that can be 

derived from observable and measurable behaviors, and overlooks invisible aspects that 

cannot be observed.  

The elements of unobservable competencies are difficult to indicate in an index. Thus, one 

problem that could arise under competency based educational reform would be that of 

focusing only on those aspects of related knowledge and skills that can be easily drawn up 

into a list of observable and measurable behaviors (Norris, 1991; Sandberg, 2000). To 

overcome this weak point, it is recommended to consider some aspects of competencies that 

are implicitly embodied within individuals, beyond the knowledge and skills that can be 

observed and measured at a behavioral level. 

If educational reform was based on a competency based curriculum using behaviorist 

approach (as specified in Section 4.2.4), it is possible that the purpose of education could be 

reduced to a list of observable and measurable behaviors. One should stay alert to avoid the 
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mistake of assessing competencies on the basis of visible behavioral changes or test scores—

as claimed by Spencer and Spencer’s (1993) that a competency should be taken into account 

as both visible and invisible knowledge and skills. The invisible knowledge and skills refer to 

concepts laid under the visible ones. 

Competencies are considered to be characteristics in sequence that are related to successful 

performance. It is easy to assume that such characteristics can be categorized and standardized 

as detailed factors of each competency. In this way, all dimensions and factors of effective 

performance are defined, implying that they turn out to be competencies when combined as a 

whole. Yet this may not be true. Thus, the competency approach of categorizing individuals' 

abilities into sub-elements to standardize, measure and manage, falls into the error of 

reductionism—assuming that the parts can be added up into a whole (Garavan & McGurie, 

2001). 

Critics of reductive errors in competency-based education how raised some issues. For 

example, they question whether the competency list can be objective and intuitively defined. 

They likewise question whether the competency list can be categorized into higher-level 

categories and sub-categories, which are standardized and measured (Collin and Michalski, 

1989). For example, from the viewpoint of the types of knowledge that are key factors in 

competencies, they are not easy to categorize. Intuition and know-how are decisive factors for 

successful task performance, yet they cannot be passed down—even if taught step by step. 

The attempt to categorize competencies into detailed elements and standardize them is also 

criticized because it doesn’t explain most of the dynamics and complexity of how 

competencies specifically manifest. This approach over-abstracts or over-simplifies the 

competencies that are inherent in individuals (Westera, 2001). Even if two people with the 

same level of overall competency perform the same task, there may be differences in the 

elements of the competency that are applied, or the ways they are used. This may lead to 

different results. Thus—under competency based educational reform—it is necessary to guard 

against errors that emphasize the sameness of competency acquisition and manifestation 

within various contexts.  

Taking into account the above explorations, the realities of education in the ROK are briefly 

stated as follows. Today, the goals of school education have undeniably been forced to shift in 

the direction of developing competencies that will enable today's students to lead tomorrow's 
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society. Yet the new goals of school education should be established while maintaining the 

intrinsic values of education itself. One important role of education is to cultivate talented 

people who possess the competencies required to have successful lives and contribute to 

society. However, enlightening human beings is also an essential purpose of education. If 

schooling were to emphasize only practical and pragmatic competencies—those directly tied 

to economic needs and logic—other essential values would be lost. Therefore, it is necessary 

to set educational goals and the direction of education reform, while balancing the full 

spectrum of society's most crucial internal and external educational values. 

9.3 Trivium: The Competencies Themselves 

Since 2009, the OECD tends to report on skills, not competencies. It is easier to find files 

about skills than competencies, on the recent OECD website. As background, this shift 

occurred after the Great Recession of 2008 and the subprime mortgage crisis. As a response to 

this economic stagnation, the OECD shifted its focus to emphasizing knowledge and skills in 

addition to competencies. The OECD is fundamentally an economic organization, one that 

inevitably defines the meaning and value of key competencies and competencies in light of 

economic effectiveness and expansion. The question of key competencies and competencies as 

an educational dimension is likely to be handled secondarily.  

The first line of the foreword to Universal Basic Skills, published by the OECD in 2015, states: 

“Economic growth and social development are closely related to the skills of the population, 

indicating that a central post-2015 development goal for education should be that all youth 

achieve at least basic skills as a foundation for work and further learning, not merely that they 

gain access to schooling” (p. 3). The book highlights the discussion around overcoming 

economic recessions and unemployment, as well as competition among nations and economic 

growth. After 2015, even UNESCO began to turn its educational base towards knowledge and 

skills rather than competencies. The subtitle for the UN Task Team’s Agenda for Education 

after 2015 is “Education and skills for inclusive and sustainable development.” In summary, 

the recent educational research published by the OECD, UNESCO and the UN Task Team all 

shows that the previously-used term competencies has lost ground to the term knowledge and 

skills. 
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Yet this doesn’t mean that the concepts and definitions of competencies that were originally 

used have faded away. The terms knowledge and skills, as utilized in these organizations' 

reports and research materials, are passed down from the context and concepts previously 

used. It would not be right to put aside the discussion of competencies in education, just 

because the OECD now tends to use the term skills instead. From the viewpoint of 

nominalism, there is a need to weigh the substantial meaning of the term, rather than the term 

itself. The discussions and findings of this study are not a matter of competencies versus 

knowledge and skills. Rather, I have attempted to integrate the concepts of competencies and 

knowledge and skills. I have carried out my analysis based on these concepts together, to 

ensure that the study can suggest some useful directions for educational innovation in the 

Republic of Korea. 
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10 Conclusion 

In our knowledge-based contemporary era, the ability to use or create knowledge—not just 

acquire it—is vital. Recently, the idea of key competencies has been attracting attention as 

one method to break away from knowledge transfer-oriented education. The key 

competencies that are most crucial for today's students to lead tomorrow's society should be 

clarified—and basing Korean education on these competencies is essential. Moving away 

from knowledge-based education has been presented as an unresolved task in Korean 

schooling for some time. There is a critical need for a nationwide paradigm shift, from the 

traditional knowledge-based paradigm to the competency-driven paradigm that is demanded 

by future society. This study is thus meaningful, as basic and fundamental research for 

revising and implementing the Korean curriculum. The results of this study can hopefully help 

researchers, both inside and outside the ROK, to understand the current status and meanings 

of competency based curriculum reform in the ROK. I also hope that this study will support 

the ongoing implementation of competency based education in the ROK. 

10.1  Conclusion 

In 2016, a rousing statement was made at the WEF: “Today people are facing an opening-up 

of the 4
th
 Industrial Revolution.” Since this may dramatically alter people’s life- and work-

style, concerns about education—and, specifically, about providing education that will help 

today's students thrive into the future—began to soar. Korea's MOE thus announced, in 2016, 

a series of mid- to long-term educational directions for the ROK. These guidelines aim to 

prepare today's students for the intelligence and information society  of the future. High levels 

of enthusiasm around changing the future of education in the ROK are also due to the nation's 

reflections on the current state of Korean education. According to the PISA (2015) results, 

conducted by the OECD, the ROK's students ranked among the highest in the world. Korean 

students ranked 3–8
th 

in the world in reading, 1–4
th 

in mathematics and 5–8
th
 in science. 

Interest in the subjects, however, turned out to be not as high as people might expect it would 

be, considering the rankings. The scholar Alvin Toffler (1928–2016) once pointed out that 

Korean students were wasting 15 hours a day between school and after-school academies—

studying endlessly to acquire knowledge that they might never use in the future. Against the 

backdrop of these high levels of interest in the future of education in the ROK—as well as the 
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need to move beyond the heavy workloads, rote learning and lack of diversity that had 

characterized the country's educational system in the past—competency based education was 

proposed as an alternative. 

Despite the emergence of competency based education, there is a lack of research on how 

competencies or key competencies are reflected in the curriculum—especially in terms of 

recent educational reforms. Thus, I intended mainly to explore the contents and conceptions 

around the key competencies embedded in the curricula of Seoul's innovative elementary 

schools and the 2015-Revised National Curriculum, in this comparative analytical study. I 

also attempted to infer some implications around competency-based education and to briefly 

suggest some roads-ahead to improve education in the ROK. For this goal of the study, the 

research questions were narrowed down to two parts: “To what extent have the concepts or 

the idea of key competencies impacted educational reform within the Republic of Korea? 

Then, which impacts are these?”; “What are the similarities and differences between the 

stipulated contents of key competencies in the curricula of Seoul's innovative schools, 

compared to the 2015-Revised National Curriculum?” 

Through the literature review, I examined the meanings, characteristics and components of 

key competencies on the curricula of various countries, globally: Australia, Canada, New 

Zealand and the United Kingdom. By analyzing and reviewing competency based curricula at 

the country or state/province level, I was able to build a foundation of constructive concepts 

for the comparative analysis to follow. After this literature review, the four themes/categories 

of key competencies were determined: cognitive competencies, affective competencies, social 

competencies and functional competencies,—along with ideas of an educated person. The 

analytical framework of document analysis and Bereday’s (1964) comparative educational 

theory were combined as a qualitative research approach. 

The data selection and analysis were carried out as follows. First, for Research Question 1, the 

common key words concerned with educational policy were manually extracted from the 

annual reports of the ROK's president during the three most recent mandate periods. The 

current government’s report was excluded, because it is still ongoing. For the following 

research question, I collected the curricular documents of Seoul's innovative elementary 

schools from its official website, “Inno-School Center" (https://innoschoolcenter.sen.go.kr/). 

(Exceptionally, official evaluation reports were uploaded on each school’s website from four 

schools, because the curricular documents were unavailable on the official educational 

https://innoschoolcenter.sen.go.kr/
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website). I found the 2015-Revised National Curriculum at the “National Curriculum 

Information Center (NCIC) website (http://ncic.go.kr/). Of the 77 curricular documents 

collected (76 of Seoul's innovative elementary school documents and 1 of the 2015-Revised 

National Curriculum), 74 were selected for analysis. I excluded 2 documents that provided 

unclear information, in addition to the 2015-Revised National Curriculum. Thus, I collected a 

total of 77 curricular documents for the study, all of which were officially published for the 

public. Yet I considered just 74 of them to be meaningful for the study; these were selected 

and analysed using Microsoft Excel and NVivo. Based on the raw data, key words were coded 

and organized via Microsoft Excel in terms of key competencies (Appendices). These key 

words were analyzed and the word frequencies were compared through NVivo, with the 

purpose of uncovering answers to Research Question 2. Please note that this software was 

also used to simply visualize the results as a word cloud for each theme, as seen in the 

appendices. The data were finally summarized and compared through a key word frequency 

analysis, as noted in Tables 8.1 and 9.1. 

To summarize the study's findings, “a happy and creative learner” was most frequently 

emphasized in the curricula at Seoul's innovative elementary schools, as the idea of an 

educated person. This was compared to “a happy and integrative learner” as stated in the 

2015-Revised National Curriculum. Representing the cognitive competency, “creativity” was 

most frequently mentioned in the curricula at Seoul's innovative elementary schools, 

compared to “creative thinking skills” in the 2015-Revised National Curriculum. 

Representing the affective competency, “abundance of emotion” was most frequently 

mentioned in the curricula at the Seoul-Innovative Elementary Schools, compared to “self-

management and aesthetic-emotional competency” as clarified in the 2015-Revised National 

Curriculum. Representing the social competency, “manners” were most frequently mentioned 

in the curricula at the Seoul-Innovative Elementary Schools, compared to “communication 

skills and civic competency” in the 2015-Revised National Curriculum. As the functional 

competency, few among the Seoul-Innovative Elementary Schools mentioned functional 

competency relevant terms in their curriculum. However, “technology skills” were mentioned 

at 3 schools, and “information literacy skills” at 1 school. Meanwhile, “knowledge-

information processing skills” were emphasized in the 2015-Revised National Curriculum as 

the functional competency. It was clearly found that—in line with the global trend toward 

competencies—the ROK showed signs of the intention to reform the national curriculum into 

a more competency based format. The innovative elementary schools in Seoul, especially, had 

http://ncic.go.kr/
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clearly embedded key competencies as part of the educational goals in their own curricula. 

Still, a few topics remain open to debate, including how the term "competency" has been 

viewed and narrowed down; and the strengths and weaknesses of competency based education. 

10.2  Roads Ahead 

Next, I elaborate the roads ahead that can be inferred from the preceding analysis. It has long 

been of great interest to society, to determine which conditions are required for successful 

education reform. Fullan (1991) assumes that successful reform should not just be a "slogan," 

but that local stakeholders and circumstances should help bring it into practice. Parker (1977) 

stresses that the key elements of education reform are an attitude of devotion towards the 

reform, awareness of common purposes, information sharing and psychological support, 

effective volunteers, voluntary participation and equitable treatment. Hargreaves (1997) 

suggests some relevant factors to the success of educational reform: setting up goals and 

directions; establishing cooperative, consensual and devotional attitudes; formation of 

relations with activities; mediating different cultures; providing leadership around clarifying 

the values that are supported and pursued; and solving financial problems. In the new 

paradigm of educational reform, it is also emphasized that everyone involved in education 

should become a promoter of reform—with both a bottom-up and a top-down approach, and 

individualism and collectivism in harmony. Given these factors of successful educational 

reform, the basic prerequisite tasks for educational reform at the primary school level in the 

ROK are presented below. 

Politics can impact educational reform and its implementation. If an educational reform is 

used as a political tool rather than to serve its purpose of educating future generations, it loses 

its essence. Thus, the essence or nature of the educational reform can be maintained when it is 

established through a process of de-politicization. Such educational reforms will gain a 

national consensus and ensure their continued legitimacy, regardless of a regime change or a 

turnover of political power. 

In the ROK, in particular, a key reason for continuing educational reform is that the country's 

qualitative growth is not as high as the quantitative growth accomplished through a number of 

prior educational reforms. Educational reform needs to be continuously pursued—not as a 

one-time educational movement but as a long-term educational movement. Ongoing 
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educational reform should consider the specific context that ROK is facing and ensure that all 

reforms align with the most vital needs of the nation and its people. 

Elementary education is the foundation of formal schooling, and of an individual's growth and 

development. It thus becomes the basis for life-long learning, including secondary and higher 

education. Yet elementary education should be available to all—a "great equalizer." Equal 

access to education should be provided as a basic principle of democracy, with its underlying 

universal values—not based on principles of extreme individualism or free markets. Excessive 

emphasis on the aspects of civil control or educational demands from the viewpoint of 

education consumers may threaten to destroy the foundation of universal primary education. 

Government-led educational reform systems should also continue to guarantee the right to 

primary education—which is a basic human right. This is absolutely vital. Yet, in doing so, 

the demands of every education consumer may not always be met. There are also limits to 

consumers' autonomy when it comes to education—for example, it would be difficult to 

justify "autonomy" in the form of a parent denying primary education to their child. 

Educational reform aims to guarantee educational rights and pursue educational excellence. 

Neoliberalism, especially, puts a very strong emphasis on the pursuit of excellence in 

education. It is, of course, vital to ensure that students are supported to achieve at the highest 

possible level. Yet the first priority of elementary education should be to ensure that all 

students reach the minimum requirements, as well as enhancing students' excellence when 

possible. As noted, elementary education is the foundation for all kinds of subsequent 

education. It is understood as the “minimum essential” or the “basic minima”—meaning the 

basic general education or common education that everyone should have (White, 1973). This 

is closely related to the fact that elementary schooling is compulsory, in nations all over the 

world, and that extending the length of compulsory education is a current trend. According to 

UNESCO's World Education Report 2000, only 15 countries—such as Botswana, Gambia, 

Uganda and Lebanon—were not providing students with free compulsory primary education, 

out of the reported 186 countries. On the other hand, an overemphasis on excellence in 

education can broaden the gaps among learners. Educational reform at the elementary level 

should thus pursue excellence, while first ensuring that all students reach the minimum 

requirements the nation demands. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Agreement Statement to the NSD—Notification Form of Mine and Assessment 

Result from the NSD 
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Appendix 2: Word Frequency Query Results; Word Cloud—The idea of an educated person, 

extracted from the curricula of Seoul-Innovative Schools (2016) 

Word 
Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) 

happy 5 28 10.98 

creative 8 22 8.63 

dreams 6 16 6.27 

futureoriented 14 16 6.27 

humane 6 13 5.10 

intelligent 11 11 4.31 

communal 8 10 3.95 

keycompetencies 12 10 3.95 

competent 9 9 3.53 

emotionallycapable 18 9 3.53 

global 6 8 3.14 

cooperative 11 6 2.35 

learning 8 6 2.35 

upright 7 6 2.35 

warmhearted 11 6 2.35 

healthy 7 5 1.96 

innovative 10 5 1.96 

selfdirected 12 5 1.96 

beloved 7 4 1.57 

considerate 11 4 1.57 

democratic 10 4 1.57 

growing 7 4 1.57 

growingtogether 15 4 1.57 

communicative 13 3 1.18 

forthe21stcentury 17 3 1.18 

independent 11 3 1.18 

sharing 7 3 1.18 

friendly 8 2 0.78 

holistic 8 2 0.78 

individual 10 2 0.78 

peaceful 8 2 0.78 

potential 9 2 0.78 

smart 5 2 0.78 

talented 8 2 0.78 

active 6 1 0.39 

aestheticemotional 18 1 0.39 
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confident 9 1 0.39 

cultivated 10 1 0.39 

cultural 8 1 0.39 

diligent 8 1 0.39 

equitable 9 1 0.39 

holisticgrowing 15 1 0.39 

imaginative 11 1 0.39 

learninginthenature 19 1 0.39 

moral 5 1 0.39 

mutuallyrespectful 18 1 0.39 

passionate 10 1 0.39 

patient 7 1 0.39 

responsible 11 1 0.39 

sympathy 8 1 0.39 

vibrant 7 1 0.39 

virtuous 8 1 0.39 
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Appendix 3: Word Frequency Query Results; Word Cloud—Cognitive competencies, 

extracted from the curricula of Seoul-Innovative Schools (2016) 

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) 

creativity 10 31 23.66 

intelligence 12 21 16.03 

basicliteracy 13 16 12.23 

selfdirectedlearning 20 16 12.23 

creativethinkingskills 22 9 6.87 

learning 8 9 6.87 

inquiryskills 13 7 5.34 

wisdom 6 6 4.58 

problemsolvingskills 20 3 2.29 

cognitivecompetencies 21 2 1.53 

cognitive 9 1 0.76 

competency 10 1 0.76 

cooperativelearning 19 1 0.76 

criticalthinkingskills 22 1 0.76 

curiosity 9 1 0.76 

customizedlearning 18 1 0.76 

integratedthinkingskills 24 1 0.76 

knowledgesharing 16 1 0.76 

selfdirected 12 1 0.76 

selfdirectedlearningskills 26 1 0.76 

senseofjustice 14 1 0.76 
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Appendix 4: Word Frequency Query Results; Word Cloud—Affective competencies, 

extracted from the curricula of Seoul-Innovative Schools (2016) 

Word 
Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) 

abundanceofemotion 18 28 21.37 

dreams 6 20 15.27 

talents 7 14 10.69 

selfmanagement 14 13 9.92 

culturalsensitivity 19 12 9.17 

ecologysensitivity 18 7 5.34 

aestheticappreciation 21 6 4.58 

warmhearted 11 6 4.58 

happiness 9 5 3.82 

individuality 13 3 2.29 

selflove 8 3 2.29 

confidence 10 2 1.53 

creativity 10 2 1.53 

dignity 7 2 1.53 

selfexpression 14 2 1.53 

emotionalcompetency 19 1 0.76 

hopes 5 1 0.76 

imagination 11 1 0.76 

joy 3 1 0.76 

passion 7 1 0.76 

spirit 6 1 0.76 
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Appendix 5: Word Frequency Query Results; Word Cloud—Social competencies, extracted 

from the curricula of Seoul-Innovative Schools (2016) 

Word 
Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) 

manners 7 37 23.72 

consideration 13 27 17.31 

together 8 18 11.54 

sharing 7 13 8.33 

communication 13 11 7.05 

cooperation 11 10 6.41 

respect 7 9 5.77 

democracy 9 8 5.13 

harmony 7 5 3.21 

civiccompetency 15 4 2.56 

sincerity 9 4 2.56 

sympathy 8 3 1.92 

diligence 10 2 1.28 

interaction 11 2 1.28 

diversity 9 1 0.64 

gratitude 9 1 0.64 

patience 8 1 0.64 
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Appendix 6: Word Frequency Query Results; Word Cloud—Functional competencies, 

omitted due to the small number of its own 

Functional Competencies 

Technology skills (3) 

Information literacy skills (1) 

 


