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The Reform of Song-Gyun-Kwan (Korean Confucian University)
in the End of 19th Century

Toru UmakosHr*

Preface

1. Korean High u 1 in the h Century
2. Reform of Song-Gyun-Kwan

3. Transformation of Song-Gyun-Kwan in the Period of Japanese Rule (1910-1945)
4. Collapse of the Confucian Type of University

Conclusion

Song-Gyun-Kwan (ig#98¢) is the name given to the old type national university in the Yi-
Dynasty in Korea. It functioned for about five hundred years as the supreme national

19th century it had been challenged to reorganize its system in response to the task of
modernizing Korean education.

The objective of this paper is to examine some of the reasons why Song-Gyun-Kwan
could not be substantially reformed in spite of a series of trials of reorganization. The main
reasons are summarized as follows;

1. The fact that Song-Gyun-Kwan was not successful in reforming its system into a modern
university was related with the characteristics of the institution itself. It was not an auto-
nomous institution of teaching and learning, but a privileged organ under the direct personal
jurisdiction of the king. Therefore the collapse of the dynasty in the latter part of 19th
century resulted in the downfall of the once prominent roles and functions of the institution.

2. Song-Gyun-Kwan depended on the ‘“Kwako” system (the examination originated in
China for recruitment of high government officials). To pass through the first “Kwako™ is
the prerequisite for candidates entering Song-Gyun-Kwan. Students of Song-Gyun-Kwan who
succeeded in the final “Kwako” examination were insured positions as high government of-
ficials. In this sense it is said that the “Kwako’ system was skillfully organized mechanism
integrating higher education and politics. However at the end of 19th century, “Kwako”
was replaced by a more democratized recruitment of civil officials by the newly established
government in 1894. Song-Gyun-Kwan could not survive without “Kwako” examination

system.

* Associate Professor, R.I.H.E.
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3. As well known, the curriculum of Song-Gyun-Kwan was made up of only the Chinese
Classics such as the Four Classics (P4#%), Five Classics (fi#%) and others, all of which were
liberal arts subjects. In the process of the modernization of Song-Gyun-Kwan, very few
practical and professional subjects had been introduced. Even in the face of western impact,
Song-Gyun-Kwan did not revise its curriculum effectively.

4. In the period of Japanese rule (1910—1945), by an order from the Governor-General,
Song-Gyun-Kwan was not allowed to take on any new students and its activities were re-
stricted only to social education and Confucian ritual services. Even after restoration of the
teaching and learning functions as a Specialized School (Senmon-Gakko) in 1930, it was not
able to resist the Japanization of its curriculum and teaching staff. Ultimately Song-Gyun-
Kwan could not been reorganized into a modemn Korean university.






