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Abstract
Korea is recognized around the world for its performance on international edu-
cational assessments and the economic development its educational system has 
facilitated. However, there is also a deficit in well-being among young Koreans. In 
response, Korean educators have developed alternative, whole person approaches. 
This article reports a study of one such approach, the “Hyukshin School” movement. 
We describe the theory and practice of Hyukshin Schools, drawing on interviews, 
school observations and artifact collection at 16 schools in Seoul. These schools 
embody progressive, whole person principles familiar elsewhere, and they integrate 
these with distinctive Korean ideas. This case of educational change illustrates how 
one reform movement is engaging the tension between highly competitive academic 
achievement and well-being.

Keywords  Whole person education · Whole child approach · Educational change · 
Well-being · Hyukshin schools · South Korea

Introduction

Korea is a highly competitive society with a competitive educational system (Kim & 
Lee, 2010). This has led to remarkable academic and economic success (Cho, 2018). 
The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) ranked Korean stu-
dents 9th out of 77 countries for reading and 7th out of 76 countries for mathematics 
in 2018. Unfortunately, this academic success seems to have a high cost. Korean 
students placed 64th out of 70 countries on life- satisfaction, 61st out of 72 countries 
on happiness, and 41st out of 84 countries on their sense of meaning in life (OECD, 
2018). The high-stress, high-workload academic system threatens young Koreans’ 
socioemotional well-being (Ahn & Baek, 2012; Shin et  al., 2018), their sense of 
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meaning and purpose (Yoon & Cho, 2011), and their self-esteem (Lee et al., 2010). 
This lack of well-being is a national challenge (Choi et al., 2019; Shin et al., 2018; 
So & Kang, 2014).

In response, the Korean government has started to prioritize whole person edu-
cation that considers students’ well-being, particularly in the 2015 revision of the 
National Curriculum. A series of national curriculum reforms has presented the gov-
ernment’s changing vision of educational change (So, 2020a, 2020b). The national 
curriculum was first introduced in the 1950s, with little room for school, teacher, 
and student autonomy. Starting in the 1990s, however, the national curriculum has 
put less emphasis on knowledge attainment and attended more to whole-person 
development. The 2015 revision envisions an ideal person living in the twenty-first 
century as having competencies that go beyond subject matter knowledge to include 
autonomy, self-esteem, problem-solving skills, critical thinking skills, social-emo-
tional well-being, a sense of meaning in life, communication skills, and collabora-
tion skills (Ministry of Education, 2015). Many of these competencies are similar to 
those that other whole person educational change movements have adopted world-
wide (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009; Miller, 2010; Slade & Griffith, 2013; Wortham 
et al., 2020).

The Hyukshin School Movement (HSSM) is one Korean educational change 
movement that has emerged to facilitate Korean students’ well-being. It was initially 
a progressive education reform movement led by teachers and superintendents that 
started in 2009 with the goal of overcoming the narrow focus on academic achieve-
ment (Lee, 2014). HSSM is a community-based educational change movement that 
encourages collaborative learning, student voice, and democratic practices (Sung 
et al., 2022). Its advocates believe that the traditional educational system’s emphasis 
on rote memorization and academic outcomes are crucial but insufficient. HSSM has 
become a decentralized progressive movement that allows schools to provide more 
autonomy for teachers so that they can employ innovative methods that advance 
whole person education. It also aspires to create broader educational change in soci-
ety (Gyeonggi Institute of Education, 2015).

A central goal of Hyukshin schools is to embrace whole-person education, 
emphasizing student well-being, democratic citizenship, autonomy, creativity, and 
interpersonal skills (Song, 2018). Through whole-person education, Hyukshin 
schools aim to expand the meaning of what academic success means. Hyukshin 
schools enact whole-person values through innovative curriculum, assessments, 
school management, student guidance and discipline (Song, 2018). Instructionally, 
Hyukshin schools emphasize collaboration, diversifying curriculum, respecting stu-
dent voices, and community involvement in learning (Cho, 2018; Park, 2021).

Hyukshin schools are significantly different from typical Korean schools because 
of their increased autonomy in administration, teaching, learning, and community 
building and because of how leaders, teachers, parents, and community members 
collaboratively work toward whole-person development. This movement directly 
addresses the biggest issue Korean students face, which is the overemphasis on aca-
demic achievement (Song, 2018). While other school reform movements are often 
short-lived, rising and falling with political shifts, Seoul Hyukshin schools continue 
to grow in number and influence. Hyukshin schools started in 2009 with 13 pilot 
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schools in Gyeonggi province. Because the schools were perceived as educationally 
successful, HSSM expanded to Seoul in 2011 with 17 schools. As of 2022, there are 
over 1400 Hyukshin schools in Gyeonggi province and 250 in Seoul (Na, 2022).

In this article, we explore the successes of and challenges faced by Hyukshin 
Schools in Korea. This case tells an interesting story about the Korean educa-
tional system. It also allows us to engage the question of how the tension between 
academic achievement and well-being plays out in one context. Hyukshin Schools 
are in some ways an example of the global movement toward well-being in con-
temporary educational systems, but they also have distinctly Korean elements.

This article describes how Hyukshin Schools conceptualize and implement whole 
person education. We draw on qualitative data from a study of 16 Hyukshin middle 
and high schools in Seoul, in which we gathered data from administrators, teachers, 
students, and parents. The following questions guided our research:

1.	 How do Hyukshin school administrators, teachers, and students conceptualize 
whole person education?

2.	 How do Hyukshin school administrators, teachers, and students practice whole 
person education?

3.	 How do Hyukshin school administrators, teachers, and students navigate the ten-
sion between their whole person approach and the widespread societal emphasis 
on academic achievement?

Literature review

Central theoretical commitments

Our approach to Hyukshin Schools emphasizes the importance of contradictions 
in driving systemic change. Accounts of “systems” are often homeostatic. That is, 
they presuppose the regular functioning of systems in ways that return to equilib-
rium and preserve stable structures. In contrast, we follow Engeström’s activity 
theory (1999), an account that emphasizes contradictions within systems and how 
these contradictions drive sometimes-unexpected historical change. Engström’s 
theory rests on five key principles. First, the prime unit of analysis in the human 
sciences is a collective, artifact-mediated activity system. The unit of analysis 
goes beyond the individual and preserves the essential quality of the complex 
activity. Second, activity systems are multivoiced. An activity system contains 
multiple perspectives, traditions, and interests. Third, activity systems have his-
toricity—they change over time and across spaces. Transformation occurs over 
longer periods of time, as potentials and problems emerge. Fourth, contradic-
tions play a central role in change and development. Contradictions are structural 
tensions that arise within and between activity systems. Fifth, activity systems 
can transform expansively. Expansive transformation occurs when the object and 
motive of an activity are restructured to embrace a wider range of possibilities.
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We focus on the fourth principle, about contradictions in social systems, to under-
stand educational and social change in Korea. Engeström defines contradictions as 
“historically accumulating structural tensions within and between activity systems” 
(1999, p. 137). Activity theory explores both “microsystems” like the engagement 
of individuals with specific situations and activities that take place among peo-
ple who are co-present in a site like a classroom, as well as “macrosystems” like 
socially distributed rules, tools, and division of labor (Bryant et al., 2005). There are 
contradictions both within and across systems (Engeström, 1999; Kim, 2020). The 
tension between Korean society’s prioritization of academic performance and the 
holistic needs of young people is a contradiction acutely felt by students and their 
parents across society. We do not yet know how this contradiction will be resolved 
and what kinds of historical change might result, but we describe some of these ten-
sions as they are manifesting in contemporary Korea. Hyukshin schools represent 
one potential resolution of this tension, a way forward for the society and its educa-
tional system.

Global perception of whole person education

Over the past decade or so, there have been many movements around the world 
advocating for whole person education, for an education less focused on academic 
standards and more engaged in developing students’ well-being. These movements 
often include an emphasis on social and emotional learning, character education, 
democratic education, and finding a sense of purpose in life (Wortham et al., 2020). 
The Hyukshin School Movement was motivated by some of the same pressures and 
incorporated some ideas from these other movements.

Social and emotional well-being often plays a central role in global movements of 
this type, and it has been empirically linked to positive student development (Durlak 
et al., 2011). This work often draws on emotional intelligence theory, which explores 
an individual’s ability to overcome social, emotional, and behavioral challenges 
(Goleman, 1995). Elias et al. (1997) define social-emotional well-being as the abil-
ity to manage emotions, achieve positive goals, appreciate other perspectives, main-
tain positive relationships, make responsible decisions, and handle interpersonal 
situations constructively. Social-emotional well-being plays a crucial role in helping 
students develop healthy minds, realize their potential, and maximize their participa-
tion in school, work and society (Weissberg et al., 2015).

Character education is another common focus in whole person education move-
ments, fostering ethical, responsible, and empathetic students by modeling good 
character. Pala (2011), for example, describes honesty, fairness, responsibility, car-
ing, and respect as important virtues for students to develop. Berkowitz and Busta-
mante’s PRIME model prioritizes character education, positive stakeholder relation-
ships, internalization of values, modeling of character by adults, and a pedagogy of 
empowerment (2013). Arthur and colleagues (2016) offer a comprehensive, influen-
tial model of character education, describing how schools can encourage the devel-
opment of intellectual, moral, civic, and performance virtues.
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Many contemporary whole person educational change movements emphasize 
democratic education. This focuses on students’ development of moral, politi-
cal and civic dispositions (Lickona & Davidson, 2005), as well as interaction with 
other constituents in a democratic society where divergent views exist (Westheimer 
& Kahne, 2004). Supporters of democratic education argue that the role of educa-
tion is to develop students as citizens by teaching them how to interact effectively 
with other stakeholders (Gutmann & Thompson, 2004). Many democratic education 
approaches aim for social as well as individual transformation by focusing on both 
individual development and social ideals (Cole, 1996; Wortham et al., 2020).

Sometimes whole person education movements aim to help students develop a 
sense of purpose in life. Purpose is the intention to accomplish something that is 
meaningful to the self and impactful beyond the self (Damon, 2009). Positive psy-
chology also focuses in part on purpose, defined as a commitment to serve some-
thing bigger than oneself (Seligman, 2011). Those who advocate helping young peo-
ple develop a sense of meaning and purpose in life believe that education should 
provide opportunities for youth to engage with questions about what the world 
needs them to do and the ways they are called to participate in a larger moral order 
(Wortham et al., 2020).

Whole person education in the context of Korea

More and more educational change movements around the world have been focus-
ing on social and emotional well-being, character education, democratic educa-
tion, and the development of a sense of purpose, along with related commitments. 
Korean educators and policymakers have borrowed from some of these movements, 
but there are also deep indigenous roots for some of these ideas in Korea. Histori-
cally, to describe holistic education in Korea is jeonin gyoyuk, (전인교육), a term 
introduced by King Gojong in 1895 through the Royal Doctrine for the Establish-
ment of Education (Kim, 2013). King Gojong was critical of the country’s emphasis 
on rote memorization of Confucian scriptures. He declared instead that the purpose 
of education is to develop three major characteristics that make a person whole: ji 
(intelligence), deok (morality), and chae (physical health) (지덕체). It is through 
the balanced attainment of the three dimensions that students are able to develop 
holistically.

The importance of whole person education has been emphasized in Korea at vari-
ous points. The 1980 Education Reform declared the purpose of education to be 
the development of whole people (Kim, 2002). In the 1990s, the national curricu-
lum went through a series of changes that focused on nurturing global, democratic 
citizens and increased autonomy for regions, schools, and teachers to make deci-
sions regarding the curriculum. Even with these shifts in the national curriculum, 
however, the lack of student well-being and life satisfaction was highlighted through 
PISA results in a way that shocked Korean society. Throughout the 2000s, effort 
was made to reduce academic pressure on students and help students pursue happier 
lives (So, 2020a, 2020b). The latest version of whole person education is the 2015 
Revision of the National Curriculum, which conceptualizes an ideal person living in 
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the twenty-first century as developing a sense of socioemotional wellbeing, creativ-
ity, cultural literacy, meaning and purpose in life, and democratic citizenship (Minis-
try of Education, 2015).

Despite this espoused emphasis on whole person education, however, there has 
been an overemphasis on the intellectual dimension. This is due to Korean socie-
ty’s prioritization of intellectual achievement centered around competitive college 
admissions and an elitism that values academic credentials as a pathway toward a 
successful life (Lee & Larson, 2000).

Recently, researchers, policymakers, and practitioners in Korea have started to 
examine more deeply what it means to educate students as whole people. For exam-
ple, organizations like the Korean Society for Holistic Convergence Education were 
formed to build a community of scholars who research holistic education (Lee & 
Lee, 2015). Proponents of whole-person education in Korea have emphasized the 
importance of treating the learner as a whole human being, with interconnected 
social, emotional, physical, ethical, and intellectual aspects (Lee & Bong, 2017). 
Korean educators have begun to think about their responsibility for going beyond 
students’ mastery of academic subject matter to also facilitate social-emotional 
development and well-being. Hyukshin Schools are a central example of this shift-
ing emphasis and perhaps a harbinger of educational change in Korea (Shirley et al., 
2020).

Research methods

This qualitative research study draws on interviews, observations, and secondary 
materials to conduct a cross-case analysis of Hyukshin Schools. The different types 
of data allow for triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The descriptive nature of 
qualitative research allows us to uncover patterns that emerge from the data and 
were previously unknown (Merriam, 2009). The cross-case analysis allows us to 
move beyond each individual case and identify common patterns across Hyukshin 
Schools in Seoul.

Context

12 Hyukshin middle schools and 4 Hyukshin high schools in Seoul participated in 
the research. We used purposive sampling, collaborating with the Seoul Metropoli-
tan Office of Education and Korean university partners from Kyunghee University, 
Hongik University, and Chosun University to recruit schools that are representative 
of Hyukshin Schools in the city and serve diverse student populations.

Participants

A total of 27 administrators, 50 teachers, 31 students, and 25 parents from Hyuk-
shin Schools in Seoul participated in the research. From each school, we recruited 
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between two and eight stakeholders, including administrators, teachers, students, 
and parents.

Data collection

Data include interviews, school observations, and artifacts. The individual inter-
views were one hour and conducted in-person. The Boston College research team, 
which included faculty and students, was divided into two groups, with a minimum 
of two people involved in every interview. One researcher was not Korean, so a 
translator accompanied him throughout the interviews. Interviews were recorded 
and transcribed for further analysis using Atlas.ti software. We also analyzed other 
sources of qualitative data, including observation notes and researchers’ reflective 
journals, as well as school websites and media mentions. These materials were used 
to triangulate the findings, in order to better ensure the trustworthiness of the find-
ings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).

Data analysis

Due to the large research team, it was important to establish a rigorous data analysis 
process. Data analysis involved three stages of coding (Kim, 2019). During “open 
coding,” we used preexisting and emerging codes—for example, creativity, char-
acter development, college entrance exams, career planning, happiness, and global 
citizenship—to code the interviews, observation notes, reflective journals, and arti-
facts. During “axial coding,” the second stage, our codes were sewn together with 
saturated subcategories to form new thematic categories. Through axial coding, we 
related codes to each other through “group coding,” as it is called in Atlas.ti. For 
example, we reviewed emerging concepts (e.g., citizenship, meaning and purpose, 
happiness, and wellbeing) and grouped these patterns into the group code “whole 
person education.” These group codes or thematic categories include: classroom 
innovation, professional learning community, autonomy, whole person education, 
and leadership style. At the third stage, we compared themes across the schools to 
identify similarities and differences.

Findings

Hyukshin school administrators and teachers articulated a vision of whole person 
education for Korean schools. Whole person education involves both the devel-
opment of students and also students’ interactions with contexts including fam-
ily, school and the broader society. We will describe Hyukshin schools’ vision of 
whole person education by moving upward, from the individual student and family 
to classrooms and schools, and then to society, as each of these provides crucial con-
text for education and development.

Table 1 represents the organization of our findings, listing the subsections within 
each of the levels that we describe.
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Individual and family: Developing the self

At the individual and family level, with respect to systems that touch actual stu-
dents, Hyukshin School participants used four key concepts in their conceptual-
ization of what whole person education should be.

Social‑emotional well‑being

As in many other educational change movements around the globe, Hyukshin 
school participants often emphasized social-emotional well-being. Of the 16 
Hyukshin schools participating in the study, participants from 14 emphasized 
the importance of developing students’ social-emotional well-being. Participants 
believed that students should be able to actively pursue happiness and develop 
a positive attitude towards life. They emphasized that happiness is more than a 
fleeting emotion. It requires an approach to life’s challenges. Principal Go worked 
to “develop student attitudes along with the ability to live as a happier individual 
in society” (Dongseoul M). Teacher Shin described social-emotional well-being 
as “not just a way to satisfy their desires, but rather, learning how to live a posi-
tive life that does not damage or undermine their own emotions” (Chonwol M). 
Teacher Shin believed that the role of Hyukshin schools is to develop strengths 
that would allow students to overcome negative attitudes toward life.

Some Hyukshin schools did emphasize the need for a balance between pursu-
ing student social-emotional wellbeing, on the one hand, and maintaining student 
discipline, on the other. Teachers did not want students to misperceive social-
emotional well-being as an opportunity to ignore rules. Teacher Lee emphasized 
that Hyukshin schools are not a place that “provides unlimited freedom to stu-
dents.” Instead, there should be a balance between freedom and discipline (Bong-
joong H). Student Yoon said that, in fact, “there are moments when students 
mistreat teachers due to increased autonomy” (Jeongseon M). Although student 
social-emotional well-being is important, it must be balanced with discipline.

Table 1   Dimensions of whole 
person education at Hyukshin 
schools

Individual and family Socio-emotional well-being
Self-esteem
Career development
Academic achievement

Classroom and school A pedagogical shift
Interdisciplinary classes
Extracurricular activities

Society Meaning and purpose in life
Democratic education
Positive contribution to society
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Career development

Career development was also a central concern, with 11 out of 16 schools describing 
the important role schools play in developing student interest in a meaningful career 
path. Emphasis on student career development aligns with the 2015 National Curric-
ulum Reform, which stipulates the role schools should play in helping students find 
careers (Ministry of Education, 2015), as well as the national Exam Free Semester, 
which provides 7th-grade students with up to one year of increased opportunities 
to explore career options through different extracurricular activities (Baek, 2019). 
Hyukshin schools fully embraced this national movement towards ensuring all stu-
dents are exposed to a wide range of career possibilities.

Hyukshin schools think schools should provide student-centered opportunities to 
explore career options, including a focus on careers that might help students find 
meaning and purpose in life. Teacher Kim said that schools should “help students 
find their own paths rather than decide a path for them” (Chumhwa M). Teacher Lee 
noted that, “once students experience enough in-depth, they may see a connection to 
a certain career path” (Bongjoong H). Whole person education as defined by Hyuk-
shin schools focuses on developing student autonomy in choosing a direction for 
their own lives, including the career they want to pursue.

Hyukshin Schools emphasize the need to expand the meaning of a “successful” 
career. Vice Principal Jin described how Hyukshin teachers put much effort into 
“providing students with experiences that allow them to understand what they like to 
do and choose their careers” (Yugok M). Principal Na explained, “One child is good 
at one thing, and another child is good at something else. We should respect them 
accordingly” (Waehun H). In a society where the definition of success is more lim-
ited, Hyukshin schools emphasize the importance of celebrating careers that reflect 
individual students’ skills and passion.

Self‑esteem

Self-esteem emerged as an important concept in Hyukshin school participants’ 
vision of how students should become whole, flourishing people. Eight out of 16 
Hyukshin schools emphasized the importance of student self-esteem. Many Hyuk-
shin schools have a higher-than-average number of students who struggle academi-
cally or financially. Many Hyukshin school students have “a lack of confidence and 
self-esteem,” said Teacher Yang (Chumhwa M). Teacher Yoo elaborated, “society 
tells students, ‘since you are not good at studying, you deserve to be mistreated’” 
(Woolgook M). Students then often live with low levels of confidence or self-love. 
Hyukshin school teachers work to give students opportunities to develop their 
self-esteem.

This theme of boosting self-esteem emerged in many interviews. The term for 
self-esteem was jajongam (자존감), which embodies self-esteem and also confi-
dence and self-worth. Teacher Noh stated, “Regardless of whether a student ranks 
first in their class or not, we need the student to be able to protect his or her own 
self-esteem” (Moonggok M). In addition to jajongam, other terms were used that 
provide further insight into Hyukshin schools’ vision of self-esteem. Teacher Yoo 
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described it as “the ability to love oneself” (Woolgook M). Teacher Kim defined a 
student with self-esteem as “a person who knows how to protect themselves” (Chon-
wol M). Teacher Choi described self-esteem as “the desire to be challenged by a 
problem” (Hansabong M). Hyukshin Schools aim for their students to be filled with 
self-respect and confidence, enough to develop a firm sense of self-esteem.

Academic achievement

Participants at 5 out of 16 Hyukshin schools emphasized that academic achieve-
ment is also an integral component of whole person education. Principal Lee 
underlined the importance of academic achievement, saying that school is “funda-
mentally a place where students complete a curriculum, which includes academic 
studies” (Chonwol M). Principal Cho added, “we focus on academic achievement 
but enhance the fundamental function of education through diverse subject curricu-
lums” (Yugok M). Both principals claimed that Hyukshin Schools emphasize aca-
demic achievement as much as other whole person dimensions.

While acknowledging the importance of academic performance, many Hyukshin 
schools pay particular attention to barriers that hinder students from excelling aca-
demically and spend significant time on non-academic aspects of student develop-
ment. In response, some parents avoid sending their children to Hyukshin Schools 
because of the negative perception that Hyukshin School students do not study 
hard enough. As teacher Choi said, “excellent students generally move to private or 
specialized high schools, resulting in Hyukshin school students falling behind aca-
demically” (Waehun H). Another reason could be a lack of academic enrichment 
at home. Teacher Hwang explained, “In this neighborhood … parents aren’t able 
to take sufficient care of their children” (Chumhwa M). Due to the lower socioeco-
nomic status of the Hyukshin student population, parents are less able to support 
their children academically.

Classroom and school: Student‑centered education

At the broader classroom and school level, Hyukshin School participants focused on 
three aspects of these crucial contexts: a shift in default pedagogy, interdisciplinary 
classes, and extracurricular activities.

A pedagogical shift

Hyukshin schools emphasized the need to shift from teacher-centered pedagog-
ical approaches to student-centered ones that allow students to build on their 
strengths. Teacher Chang highlighted this shift in Hyukshin schools: “Before, 
teachers used to lead the class, but as students are increasingly given more auton-
omy within the classroom, there are opportunities for student-centered learning” 
(Jeongsun M). Teachers described different aspects of student-centered educa-
tion. For example, Teacher Ma focused on “situating students in an environment 
which allows them to solve problems that individual students face” (Hansabong 
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M). Teacher Lee focused more on “learning-centered, discussion-centered, and 
participatory teaching” (Dongseoul M). Teacher Jeong emphasized the impor-
tance of “asking for student opinions” before teaching (Hyunsa M). These shifts 
required a redesign of pedagogical practices away from entrenched habits.

Hyukshin school students recognized the teachers’ efforts to implement stu-
dent-centered pedagogical approaches. Students felt more respected by their 
teachers, thought that their voices were heard, and enjoyed the learning pro-
cess more than with traditional pedagogy. Student Park mentioned that teachers 
“helped students a lot and offered various activities, encouraging active partici-
pation” (Chumhwa M). Student Kim added, “teachers do not line us up but cre-
ate thresholds for each student, and if students surpass the threshold, they pass. 
Students learn how to pave the way that they want to lead” (Samoon H). Student 
Lee provided an example:

Our teacher had us put up sticky notes. We were asked to write about good 
aspects, and aspects that need to be improved about his class. We could 
post such things as ‘the teacher talks too quickly,’ and ‘we are happy that 
the teacher lets us do a lot of activities.’ The teacher read our feedback to 
the class, laminated all of the sticky notes, and placed them on the black-
board. (Ryuah M)

Students felt that student-centered learning yielded more positive teacher-stu-
dent interactions and richer learning experiences that facilitate whole-person 
development.

Interdisciplinary classes

Interdisciplinary classes were another way that Hyukshin school teachers imple-
mented whole person values, including academic achievement. Teachers from 
different subject areas collaborated in creating a curriculum, allowing students 
to integrate what they learned. Teacher Kim described their school’s process for 
creating an interdisciplinary course:

If we decide to go to Tongyeong [for a field trip], each subject teacher 
teaches about Tongyeong. In Korean class, the teacher teaches famous 
local writers from that region. For social studies, the teacher teaches the 
location of Tongyeong from an international or domestic perspective. And 
for home-economics, students make traditional dishes from Tongyeong 
(Woolgook M)

As another example, Teacher Kim, a science teacher, collaborated with the 
Korean language teacher to ensure students were reading not only fiction but 
also science books. She said, “I collaborated with the Korean teacher so that 
students could write book reports in Korean class and take quizzes on what they 
learned in my class” (Ryuah M). Hyukshin schools want students to learn criti-
cal thinking and build connections across subjects as one means toward this end.
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Extracurricular activities

Many Hyukshin teachers and students said that extracurricular activities were central 
to developing meaningful career directions. These activities included student clubs, 
job fairs, guest talks, and field trips. Teacher Choi provided an example: the Reading 
Café, where “students stayed after school to read, then gather and debate topics in 
the book” (Waehun H). They would also invite authors to discuss their books. Stu-
dent Yoo shared his experience attending a career fair, which led him to decide on a 
prospective major. “When I went to the job fair, college students explained the dif-
ferent departments. I realized that I was most interested in economics” (Dosan H).

Teacher Hwang emphasized the importance of extracurricular activities for stu-
dents. “[They] provide many opportunities for students to find what they like to do 
or do well, eventually identifying career goals” (Chumhwa M). Students start to 
think about what they enjoy doing and what they want to do once they enter society. 
Students and parents echoed this idea. Student Lee described Hyukshin schools as 
“a place that helps students find their dreams” (Chomwol M). Parent Suh elaborated, 
“if you dream of becoming a pro-gamer, teachers acknowledge your dream through 
making student clubs” (Waehun H). Such opportunities to explore what students 
enjoy were one platform for students to develop their career directions.

Society: Beyond the self

Hyukshin school participants described students’ interactions with society in terms 
of three key constructs: meaning and purpose in life, positive contributions to soci-
ety, and democratic education.

Meaning and purpose in life

Participants from eleven Hyukshin schools in our sample indicated that schools 
should guide students to find a life path they find meaningful and purposeful, both 
for themselves and for the benefit of the society. This aligns with Damon’s definition 
of purpose as the “intention to accomplish something that is at the same time mean-
ingful to the self and consequential for the world beyond the self” (2009, pg. 33).

Hyukshin schools challenged students to think deeply about what it means to live 
a meaningful and purposeful life. Teacher Choi stated, “our students tend to have 
a very simple perception of their future career, which is to enter a good college, 
and get employed…I wish students would think deeper about the future. I hope they 
sketch out their dreams” (Chumhwa M). Similarly, Principal Na described schools 
as “a place where individual students discover their strengths, develop their dreams, 
and start to achieve their dreams” (Waehun H). Hyukshin schools encourage stu-
dents to form meaningful and purposeful dreams for their future.

Hyukshin schools also emphasized that students should think beyond the self 
when finding meaning and purpose in life. Teacher Kim said, “through collaborat-
ing with other constituents of society, students can find new sides of themselves or 
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others, which would help them affirm their roles in society” (Dongseoul M). He saw 
the role of schools as supporting students to develop skills to contribute to society. 
Teacher Ma added that he wants “students to be of help to the broader community” 
(Hansabong M). Students should think about what role they can play in society in 
order to live a meaningful and purposeful life.

Positive contribution to society

Hyukshin School administrators want their students to be positive contributors to 
society, an idea emphasized by 10 out of the 16 Hyukshin schools. As Principal Cho 
articulated it, “excellence in academic abilities no longer guarantees student success 
in society” (Yugok M). Contemporary labor markets require workers to be critical 
thinkers, effective communicators, and good collaborators. Teacher Choi summa-
rized these new social realities: “Korea has successfully achieved a certain level of 
industrial development, and now students are required to enter a society in which we 
respect each other’s life directions” (Hansabong M). With the changing times, it has 
become important for students to become positive social contributors.

In order for students to grow into contributing adults, Hyukshin schools want stu-
dents first to learn how to show respect and form healthy relationships with oth-
ers. Principal Ryu said, “each student has strengths, and schools should teach stu-
dents how to rely on and complement each other, forming meaningful relationships” 
(Moongok M). Similarly, Teacher Lee stated, “the way for society to collectively 
move forward is for individuals in society to learn how to live and grow with each 
other” (Dosan H). With this long-term vision in mind, Hyukshin schools stressed 
the importance of students learning how to live alongside each other and develop 
their complementary talents so that the larger society can benefit.

Democratic education

Participants at 8 of the 16 participating schools emphasized democratic education. 
Hyukshin Schools’ conceptualization of democratic education centers around inter-
action, with democratic society as “a space where individuals can act, where they 
can bring their beginnings into the world, and hence be a subject” (Biesta, 2006, p. 
137). Hyukshin Schools encourage healthy relationships among students and teach 
them how to contribute to society. Teacher Lee said that a school is “a place to learn 
how to communicate and collaborate well with others” (Bongjoong H). Principal Na 
expanded by saying that “the goal of Hyukshin School courses is to build student 
skills in collaboration, which is an important skill in society” (Waehun H). Hyuk-
shin schools emphasize the important role healthy interpersonal relationships play in 
democratic education.

Hyukshin Schools foreground several characteristics of interpersonal relation-
ships that contribute to democratic education. One is mutual respect. Teacher Nam 
said, “Students [should] develop the capacity to respect and empathize with others” 
(Samoon H). Teacher Yang added, “Students know how to support other students who 
are lagging behind” (Haesung M). In addition to mutual respect, Hyukshin students 
also learn how to be empathic towards their friends, a foundation for interpersonal 
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relationships. Teacher Nam described schools as “helping students develop the capacity 
to respect and empathize with others’’ (Samoon H). Students learn how to form strong 
relationships with others in the school community, and these form a basis for adult rela-
tionships and mature participation in a democratic society.

Cultural ideologies and values

As described above, Hyukshin schools confront cultural ideologies and values that can 
undermine whole person education, especially the competitive college admissions pro-
cess with its inherent elitism and parental pressure on children and schools.

College admissions

Korean society foregrounds the competitive college admissions system, and as a result 
the society often does not prioritize whole-person values (Ahn & Baek, 2012; Shin 
et al., 2018). As a result, Hyukshin School participants often must defend Hyukshin 
values against the ubiquitous presumption that Hyukshin school students are falling 
academically behind. This struggle is described by Principal Choi:

Hyukshin schools talk about academic achievement as not solely focused on test 
scores, but incorporating what we consider to be the purpose of education. How-
ever, our definition is not currently accepted by society, as it considers academic 
achievement as whatever score students get on tests. (Hansabong M)

According to the dominant image of a successful student, Hyukshin schools are not far-
ing well in comparison to traditional non-Hyukshin schools. In the face of such percep-
tions, it is hard to pursue whole-person education aligned with Hyukshin values.

The general society, including the news media, generally assumes that students are 
successful when they have high academic achievement as measured on conventional 
assessments and when they pursue high-status careers. The media often evaluate 
schools based on whether graduates are admitted to the three highest status universi-
ties, abbreviated as “SKY” (Seoul National University, Korea University, and Yonsei 
University). The media and associated school rankings often broadcast that Hyukshin 
schools are not as “academically rigorous.” Principal Go explained: “because the edu-
cation curriculum and textbooks are developed in alignment with college admissions, 
unless we abandon them completely, all schools inevitably prepare for college admis-
sions” (Dongseoul M). Principal Na added, “Hyukshin students can’t escape the col-
lege admissions system” (Waehun H). As long as the societal emphasis on college 
admissions exists, Hyukshin schools will struggle to implement whole-person educa-
tion fully.

Parental pressure

Hyukshin schools face a tension between the desire to provide whole-person educa-
tion and parental pressure to focus exclusively on academic achievement. As Vice 
Principal Nam said, “Parents think Hyukshin schools do not make students study 
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enough” (Heesung M). A similar opinion was expressed by Principal Na: “Parents 
think that if students go to our school, they will fail academically” (Waehun H). Par-
ents’ negative perceptions of Hyukshin schools are a huge obstacle to overcome for 
schools committed to whole-person education.

Consequently, Hyukshin schools must deal every day with the tension between 
parental pressure to focus on academic achievement and their own emphasis on 
whole person education. Principal Cho highlighted this tension: “because teachers 
provide more freedom in learning, students do not tend to strictly follow the text-
book…parents see this as less effective for learning” (Yugok M). This clash was 
mentioned by Principal Lee as well, who stated said parents ask, “aren’t the children 
playing too much? Once they enter high school, they have to study for the college 
entrance exams” (Jeongsun M). Even parents drawn to Hyukshin schools’ empha-
sis on whole-person education are concerned about college admissions and cannot 
ignore the societal emphasis on conventional success.

Our first research question asks how participants in Hyukshin Schools concep-
tualize their goals. We have described how participants are drawn to Hyukshin 
Schools because of their emphasis on fostering social-emotional well- being and 
self-esteem, and because of their commitment to helping students develop life plans 
that include a sense of meaning and purpose, positive contributions to society, and 
democratic participation. Hyukshin Schools also support academic achievement and 
career development, but only in the context of these other whole person values. Both 
in their thinking and in their interactions with parents and policymakers, Hyukshin 
school participants confront a tension between these values and the competitive col-
lege admissions process, grounded in credentialing and elitism, together with the 
pressure that many parents place on children and schools toward conventional aca-
demic achievement.

Hyukshin schools’ implementation of whole person education

In order to implement these values, and as they confront this tension, Hyukshin 
schools use a range of methods to implement whole person education. We summa-
rize three salient strategies mentioned by many of our participants: (1) forming mul-
tiple definitions of success; (2) professional learning communities; and (3) establish-
ment of communities of care.

Forming multiple definitions of success

Hyukshin participants are often concerned with developing an alternate definition of 
a successful student. Korean society defines success mainly in terms of conventional 
academic achievement. As Principal Lee said, “there’s only one yardstick for evalu-
ating children. In most schools, it is about grades. But in Hyukshin schools, there are 
many yardsticks for measuring student success” (Jeongsun M). Principal Na devel-
oped this idea, saying that “Hyukshin schools are where not just a small number of 
elite students, but every student can develop their talents and dreams” (Waehun H). 
Success means more than academic achievement.
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Hyukshin school parents also articulated multiple definitions of success, although 
it was unclear whether they were willing to give up the mainstream view. For exam-
ple, Parent Kim said, “I really don’t think grades will determine the path my child 
takes” (Haesung M). But she added, “of course, I am also interested in my child’s 
grades. I wish my child would study well” (Haesung M). This tension was common 
among parents, where they agreed about the value of having multiple definitions of 
success but nonetheless prioritized academic performance.

Students also experienced this tension, but they were more positive. Student 
Jung stated, “life is not all about studying but about figuring out what I like or enjoy 
doing” (Dosan H). This sentiment was shared by Student Lee, who said, “Hyukshin 
schools do not just study but consider students’ future dreams and desires” (Hyunsa 
M). However, students also struggled with society’s emphasis on academic achieve-
ment. Student Kang provided an example, saying “at the end of the day, I have to 
take tests and need to memorize what I learn” (Waehun H). While students acknowl-
edged Hyukshin schools’ effort to diversify the definition of success, they were also 
aware of the larger society in which academic achievement could not be avoided.

Professional learning communities

Hyukshin schools’ professional learning communities (PLCs) were integral in 
implementing whole person education. PLCs have five characteristics that work 
together toward effective educational change: (1) shared values and vision; (2) col-
lective responsibility; (3) reflective professional inquiry; (4) collaboration; and (5) 
promotion of group and individual learning (Hord, 2004). Stoll and colleagues argue 
that, “to be successful in a changing and increasingly complex world, it is suggested 
that whole school communities need to work and learn together to take charge of 
change, finding the best ways to enhance young people’s learning” (2006, p. 222).

Hyukshin school PLCs differed from other schools due to their non-hierarchical 
nature, which enabled the PLCs to exhibit the five characteristics enumerated above. 
Rather than a top-down approach where school administrators dictate the school’s 
direction, Teacher Moon explained, “teachers themselves collectively decided on 
important matters through meetings and respected the consequences that resulted 
from it” (Dosan H). Teacher Yang highlighted the purpose of PLCs, as “creating 
a venue for teachers to discuss how to improve courses or better respect student 
rights” (Haesung M). Teachers worked together in PLCs in order to improve their 
practice and deliver on the Hyukshin goals for whole person development.

Community of care

Hyukshin Schools want to become communities of care. A community of care is 
“a school culture in which students always feel safe, included, and accepted based 
on the principle that no student should be alienated” (Sung et al., 2016, p. 243). A 
community of care creates an inclusive environment in which students form healthy 
interpersonal relationships and eventually become positive contributors to society. 
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Participants emphasized two aspects of communities of care: (1) forming a happy 
school community and (2) prioritizing student social-emotional well- being.

Happy school community

Hyukshin schools try to make school enjoyable for students. Many Hyukshin schools 
pride themselves on their students enjoying the Hyukshin learning community. Prin-
cipal Jung said, “In Hyukshin schools, students enjoy going to school” (Woolgook 
M). Principal Cho echoed this: “children express great happiness about their school 
at home.” (Yugok M). By developing a happy school community, Hyukshin schools 
form a foundation for building a community of care. Teachers create a happy school 
community in significant part by forming more meaningful relationships with their 
students. Teachers serve as mentors and guides in areas such as social-emotional 
well-being and career development.

Students appreciate this type of relationship, one that is less evident in non-Hyuk-
shin schools. Student Lee stated, “we communicate with our teachers a lot,” (Yugok 
M) and Student Kim said “teachers greet us warmly and form closer relationships 
with us” (Ryuah M). Student Lee described Hyukshin schools as “a place where 
I can have fun. I don’t mean fun solely because I can play. I can try to find my 
dream and voice my thoughts here” (Bongjoong H). These relationships with teach-
ers allow students to have positive experiences in the school community.

Social‑emotional well‑being

Hyukshin teachers prioritize student social-emotional well- being. Teacher Kim 
said, “When students struggle emotionally or have family problems, teachers should 
prioritize talking about it and work with the students in addressing such issues” 
(Woolgook M). Teacher Kim said, “Learning is important, but I think inner support 
is important too. It is my philosophy that students should have a strong and sup-
portive adult figure in their lives’’ (Chonwol M). Teachers see their role as not only 
instilling knowledge but also mentoring students on how to face socioemotional 
challenges.

Students felt that the less hierarchical, more horizontal relationships with teachers 
fostered their well-being. Student Kim found that “teachers think of their students 
as their younger sibling, nephew or niece, or their own children” (Chonwol M). Stu-
dent Kim added, “there is no sense of hierarchy between teachers and students. Stu-
dents can confide in their teachers comfortably” (Samoon H). Due to the reduced 
gap between teachers and students, students felt closer to teachers and built a sense 
of trust around these adult figures in their lives. As Student Park said, “Before, when 
I struggled or felt frustrated, I used to handle it on my own. Now, I can talk about it 
with my teachers and feel better” (Chumhwa M).

In these various ways—by adopting multiple definitions of success, teaching in 
student- centered ways, creating professional learning communities, and establish-
ing communities of care focused on student happiness and well-being—Hyukshin 
educators put their vision of whole person education into effect. They encounter ten-
sion between social expectations for academic achievement and their more holistic 
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vision of student development, but they nonetheless create environments that focus 
in significant part on student well-being.

Discussion

Hyukshin schools advocate for and enact what is, for Korea in particular, an unu-
sual combination of whole person educational values—an emphasis on social and 
emotional development, an ethos of care, attention to fulfillment and purpose in 
young people’s lives, and more democratic decision-making. We have described 
how Hyukshin school participants conceptualize and carry out in practice this ver-
sion of whole person education. We have also described a central challenge that 
they confront: the contradiction between mainstream Korean society’s emphasis on 
academic achievement and the Hyukshin emphasis on whole person development. 
As Engeström (2001) describes, this kind of tension can generate productive his-
torical change. But it can also lead to backlash or degeneration. In this section, we 
sketch some possibilities for making this tension a productive one. How it plays out 
has implications for Korean society, and perhaps also for other educational change 
movements confronting similar tensions.

Levers for educational change: Developing a new approach

Hyukshin schools are enacting educational change, with teachers leading the way. 
According to Hargreaves, educational change often occurs “where teachers are 
supported, encouraged and provided with newly structured opportunities to make 
improvements of their own, in partnership with parents, principals and students” 
(1994, p.7). This has been the case with many Hyukshin school teachers. Teachers 
played a crucial role in: leading the paradigm shift that is diversifying definitions of 
student success; forming horizontal relationships with students; and establishing a 
collaborative school community in which multiple stakeholder voices are heard.

Teachers’ efforts to expand the meaning of student success, beyond narrow aca-
demic achievement, have been a lever for educational change in Hyukshin School 
communities. Adopting this new approach to “success” can offer students more 
meaningful school lives that will increase well-being and facilitate meaningful 
careers. Many teachers whom we spoke with emphasized the need to recognize indi-
vidual student strengths. For example, Teacher Jeon said that “I used to tell students 
they have to study well. Now, I tell them to do what they desire. I encourage them 
on their strengths” (Hyunsa M). To Hyukshin teachers, successful students uncover 
what they like to do, what they are good at, and what career paths might match their 
strengths. Teacher Kim described the teacher’s role as “waiting to see individual stu-
dents’ strengths and supporting them” (Dongseoul M). This has been a crucial com-
ponent of whole person education in Hyukshin schools.

Many students understand and appreciate teachers’ efforts to respect their distinc-
tive strengths and help them define their own success. For example, Student Lee 
described his school as “a place where students are respected and can see potential 
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career opportunities from a wider perspective” (Bongjoong H). As another student 
put it, “Hyukshin school teachers help students find their dreams” (Chonwol M). 
Students identified their teachers’ respect for individual.

students’ strengths as crucial in helping them imagine a meaningful life.
Another important lever for change is the shift from hierarchical to horizontal 

teacher- student relationships. Many Hyukshin teachers worked to form more hori-
zontal, less hierarchical relationships with students. In a society rooted in Confucian 
values, schools have long been hierarchical, with a top-down structure moving down 
from principals, to head teachers, to teachers, to students (Lee et al., 2003). Hyuk-
shin teachers have been changing this, forming less hierarchical student–teacher 
relationships that can enhance affective learning and whole person develop-
ment (Frymier & Houser, 2000). Teacher Jeong, for example, said that he used to 
be “authoritative,” but he now thinks teachers are “on the same level as students” 
(Hyunsa M). As a result of this change, many students perceive their relationships 
with teachers more positively. When asked to describe their relationships with their 
teachers, Hyukshin school students described it as, “comfortable” (Student Chang, 
Yugok M), “having no hierarchy” (Student Kim, Samoon H), and “mutually respect-
ful” (Student Kim, Ryuah M). Although this horizontal teacher-student relation-
ship requires a significant shift for teachers, it is an effective way to form a mutually 
respectful relationship that allows students to see their teachers as people whom they 
can trust and rely on.

A third important lever for change was dolbom (돌봄), or a community of care. 
This is a distinctively Korean concept that presupposes the important role that the 
school community plays in ensuring the wellbeing of students. Hyukshin Teach-
ers’ care for students, beyond academic performance, showed students that their 
social-emotional well-being mattered. Student Chang said, “I can comfortably talk 
about my personal worries with my teachers” (Yugok M). Student Kim, who used 
to wonder “what is the point of living?” subsequently “enjoys talking with teachers” 
(Chonwol M). Through relationships with teachers, students learned to understand 
themselves, what makes them happy, and what they want to do in life. These are 
foundational dimensions of whole person education that students formed through 
healthy interactions with their teachers.

Professional learning communities were a fourth and final lever for change. Hyuk-
shin Schools built more democratic school communities that included teachers and 
administrators working with parents and students as partners (Fullan, 2016). The 
goal was to build a collective vision about the purposes of education. This incor-
poration of various stakeholder perspectives was felt and valued by all members of 
the school community. This happened, for instance, when a teacher invited parents 
and other teachers to participate in learning and providing feedback. Another exam-
ple would be an interdisciplinary class where different subject teachers collaborate 
to create a curriculum around the same topic. Hyukshin school administrators and 
teachers are also open to incorporating parent and student voices, whether through 
surveys or inviting them to regular school meetings. Teacher Kim described Hyuk-
shin schools as “having a democratic culture, where the school embraces the opin-
ions of its community members” (Dongseoul M). Student Choi elaborated, “when 
the school makes a decision, the opinions of teachers, parents, and students are all 
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considered” (Samoon H). And Parent Lee said, “communication is not led by teach-
ers, students, or parents. Rather, all three entities work together to form the school 
community” (Ryuah M).

Hyukshin educators and other reformers took a practical approach toward educa-
tional change. They tried to create new definitions of student success, new types of 
student–teacher relationships, communities of care, and more democratic govern-
ance. Such decentralized policies and reform movements allow increased autonomy 
for regions, schools, and teachers to make administrative and instructional decisions 
based on the needs of their students.

Navigating the tension between whole person education and academic 
achievement

Despite many schools’ successes in making these changes and working toward an 
alternative model of whole person education, however, they still confronted the 
pervasive social pressure toward narrow academic achievement. At the same time 
as Hyukshin schools are moving toward whole person education, Korean society, 
and particularly parents, push in the opposite direction—overemphasizing academic 
achievement and narrow professional success. This tension could catalyze change. 
Engeström argues that contradictions between the old and the new can “escalate 
into collaborative envisioning and a deliberate collective change effort” (Engeström, 
1999, p. 137).

Parents are crucial. According to Fullan, “the closer the parent is to the educa-
tion of the child, the greater the impact on child development” (2016, p. 158). Typi-
cally, parents in Korea are highly involved in children’s academic studies but less 
concerned about a collaborative school community the empowers students (Sung 
et al., 2016). Hyukshin teachers and administrators encouraged parents to break that 
pattern and be more actively involved in the school community. Successful Hyuk-
shin Schools have reached out to parents to involve them in school-level decisions. 
Through involvement in the school community, some parents started to see the value 
in Hyukshin whole person education. Parent Kim said, “I sometimes wonder if my 
child should be going to more hagwons [after school academic enrichment], but 
when I realize my child is happy, I take a step back… I am confused at times, but 
I am glad that my child can have fun and form his own values and voice” (Ryuah 
M). Such a change in parent mindset could support sustainable educational change 
if enough parents felt this way. In order for this to yield larger scale change, more 
parents would have to choose election schools for their children, and more of these 
parents would have to have the same kind of realization as Parent Kim.

Although broader Korean society has recently been acknowledging the need for 
whole person education to prepare students for the twenty-first century, in reality the 
society prioritizes academic performance over whole person education. Hyukshin 
Schools, a bottom-up movement led by teachers and administrators, is making some 
progress at the margins. But more educators, policymakers, and parents will have to 
join such movements for broader social change to take hold. In order to make such 
change, the society must shift its way of defining student success and well-being. 
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Families, schools, and communities should accept that there is more than one way 
for a student to be successful and happy. In Korea, and elsewhere around the world, 
the tension between whole person development and narrow academic achievement 
will continue to play out.
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