English is taught as a required subject from the third year of elementary school up to high school, as well as in most universities, with the goal of performing well on the TEPS, TOEIC and TOEFL, which are tests of reading, listening and grammar-based English. For students who achieve high scores, there is also a speaking evaluation in school.

Because of large class sizes and other factors in public schools, many parents pay to send their children to private English-language schools in the afternoon or evening. Usually different private English-language schools specialize in teaching elementary school students or in middle and high school students. The most ambitious parents send their children to kindergartens that utilize English exclusively in the classroom. Many children also live abroad for anywhere from a few months to several years to learn English. Sometimes, a Korean mother and her children will move to an English-speaking country for an extended period of time to enhance the children's English ability. In these cases, the father left in Korea is known as a gireogi appa, literally a "goose dad" who must migrate to see his family.

Due to recent curriculum changes, the education system in Korea is now placing a greater emphasis on English verbal abilities rather than grammatical skills. According to a recent survey, despite being one of the countries in Asia that spends the most money on English-language education, South Korea ranks the lowest among 12 Asian countries in English ability.

I cannot understand the logic of middle or high school students studying TOEIC. On one level it is absurd to imagine young language learners having to spend hours at home or some ``hagwon’’ studying to take the TOEIC in lieu of more practical English study. On another level it is sad that greedy hagwon owners are taking advantage of these children, not to mention the parents who send their kids off to these institutes to study TOEIC so the students can score higher on the university entrance exam. 

In recent years the TOEIC has become somewhat of a ``magic bullet'' for assessing a person's language skills. For many language learners it has become a yardstick for measuring their English proficiency not only for job placement and promotion, but also for preparation for academic pursuits whether here or abroad. The test has its advantages like evaluating one's listening and reading skills, but it has become for many a shortcut for improving one's English proficiency. 

So what is really wrong with English education in Korea? The real problem with English education, aside from the overall linguistic proficiency of some teachers, might very well be getting some priorities straight. To be sure, what's more important _ scoring high on a test to get into a university or being able to communicate in English? 

At the same time, if the Education Ministry wants to improve English education it not only needs to hire more qualified teachers (both Korean and native speakers) but also needs to invest more in teacher training. Although sending teachers overseas for training is a good idea, there are some excellent teacher-training courses at universities in Korea, which offer teachers TESOL certificate programs as well as courses to help teachers upgrade their language skills. If the government is looking for some short-term solution, many of these ongoing programs at universities could be expanded so teachers could study in the evenings or Saturdays. 

Moreover, maybe it's about time that the government started cracking down on a lot of these hagwon and some of the greedy owners to ensure that the teachers who teach at them are qualified. Earlier this year there was a public outcry over a documentary about unqualified native English teachers in Korea, but the real problem was many of the hagwon owners who hired these teachers. 

One thing that would be hard to change is the mindset that some people have when it comes to learning English in the first place. Let's face it, learning English is big business in Korea. Aside from all the language institutes, all one has to do is just take a walk in any bookstore and see just how big learning English is in Korea with the profusion of English language books, tapes, and test study guides. While many language learners have probably benefited from these resources there are just as many who spend hours reading some vocabulary or idiom book but still can't put two sentences together. 
Learning English should be fun and gratifying but if it only means getting a good TOEIC score or getting into a good university (and thereby taking the fun out of the real purpose for learning any language) then efforts to improve the quality of English education will continue to be in jeopardy.
