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Monitoring SDG 4 Target 4.1.

Monitoring SDG 4 Target 4.1.

Hunwoo Joo (Korea Institute for Curriculum and Evaluation)
Mikyung Kim (Korea Institute for Curriculum and Evaluation)

1. Introduction

The detailed goals for primary and secondary education in SDG 4 target 4.1
mean that school education is the most important factor in guaranteeing
equity in education and building a better future for the next generation. SDG
4 target 4.1 by UNESCO is “By 2030, to ensure that all girls and boys complete
free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education leading to re-
levant and effective learning outcomes”. The Korean government is making
various efforts to realize policies to ensure basic education for all children and
emphasize school accountability. It is considered that the general environ-
ment for providing quality education to Korean students is well prepared
according to the 2021 OECD education indicators. For example, the school
enrollment rate by age was higher for 3~5 year olds than the OECD average,
and the number of students per secondary school teacher has slightly
decreased compared to the previous year.

However, one of the most striking changes in Korean society has been the
continuous low birth rate which has led to the decline in the school-age
population of primary and secondary schools. According to Statistics Korea
(2023a), the school-age population in 2023 is only 83% of that in 2015, and
the school-age population in 2030 is expected to decline to 64% compared to
that in 2015.
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Since 2014, the Korean government has made efforts to improve primary and
secondary school students’ basic learning skills (SDG 4.1.1). For instance,
the municipal and provincial offices of education, in cooperation with the
Korea Institute for Curriculum and Evaluation, have run so-called ‘Do-Dream
Schools’ focusing on helping individual students improve their learning skills
in collaboration with a group of teachers (Korea Institute for Curriculum and
Evaluation, 2023). In addition, policies for improving basic learning skills
have been reinforced with the law so-called ‘“The Rights to Basic Learning
Skills” which was enacted in 2021. Concerning indicator SDG 4.1.2 and SDG
4.1.4, the Ministry of Education has continuously made and implemented
plans for preventing dropouts and supporting out-of-school students since
the first implementation in 2013 (Ministry of Education, 2013).

2. Adaptation and Monitoring of SDG 4 Target 4.1
and Indicators

SDG 4 target 4.1 emphasizes the necessity of providing an optimal educational
environment for every student under the goal ‘By 2030, ensure that all girls and
boys complete free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education
leading to relevant and effective learning outcomes’. National SDG 4 target
4.1 Midterm Review focuses on SDG 4.1.1, SDG 4.1.2, and SDG 4.1.4 as target
4.1’s global benchmark indicators (UNESCO, 2022). The Trends in International
Mathematics and Science Study (henceforth, TIMSS) and the Programme
for International Student Assessment (henceforth, PISA) were adopted as
international assessments for SDG 4.1.1, while the National Assessment of
Educational Achievement (henceforth, NAEA) was additionally analyzed as a
national assessment for SDG 4.1.1. Data for TIMSS and PISA was retrieved
from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2023), and data for NAEA was drawn
from Statistics Korea (2023b). In addition, all data for SDG 4.1.2 and SDG
4.1.4 was also gained from the archive of the UNESCO Institute for Statistics
(2023).
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SDG 4 Target 4.1 Goal

By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys complete free, equitable and quality primary and
secondary education leading to relevant and effective learning outcomes.

SDG 4 Target 4.1 Indicator

Proportion of children and young people (a) in grades 2/3; (b) at the end
SDG 4.1.1 of primary; and (c) at the end of lower secondary achieving at least a
minimum proficiency level in (i) reading and (ii) mathematics, by sex

Completion rate (primary education, lower secondary education, upper

SDG4.1.2 secondary education)

Out-of-school rate (primary, primary education, lower secondary education,

SDG4.1.4 .
upper secondary education)

3. Monitoring Progress of SDG 4 Target 4.1.

1) Progress toward Indicator SDG 4.1.1

SDG 4.1.1 is the indicator that measures the proportion of children and young
people in Grade 2 or 3 of primary education, at the end of primary education,
and at the end of lower secondary education achieving at least a minimum
proficiency level in reading and mathematics by sex. In Korea, this indicator
is calculated with data from TIMSS conducted at the fourth-grade level of
primary school in mathematics. For students at the end of lower secondary
school, reading and mathematics assessments are analyzed from PISA.

(Number of children and young people achieving an MPL in respective domains)
1

(Number of children and young peiple in all proficiency levels in respective domains)

* segregated by domain (reading and mathematics) and sex

TIMSS and PISA have measurement cycles of four years and three years, re-
spectively. Due to this measurement frequency and measurement delay

1 For detailed computation, visit SDG Goal 4: Quality Education — UNICEF DATA from https://data.
unicef.org/sdgs/goal-4-quality-education.
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caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, there are only two data points available
over seven years. To picture trends more precisely on an annual assessment
basis, it is meaningful to refer to a national-level assessment of educational
achievement such as NAEA that Korea conducts every year.

Figure 1% illustrates a decrease in the proportion of elementary school stu-
dents achieving at least a minimum proficiency level in mathematics, as
indicated in the TIMSS data for the years 2015 and 2019. The proportion of
primary school students achieving at least a minimum proficiency level in
mathematics was 96.85% in 2015 and slightly decreased to 95.18% in 2019
compared to that in 2015. However, considering the proportions of the global
average were 45.22% in 2015 and 44.22% in 2019, Korean primary school
students performed way better in math than international students. In addi-
tion, it is also shown that the proportion of female students was slightly
larger than that of male students in both 2015 and 2019.

<Figure 1> Proportion of primary school students achieving at least a minimum
proficiency level in math

100.00
95.00 \
90.00
85.00
80.00
2015 2019
Overall (%) Malel (%)== Female (%)

2 Source: from SDG 4 September 2023 Release available at sdg 4-data.uis.unesco.org. (last accessed on
September 10th, 2023)

*10



Monitoring SDG 4 Target 4.1.

For secondary school students, results were drawn from assessments in 2015
and 2018 as shown in Figure 2°. For students at the end of lower secondary
school, reading and mathematics assessments are analyzed from PISA. The
COVID-19 pandemic was a cause to postpone the PISA 2021 assessment to
2022 whose results are yet to be reported.

The proportion of lower secondary school students achieving at least a mini-
mum proficiency level in mathematics slightly increased from 84.54% in
2015 to 85% in 2018, while their reading proficiency decreased from 86.34%
to 84.89%. Considering that the proportions in 2012 were 90.87% in
mathematics and 92.35% in reading, proficiency levels both in mathematics
and reading since 2015 are shown to have not been recovered to the pro-
ficiency level in 2012. However, considering the proportions of the global
average in mathematics were 50.06% in 2015 and 50.79% in 2019 and those
in reading were 63.27% in 2015 and 63.52% in 2019, it is understood that
Korean lower secondary school students performed much better in both
mathematics and reading than international students.

<Figure 2> Proportion of lower secondary students achieving at least a minimum
proficiency level in mathematics and reading

100.00
95.00
90.00

85.00 S —

80.00
2015 2019

= Mathematics (%) == Reading (%)

3 Source: from SDG 4 September 2023 Release available at sdg 4-data.uis.unesco.org. (last accessed on
September 10th, 2023)

1.
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In addition, as manifested in Figure 3*, it is also shown that the proportions of
male students reaching at least a minimum proficiency level in mathematics
were 82.25% in 2015 and 84.43% in 2018 while those of female students were
87.04% in 2015 and 85.63% in 2018. In the results the proportion of male
students achieving at least a minimum proficiency level in mathematics
was upwards from 2015 to 2018 while the reverse was true of that of female
students.

As for reading, 80.87% of male students in 2015 and 81.30% in 2018 achieved
atleast aminimum proficiency level in reading while 92.36% of female students
in 2015 and 88.85% in 2018 reached the level. As a result, the proportion of
male students slightly increased, and yet the proportion of male students
significantly decreased.

<Figure 3> Proportion of lower secondary students achieving at least a minimum
proficiency level in mathematics and reading by sex

100
90
80
2015 2018
= Male for Mathematics (%) === Female for Mathematics (%)
—— Male for Reading (%) Feale for Reading (%)

The National Assessment of Educational Achievement (NAEA) evaluates stu-
dents’ educational achievement in Korean, mathematics, and English. The
assessment targets students in grade three in lower secondary school and
grade two in upper secondary school. The Ministry of Education provides the
proportion of students in the below-basic level group and the basic or above
level groups.

4 Source: from SDG 4 September 2023 Release available at sdg 4-data.uis.unesco.org. (last accessed on
September 10th, 2023)

*12
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From 2015 to 2021, NAEA data shown in Figure 4° indicates a consistent
increase in the number of students of the below-basic level group in all
subjects. However, the proportions fortunately decreased from the year 2020
to 2021. Since the COVID-19 pandemic occurred in 2019, the Ministry of
Education (2020a, 2020b) prepared and implemented plans for normalization
of school education in 2020 and for reinforcement of support for student
learning based on the results of NAEA in 2020. The assumption is that these
actions might have been effective in lowering the proportions of the number
of students of the below-basic level group in all subjects. Despite the policies,
the proportions unfortunately increased from the year 2021 to 2022. These
results can be understood in that the number of people infected with the
COVID-19 pandemic reached its peak in 2022.

<Figure 4> Proportion of the lower secondary school students in the below-basic
level in NAEA

16
14
12 ———
10 //—’—// //

_—-———/' —
s il
2
0

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

= Korean (%) ====Math (%) ~— English (%)

In addition, concerning educational achievements by gender based on TIMSS,
PISA, and NAEA data, female students consistently exhibit higher levels of
achievement than male students. This trend is evident not only in inter-
national student assessments, TIMSS and PISA but also in the national-level

assessment, NAEA. Furthermore, regardless of school levels or subjects, female

5 Source: from Results of the National Assessment of Educational Achievement available at https://
www.index.go.kr/unity/potal/main/EachDtlPageDetail.do?idx_cd=1539. (last accessed on July 25th,
2023).

13-
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students consistently outperform their male counterparts. In the most recent
data from NAEA in 2022, differences in the proportions of male students and
female students in the below-basic level group are significantly higher across
all subjects than ever.

In summary, the proportions of the students reaching the minimum achieve-
ment in reading and mathematics showed a decline based on TIMSS and PISA
since 2015 while the proportions of the students in the below-basic level of
NAEA consistently increased. Additionally, female students have performed
better than male students in national and international student assessments.
These trends reflect no progress or improvement in educational achievement
against the objectives of SDGs. Therefore, it is necessary to make and imple-
ment more effective and efficient educational support policies to reverse the
trends in educational achievement.

2) Progress toward Indicator SDG 4.1.2

SDG 4.1.2 refers to the cohort rate of children and adolescents in the final
grade of each school level who have completed the education cycle. It signifies
that students, upon entering the school at an appropriate age, participate
in classes for a suitable duration, achieve the required academic standards
for each grade, and successfully progress to the next level of education.
This indicator demonstrates not only the completion of grades but also the

attainment of appropriate and effective learning outcomes.

(Number of persons in the relevant age group
who have completed the last grade
of a given level of education)

% 100°
(Total population of the same age group)

6 For detailed computation, visit SDG Goal 4: Quality Education — UNICEF DATA from https://data.

unicef.org/sdgs/goal-4-quality-education.
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Considering the completion rates of the global average ranging from 53.30%
to 86.70%, Korea’s completion rates are exceptionally high as indicated in
Figure 5. From 2015 to 2020, both elementary and middle schools achieved a
100% completion rate. The high school completion rate has been maintained
at around 98%. Considering the global completion rates and the fact that
the average high school completion rate in OECD countries is around 80%,
Korea’s high school completion rate is notably high. The numerical values of
completion rates have also continued to grow over the past years except for
the year 2016. These trends indicate that students are successfully progressing
through the education cycle without any significant barriers.

<Figure 5> Completion rate of primary and secondary education (2015-2020)

100.00
99.00
S
98.00
97.00
96.00
2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2010

=== Primary and Lower Secondary Education (%)

~——— Upper Secondary Education (%)

Moreover, there is no significant difference in completion rates between
sexes at each school level. This suggests that male and female students are
experiencing similar levels of educational success. Except that of upper
secondary education in 2016, where male students had a completion rate
of 95.76% compared to 99.17% for female students, the slight difference in
completion rates between sexes has been consistently within a very narrow
range of 0.5%, rendering any claim of sexes disparity unsubstantiated.

The high completion rates signify that entry barriers to schools are low,
students receive appropriate education at the required age, dropout rates

7 Source: from SDG 4 September 2023 Release available at sdg 4-data.uis.unesco.org. (last accessed on
September 10th, 2023)

15
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are minimal, and students are progressing through grades without repeating
years before graduation. This high achievement in graduation is attributed to
Korea’s policy of mandating education up to lower secondary education, which
safeguards students’ access to education and ensures timely completion.
Additionally, the social and cultural contexts in Korea contribute to a strong
sense of consensus on the importance of school graduation.

Despite Korea’s high completion rates in primary and secondary education,
it is necessary to find causes of and solutions to non-completion in upper
secondary education under the overarching SDG principle of ‘Leave No One
Behind.’

3) Progress toward Indicator SDG 4.1.4

SDG 4.1.4 pertains to the out-of-school rate, which measures the proportion
of students of eligible school age who are not enrolled in primary, lower
secondary, or upper secondary education. As shown in Figure 68, from 2015
to 2020, the out-of-school rates in primary and secondary education range
from 0.11% to0 9.10%, and they are significantly lower than the global averages
of 9.22% to 32.74%, indicating a notably low proportion of Korean students
outside the school system.

However, the out-of-school rate in upper secondary education has more
than doubled and has been larger than those in primary and lower secondary
education since 2018.

The out-of-school rates tend to be lower among younger age groups and
higher among upper secondary school students since 2018. Furthermore, the
discrepancy in rates is more pronounced between lower secondary and upper
secondary school levels than between primary and lower secondary levels.
This demonstrates that the proportion of students leaving the school system
increases as they progress to higher levels of education.

8 Source: from SDG 4 September 2023 Release available at sdg 4-data.uis.unesco.org. (last accessed on
September 10th, 2023)

*16
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<Figure 6> Out-of-school rate of primary and secondary education (2015-2020)

15.00
10.00 s
5.00 7—%
0.00 S — —
2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020
= Primary Education (%) wLower Secondary Education (%)

——— Upper Secondary Education (%)

The composition of out-of-school youths in Korea involves various groups
including, for example, dropouts, immigrants to foreign countries, those
preparing for graduation equivalency tests or seeking jobs, and others with
diseases. Especially in the case of upper secondary education, it is necessary
to lower the proportion of the out-of-school rate by strengthening public
education even though upper secondary education is not compulsory unlike
primary and lower secondary education.

4. Current Status and Issues

The high completion rate in Korea implies two significant aspects. First, it
suggests that efforts should prioritize achieving other interconnected indi-
cators such as SDG 4.1.1 and SDG 4.1.4 instead of focusing solely on education
completion rates, with a focus on ensuring “equitable access to quality primary
and secondary education completion”. Given that social norms and policy
systems already guarantee high completion rates, additional efforts should be
directed towards other areas. Particularly, improving students’ achievement
of minimal proficiency levels as mentioned earlier and reducing out-of-school
rates are more crucial in achieving target 4.1 in Korea than just focusing on
completion rates. These considerations are related not only to policies but
also to the quality of education within schools, such as improving the quality

17 -
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of education, enhancing relationships between teachers and students, and

improving the learning environment.

5. Future Tasks

As shown in Figure 4, the results of the NAEA during the period of 2020 to 2022
show that the proportions of students in the below-basic level were higher
than prior years. Many of the students in the same period were infected with
the COVID-19 pandemic. To prevent the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic
schools had no choice but to open online classes, which led to the less chances
of teachers’ direct and close instructions on student learning. In addition,
both teachers and students were not fully prepared for online classes because
the pandemic came as a surprise. Therefore, under the circumstances learning

loss inevitably occurred across the country.

In 2021, the Ministry of Education has promoted the “comprehensive education
recovery plan” to cope with learning, psychological, and social crises after
the COVID-19 outbreak. In addition, the law so-called ‘The Basic Academic
Achievement Guarantee Act was enacted and a five-year comprehensive plan
guaranteeing basic academic ability has been implemented by the law. The
efforts should be centered around schools and must be achieved through
cooperation with the community and families to provide student-tailored
support.

From the target 4.1 perspective, customized multidimensional support must
be provided to students based on the psychological and emotional diagnosis.
The government must develop in-depth diagnostic tools that measure the
students’ psychological, emotional, social, physical and mental health and
provide links between education programs, counseling and parent education
for customized guidance and support. With the help of technology, an Al-
based diagnosis system for learning can be explored for close support for basic
academic competency.

*18
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6. Conclusion

As the number of students in the below-basic level of educational achievement
has consistently increased and the learning loss was considerable due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, the Korean government took full-fledged actions to
minimize the learning loss. It has implemented a wide variety of policies to
help Korean students recover from their learning loss and bridge the education
gap caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, the Ministry of Education
(2021) has continuously supported schools in implementing diverse education
programs, including supplementary classes in and after school, various
learning consultation programs, and mental clinics. In addition, under the
law so-called ‘The rights to Basic Learning Skills,” the Ministry of Education
(2022) pronounced the first comprehensive plans for improvement of basic
learning skills 2023-2027. For instance, students in primary and secondary
school students are given chances to diagnose their educational achievement
with the so-called ‘Customized Assessment of Educational Achievement
(CAEA)’ based on individual school academic calendars. In addition, the CAEA
will be advanced as a computer adaptive test (CAT), and the results of CAEA
are linked with the outcomes of the existing Diagnosis-Supplement System
for Basic Learning Skills, which provides an in-depth individualized diagnosis
for basic learning skills followed by a wide variety of learning and teaching
supports.

19
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Annex. Relevant regulatory document, references and stakeholders and their responsibilities by SDG 4.1 Target and indicators

SDG4 |SDG4 Name and hyperlink Key references in the Responsible Type of Key Data sources
target |indicator | of the relevant policy/strategy/regulation | stakeholder responsibility achievement
policy, strategy, other | which address the target/
regulation indicator
4.1 4.1.1 Act on The Rights to Article 7 (diagnosis for Ministry of diagnosis for basic | Support for The Korean Law Information
Basic Learning Skills | basic learning skills) Education/ learning skills Students Center
Article 10 (Support Center | Korea Institute | Installation and | below basic https://www.law.go.kr
for Basic Learning Skills) | for Curriculum | Conduct of the achievement
and Support Center level
Evaluation for Basic Learning
Skills
Elementary and Article 9 (Assessment of | Ministry of Development and | Support for The Korean Law Information
Secondary Education | Students, Institutions, and | Education/ administration students’ Center
Act Schools) Korea Institute | of National academic https://www.law.go.kr
for Curriculum | Assessment of growth
and Educational
Evaluation Achievement
4.1.2 Elementary and Article 13 (Obligation of | Ministry of Enrollment and Improvement of | The Korean Law Information
Secondary Education | School Enrollment) Education/ graduation Enrollment and | Center
Act Schools Graduation https://www.law.go.kr
1.1.4 Act on the Support for | Article 5 (Plans to Support | Ministry Fact-finding Ascertaining The Korean Law Information
Out-of-school Youth Out-of-School Youth) of Gender survey on out-of- | the status and | Center
Article 6 (Fact-Finding Equality and | school youth/ conditions of https://www.law.go.kr
Family Support for out- | out-of-school

Surveys)

Article 9 (Educational
Support)s

of-school youth

youth/
Educational
support
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Monitoring SDG 4 Target 4.2.

Mugyeong Moon (Korea Institute of Child Care and Education)

1. Introduction

The second target of Sustainable Development Goal 4 (henceforth, SDG 4) is
‘Quality Early Childhood Care and Education for All.’ SDG 4 target 4.2 arises
from the recognition that early childhood is the most fundamental and critical
catalyst for global development and reform. Korea has continually strived to
enhance and invest in early childhood care and education (henceforth, ECCE)
due to increasing awareness of the importance of early childhood based on
research findings on early brain development and cost-benefit analysis as
well as emphasis on the right to education for young children and increasing
women’s labor participation.

Korea’s policy aspiration and efforts in ECCE have been focused on en-
suring equity from the beginning of life, reducing various disparities in early
childhood, improving the quality of ECCE services, enhancing the imple-
mentation quality of the national Nuri Curriculum, supporting the most dis-
advantaged children, and strengthening support for parental child-rearing
toward the ‘realization of full national accountability for early childhood care
and education.’

However, the implementation of SDGs has faced significant challenges and

setbacks due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Worldwide, the pandemic has threa-
tened the progress made in various areas and presented a range of challenges.
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The pandemic has exacerbated inequalities in access to various social ser-
vices, such as ECCE, beyond compulsory education, with social distancing
measures and economic downturn intensifying disparities. In particular,
reduced parental income was likely to decrease children’s participation in
early childhood services and to lead to potential declines in service quality.

In addition to global issues such as climate change and digital transformation,
Korea is grappling with a severely low birth rate, which significantly impacts
the early childhood sector. The population of children aged 0-5 decreased
significantly over the past seven years, from 3,179,803 in 2015 to 2,295,053
in 2022, with an estimated further decline to 1,814,972 by 2030. This re-
presents a reduction of approximately 1.4 million children compared to
2015. Consequently, the number of kindergartens and daycare centers is also
decreasing rapidly, with expectations of further declines.

2. Adaptation and Monitoring of SDG 4 Target 4.2
and Indicators

SDG 4 target 4.2 is to ‘ensure that by 2030, all boys and girls have access to
quality early childhood development, care, and pre-primary education so that
they are ready for primary education.” The target emphasizes the importance
of ‘quality’ early childhood services, ‘accessibility,” and ‘school readiness.’ It
seeks to enhance equity, quality, and inclusiveness in early childhood edu-
cation (Moon, 2018).

To monitor the implementation of SDG 4 target 4.2 (Quality Early Childhood

Education for All), two global indicators and three thematic indicators have
been established as below:

°24
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<Table 1> Global and Thematic Indicators of the SDG 4 Target 4.2

4.2.1 Proportion of children from 24 to 59 months of age who are

Global developmentally on track in health, learning and psychosocial
Indicators well-being (by sex)
(2)

4.2.2. Participation rate of children in organized learning (one year
before the official primary entry age (by sex).

4.2.3. Percentage of children under 5 years of age experiencing

Thematic positive and stimulating home learning environments

Indicators 4.2.4. Gross pre-primary enrollment ratio

©)

4.2.5. Number of years of (i) free and (ii) compulsory pre-primary
education guaranteed in legal frameworks

In 2018, Korea configured the K-SDG 4.2 indicators to reflect the national
contexts by adding ‘participation rates of public ECCE services.’ This reflects
the government’s intention to enhance the public nature of ECCE and to
promote the use of public services over private ones. It aims to alleviate the
burden on parents who would otherwise have to bear higher costs for private
kindergartens and childcare centers. Besides, as part of SDG 4.c (teacher quali-
fication) implementation instruments, the minimum qualification standards
for childcare teachers are included in K-SDG 4.2 to raise from high school
graduate diplomas (ISCED level 3) to junior college graduates specialized in
ECCE (ISCED level 5). It seeks to enhance early childhood educators’ pro-
fessionalism and, ultimately, improve the quality of early childhood educa-

tion and care.

3. Monitoring Progress of SDG 4 Target 4.2.

1) Progress toward Indicator SDG 4.2.1.
(Development and well-being of young children)

Regarding SDG 4.2.1 related to the physical health, learning, and socio-
psychological well-being of young children, UNICEF (2021) developed the
Early Childhood Development Index (ECDI 2030) recently to measure de-
velopmental indicators for children aged 24 to 59 months. Validation and
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standardization of the ECDI for domestic use have not yet been undertaken,
and unfortunately, there is no tool developed by the Republic of Korea (hence-
forth, ROK) for measuring the implementation of SDG 4.2.1.

For the measurement of the implementation of SDG 4.2.1, the current status
of children with special needs entering elementary school can be used as a
proxy indicator. The number of children with special needs has been on the
rise annually, with an increase from 11,701 in 2015 to 15,290 in 2022, repre-
senting a growth of approximately 3,589 children (about 30.7% p). Looking at
age groups, in the 0-3 age range, the number of children with special needs
decreased from 2015 to 2022. In contrast, the number of children with special
needs in the 4-6 age range increased significantly (46.3% for 5-year-olds and
69.2% for 6-year-olds during the past seven years). When examining children
by types of disabilities, language disorders and autism take up the highest pro-
portions among all children with special needs, accounting for 11.89% and
11.41%, respectively. The number of children with autism (4,290 children) is
the highest, followed by cerebral palsy (3,211 children), cognitive disabilities
(3,204 children), and language disorders (2,776 children) (National Statistical
Forum, 2022).

<Table 2> Number of Children with Special Needs at Age of O to 6 (2010~2022)

(Unit: person)

Classifi-
cation

Total | 11,965 11,138 10,950 11,093 11,018 11,701 12,808 13,620 14,040 14,337 14,515 15,283 15,290
Under 1 yr 3% 37 33 29 31 26 46 46 41 43 36 28 20
lyr 493 401 508 437 446 459 521 517 482 483 381 409 354
2yrs 1,170 1,023 1,097 1,088 1,067 1,066 1,047 1,157 1,066 1014 916 801 729
3yrs 1,880 1,569 1473 1,549 1,583 1,566 1,583 1640 1,804 1,721 1,614 1,599 1,320
4yrs 2,122 2,322 1,967 1,908 2,032 2,196 2,293 2,313 2482 2,898 2,825 2,734 2,701
Syrs 2,747 2,581 2,808 2,431 2,498 2,809 3,108 3,310 3300 3,520 3,957 4,121 4,110
6yrs 3517 3,205 3,064 3,651 3361 3,579 4210 4,637 4,865 4,658 4,786 5,591 6,056

2010 2011 2012 s2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Source: KOSIS (Korean Statistical Information Service). Welfare. Disabled Individuals Status. Nation-
wide Registered Disabled Individuals by Age. Retrieved from: https://kosis.kr/statHtml/
statHtml.do?orgld=117 &tblld=DT _11761_N003&conn_path=I2 (Accessed on: May 22, 2023).

Korea Institute of Child Care and Education (2023). 2022 Key Statistics on Children at age 0 to
5,p.12.
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<Table 3> Number of Children at Age O to 6 by Types of Special Needs (2022)

(Unit: person, %)

Classifi- N.O ot Under
cation Total  Children o 1yr 2y1s 3yrs  4yrs Syrs 6yrs %
0to6
Total 2,652,860 15,290 20 354 729 1,320 2,701 4,110 6,056 0.58
Deveilzlf:;:gta“y 1,176291 372 3 21 40 54 6 8 103 0.03
Visionary 250,767 219 0 8 22 25 51 52 61 0.09
Audio 425,224 983 16 103 138 167 181 178 200 0.23
Language 23,349 2,776 0 0 1 164 630 931 1,050 11.89
Cognitive 225,708 3,204 0 0 27 129 448 847 1,753 1.42
Cerebral palsy 245477 3,211 0 206 467 560 638 690 650 1.31
Autism 37,603 4,290 0 0 7 179 653 1,274 2,177 1141
Mental 104,424 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.00
Kidney 105,842 24 0 4 2 4 5 4 5 0.02
Heart 5,078 49 0 3 8 8 10 9 11 0.96
Respiratory 11,451 5 0 0 0 2 0 0 3 0.04
Liver 15,066 82 1 6 12 12 13 19 19 0.54
Facial 2,725 3 0 0 0 0 2 1 0 0.11
Incontinence,

Dysuria 16,779 36 0 1 3 8 3 12 9 0.21
Epilepsy 7,076 36 0 2 2 8 2 7 15 0.51

Source: KOSIS (Korean Statistical Information Service). Welfare. Disabled Individuals Status. Nation-
wide Registered Disabled Individuals by Age. Retrieved from: https://kosis.kr/statHtml/stat
Html.do?orgld=117 &tblId=DT_11761_N003&conn_path=I2.(Accessed on: May 22, 2023).

Korea Institute of Child Care and Education (2023). 2022 Key Statistics on Children at age 0 to
5,p.12.

2) Progress toward Indicator SDG 4.2.2.
(Participation rate of children in organized learning, one year
before the official primary entry age)

The Nuri curriculum and subsidy policy initiated in 2012/2013 have led to a
consistent participation rate of around 90% for children aged 3 to 5. Therefore,
the second global indicator (SDG 4.2.2) can be considered as having already
been achieved since 2012.
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<Table 4> Participation rates in ECCE by age of children (2022)

(Unit: person, %)

Classification Popu(l;l)tion” Céleii?tcrize Kinde(rcg;\ rtens (Fl;té; Pf;tti(;i?r? E(Cm lel;téziir)r’? E(C)}n T?]gilcr)z;:[:s
®) (B/A) (C/A)

Under 1yr? | 509,038 126,606 126,606 24.9 24.9
lyr 277,529 239,157 239,157 86.2 86.2
2yrs 307,975 285,937 285,937 92.8 92.8

0-2yrs  |1,094,542 651,700 651,700 59.5 59.5
3yrs 333,048 165,335 132,496 297,831 49.6 39.8 89.4
4yrs 364,198 135,413 189,748 325,161 37.2 52.1 89.3
Syrs 413,162 138,322 230,375 368,697 33.5 55.8 89.2

3~5yrs 1,110,408 439,070 552,619 991,689 39.5 49.8 89.3

0~5yrs  |2,204,950 1,090,770 552,619 1,643,389 49.5 25.1 74.5

Source: 1) Korea Educational Development Institute (2022). Educational Statistics Yearbook.
2) Ministry of Health and Welfare (2022). Childcare Statistics (As of December 2022).
3) Ministry of the Interior and Safety (2022). Resident Registration Population Statistics.

Note: 1) The population is based on the resident registration population aged 0-6 as of December

2022 (based on the living age standard).

2) For infants aged 0, the concept is not based on the living age but on the daycare age (half-
age), and it includes all babies born in 2021 and 2022 as of December 2022.

3) The data for kindergartens is as of December 31, 2022, and for childcare centers, it is as of
April 1, 2022, excluding those aged 6 and older based on the daycare age.

4) The kindergarten utilization rate is calculated differently from the “kindergarten enrollment
rate” and uses the resident registration population statistics as the denominator.

References: 1) Korean Educational Development Institute Education Statistics Service. https://kess.
kedi.re.kr/index (Retrieved: June 15, 2023).
2) Ministry of Health and Welfare website. https://www.mohw.go.kr (Retrieved: June 15,
2023).
3) Ministry of the Interior and Safety Resident Registration Population Statistics. https://
jumin.mois.go.kr (Retrieved: June 15, 2023).
Korea Institute of Child Care and Education (2023). 2022 Key Statistics on Children at age 0
to 5,p 27.
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<Figure 1> Number of children in kindergartens and childcare centers (2000~2022)

(Unit: person, %)

1,600,000

1,400.000

1,200,000

1,000,000

800,000

600,000

400.000

200,000

4,279,910

00000009000
541,603 538,587
SEHEEEEEEEEE
o~ &~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~
o QEIE

1452813

o 0—0_

682,553

2014

2015

2016

207

2018

1,244,396

1,095,450

2019
2020
202

2022

Source: 1) Korea Educational Development Institute (2022). Educational Statistics Yearbook.
2) Ministry of Health and Welfare (2022). Childcare Statistics (As of December 2022).
3) Korea Institute of Child Care and Education (2022). 2021 Key Statistics on Children at age 0 to 5.

References: 1) Korean Educational Development Institute Education Statistics Service. https://kess.

kedi.re.kr/index (Retrieved: June 15, 2023).

2) Korea Institute of Child Care and Education website (Retrieved: June 15, 2023)
3) Ministry of Health and Welfare website. https://www.mohw.go.kr (Retrieved: June 15, 2023)
Korea Institute of Child Care and Education (2023). 2022 Key Statistics on Children at age

0to5,p25.

3) Participation Rates in Public Kindergartens and Childcare Centres
(K-SDG Indicator)

As one of the top priority national agenda on ECCE policy, the Korean government

aimed to increase participation rates in public ECCE services by creating more

classrooms and increasing their capacities in public kindergartens as well as by

building new childcare facilities.

The participation rate in public kindergartens increased by approximately 5.0%,
rising from 24.8% in 2017 to 30.3% in 2022. The number of public childcare centers
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was expanded from 450 in both 2018 and 2019, 550 in 2020, and 364 in 2021,
resulting in an increase in participation rates from 13% in 2017 to 25.3% in 2022.
Nonetheless, it should be noted that both public kindergartens and childcare
centers still have a significant distance to achieve the initial target of a 40%
participation rate in public institutions by the end of 2022. The overall number
of children enrolled in kindergartens and childcare centers is declining due to a
sharp decrease in the absolute number of children aged 0 to 5, resulting from seri-
ous low birthrates. In 2022, the total number of children enrolled in kindergartens
and childcare centers decreased by 121,018 and 348,085, respectively, compared to
2017, with a total reduction of about 470,000 children.

<Table 5> Participation rates in public kindergartens and childcare centres (2017-2022)

(Unit: person, %)

Kindergarten (3-5yrs) Childcare centres (0-5yrs)

Year

Total Public Private Total Public Non-public
2022 552,812 167,485(30.3%) 385,327 1,095,450 |276,670(25.3%) 818,780
2021 586,572 | 177,361(30.2%) | 405,211 1,184,716 | 268,967(22.7%) | 915,749
2020 612,253 178,758(29.2%) 433,495 1,239,338 252,212(20.4%) 987,126
2019 633,520 177,140(28.0%) 456,380 1,359,475 230,900(17.0%) 1,128,575
2018 675,559 172,125(25.5%) 503,434 1,409,680 199,335(14.1%) 1,210,345
2017 693,830 172,099(24.8%) 521,731 1,443,535 185,413(12.8%) | 1,258,122

Source: 1) Ministry of Education & Korea Educational Development Institute (2017-2022). Educational
Statistics Yearbook.

2) Ministry of Health and Welfare (2017-2022). Annual Statistics on Childcare
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<Figure 2> Percentage of the enrolled children by types of ECCE services (2022)
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Source: 1) Ministry of Education & Korea Educational Development Institute (2022). Educational Statistics
Yearbook.
2) Ministry of Health and Welfare (2022). Annual Statistics on Childcare

Korea Institute of Child Care and Education (2023). 2022 Key Statistics on Children at age 0 to 5,
p. 26.

About K-SDG 4.2.1, Korea has been implementing a revised Nuri Curriculum
since March 2020, focusing on child-centered and play-centered approaches
to promote the holistic development and well-being of young children.

Furthermore, the Infant Allowance was introduced in 2022 to alleviate the
financial burden on parents of infants aged 0-1 who do not participate in
institutional childcare. In 2023, the Infant Allowance was integrated and
converted into a Parental Allowance, as part of income support to compensate
for the income reduction during childbirth and child-rearing. The Parental
Allowance is set to increase annually, with a plan to provide 700,000 KRW per
month for each child under one year old in 2023, and 350,000 KRW per month
for each child aged one (to be increased to 1,000,000 KRW and 500,000 KRW,
respectively, in 2024).
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4. Current Status and Issues

1) Strengthening Support for Early Childhood Care and Education
Fees

Until 2018, the fee subsidy for children 3 to 5, which had been stagnant at
200,000 KRW per child per month for nearly six years since the Nuri initiative
in 2013, increased to 280,000 KRW in 2022, reducing the financial burden on
parents to some extent. Ministry of Education announced to increase in fee
subsidies up to standard unit costs as part of the integration of ECCE policy
(Ministry of Education, January 2023). The Special Account for Early Childhood
Education Support Act, originally planned for three years until the end of 2019
to provide the fee subsidy, was temporarily extended to 2022, and re-extended
to 2025. It is important to secure stable and sufficient funding for ECCE to
pursue the integration of ECCE.

2) Realizing National Accountability through the Integration
of Education and Care

The integration of early education and care toward the equity and quality of
ECCE by lessening disparities is one of the most prominent national policy
agendas of the current government of President Yoon Suk-yeol. It is included
in the 110 major national agenda as ‘Creating a Safe and High-Quality
Child-rearing Environment’ (National Agenda No. 46) and ‘Strengthening
the National Educational Accountability System to Eliminate Educational
Disparities’ (National Agenda No. 84). The Korean government is making
efforts towards a phased implementation of the ECCE integration. In Phase
1 (2023-2024), efforts will be made to bridge the gap between the education
and care sectors and thus, establish a foundation for integration. In Phase 2
(from 2025), comprehensive integration will be pursued under the leadership
of the Ministry of Education and Local Offices of Education. Plans for the
transfer of central and local administrative and financial systems are under
development, and discussions are underway to devise integrated service
models for kindergartens and childcare centers. In particular, consolidating
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qualifications and training for kindergarten and childcare teachers, one the
key integration tasks, is closely related to the SDG implementation of indi-
cator 4.c. Specific tasks include strengthening childcare teacher training
based on the Department of Early Childhood Education and Care at the
college level, rather than course credit-based system, improving salaries of
private kindergarten teachers and childcare teachers, and more.

For the successful integration of ECCE, clear communication among key
stakeholders regarding the goals and outcomes of integration is critical.
Numerous discussions and various opinions are indispensable in generating
specific strategies. It is important to have guidelines for the operation of con-
sultative bodies and concrete strategies for the integration of ECCE.

3) Enhancing the Implementation Quality of Child-centered and
Play-based Nuri Curriculum

Although the Nuri Curriculum has been revised to be child-centered and play-
centered to promote the holistic development and well-being of children,
the implementation came to face significant challenges due to the COVID-19
pandemic. To strengthen play-based curriculum implementation, the key tasks
include reducing the teacher-to-child ratio, enhancing teacher competence in
supporting children’s play through providing consultation, creating creative
and safe play environments, and improving parental understanding of play.
The continued prevalence of early private academies and excessive parental
expectations for academic achievement in schools pose a risk to the well-
being of children and may weaken the emotional bonds between parents and
children. There is a need to cultivate a societal culture of child-centered play
as well as to provide teacher and parent training on how to support children’s

play.

The Nuri Curriculum emphasizes the transition from kindergarten and child-
care center to primary school. Pilot projects were undertaken in 2022,
and programs and materials were developed and disseminated in 2023 to
support the transition from early childhood to primary education. Successful
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transition requires enhanced mutual understanding via professional learning
communities consisting of early childhood and primary school teachers,
securing time and space for communication among teachers, incentives for
primary school teachers, provision of teacher training and substitute staff
support, and strengthening the leadership of ECCE directors and school prin
L L cipals (Moon & Kang, 2022).

4) Support for Social and Emotional Development in
the Early Years

With an increase in dual-income households, children tend to attend ECEC
services earlier and longer hours nowadays. Thus, early childhood services
come to play more important roles in children’s development of emotional
expression and regulation, interactions with others, and conflict resolution.
It is crucial to significantly emphasize the social and emotional development
in the national curriculum and to provide support for children in individual
ECCE services. While not necessarily in need of special education, children
who face difficulties such as, insecure attachment, maladaptive social rela-
tionships, emotional conflicts, attention problems, and excessive disruptive
behaviors that persist for a long period are a growing concern. It is important
to pay attention to the increasing portion and severity of ‘borderline’ chil-
dren when these problems are left unaddressed (Jung, 2022). To address
social and emotional problems in early childhood, Support systems need to
be established by dispatching or circulating specialized professionals like
counselors and therapists to early childhood institutions and homes.

5) Efforts to Recover from the COVID-19 Pandemic

The prolonged social distancing due to the COVID-19 pandemic made it
challenging to implement the revised Nuri Curriculum which emphasizes
social interactions through play. Efforts were made to ensure continuity in
all children’s learning, including the development of EBS TV kindergarten
programs, the distribution of play kits, and the development of educational
contents for distance learning for young children. According to surveys con-
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ducted by 17 local offices of education, policy priorities were to develop digital
competencies in early childhood teachers and to protect young children from
potentially harmful digital environments (Moon & Jung, 2021).

Income inequity, regional disparities, social inequality and polarization due
to COVID-19 are expected to have a significant impact on the early child-
hood sector. To implement SDG 4 target 4.2 successfully, special attention
need to be paid to the absence of childcare at home, psychological stress
and mental health experienced by young children, parents, and teachers,
disparities for vulnerable children, and malfunctioning child abuse moni-
toring systems due to prolonged untact services.

5. Future Tasks

1) Designing a Data System to Achieve SDG 4 Target 4.2

Currently, there is no agreed-upon national definition for ‘the socio-emo-
tional well-being of young children’ in SDG 4.2.1. Despite a considerable
period having passed since setting the target, there is no tool available to
assess children’s well-being yet. It is necessary to consider using the recently
developed UNICEF tool, the Early Childhood Development Index (ECDI, 2021)
or to benchmark it to develop our domestic tool that enables international
comparisons.

Existing assessment tools for development and learning in young children
primarily rely on self-report ratings by teachers and parents. To have first-hand
information, adult ratings need to be supplemented by direct observations
and interviews with young children. In particular, for identifying and sup-
porting the recovery of development and learning deficits caused by COVID-19,
there is a need to accumulates and analyze related data through the mid-
and long-term research projects (e.g., KICCE Panel Study on ECEC [2021-
2030], Closing gaps in development and learning in early childhood after the
COVID-19 [2022-2023)).
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Additionally, it is urgent to devise methods and systems for generating
gender-specific data related to participation rates in general and in public
ECCE services, and creating a positive home learning environment in indi-
cator 4.2.3. Monitoring SDG 4.2.1 progresses without empirical data would
not be possible.

Efforts are required to streamline the monitoring system of SDG 4.2 through
the integration of ECCE. There are challenges to be resolved, such as differing
statisti cal aggregation time points in education and care sectors, and lack
of coherence in monitoring governance with various ministries and divisions
responsible for SDG 4.2 indicators. Consolidation of ECCE data will facilitate
the linkage with other target indicators of SDG 4. Moreover, there is a need to
explore what new data set will be needed for early childhood care and edu-
cation in the future.

2) Securing Funding for the Implementation of SDG 4 Target 4.2

The first step in ensuring high-quality and inclusive early childhood edu-
cation and care is the expansion of public investment. Although the unit cost
for ECCE (the Nuri subsidy) has been increased by 200,000 KRW annually,
reaching 280,000 KRW in 2023, it is still not sufficient. As some Local Offices
of Education (e.g., Chungnam, Incheon) and provincial governments have
already initiated, it is crucial to raise the Nuri subsidy to the level of standard
unit cost of ECCE. This adjustment should be made firmly through legal
legislation to secure stable funding.

3) Establishing a Mid-term Plan for the Implementation of SDG 4
Target 4.2

Korean National Commission for UNESCO has been leading the ‘SDG 4-
Education 2030 Working Group’ since 2018 to monitor progress of specific
targets of SDG 4. However, monitoring annual progress is not enough. Revi-
sion of annual goal settings for K-SDG indicators are necessary to enhance
the capacity to respond and adapt to rapid societal changes, the COVID-19
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pandemic, climate crises, and digital transformation. Currently, K-SDG 4.2 is
being monitored with 2030 as the target timeline without clear intermediate
goals. Therefore, setting intermediate benchmarks will allow for a more
specific and strategic approach to monitor and implement SDG 4 target 4.2.
When formulating mid-term plans on SDG 4 target 4.2, it is important to align
them with the national policies on early childhood care and education to
ensure consistent implementation.

4) Advocacy for SDG 4 Target 4.2

SDG 4 target 4.2 remains relatively less recognized and has lower imple-
mentation capacity in comparison to other targets of SDG 4. This is because
ECCE is not yet incorporated within the public education system. There
is a need to widely disseminate information and knowledge regarding the
objectives, indicators, and challenges of SDG 4 target 4.2, encouraging active
advocacy efforts among early childhood educators, parents, academia, local
offices of education, provincial governments, and related organizations.
Furthermore, it is needed to share Korea’s issues, strategies, and lessons
learned in the implementation processes of SDG 4 target 4.2, and contribute
to universal high-quality ECCE on a global level.

6. Conclusion

Over the past ten years, Korea has achieved significant progress in early
childhood education and care.In 2012-2013, universal free education and care
for all 3-5-year-old children were initiated, along with the implementation
of the consolidated common Nuri curriculum. In 2019, the Nuri curriculum
was revised into child-centered and play-based. There have been ongoing
efforts to ensure the quality of ECCE through evaluation systems. Besides,
a range of policy measures have been practiced to support parental child-
rearing including time-based childcare support systems, extended childcare,
after-school programs in kindergartens and full-day care in primary schools.
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Korea has been formulating the 3rd five-year plan for the development of
early childhood education (2023-2027) by the Ministry of Education, and the
4th long-term plan for childcare (2023-2027) by the Ministry of Health and
Welfare based on the Early Childhood Education Act and the Childcare Act
respectively. SDG 4 target 4.2 is a powerful global goal that has had a sig-
nificant impact on domestic and international political and social environ-
ments. The Tashkent Declaration, adopted at the 2nd World Conference on
Early Childhood Care and Education (WCECCE) is acting as a key milestone
for the early childhood care and education policies of all countries worldwide.
The Tashkent Declaration’s commitment to action, along with the Global
Partnership for Early Childhood 2021-2030, encourages international colla-
boration and solidarity for the implementation of SDG 4 target 4.2. In this
changing national and international policy landscape, it is important to align
national policy goals with SDG 4 target 4.2 indicators, as well as to contribute
to the realization of the Tashkent Declaration execution strategy and global
cooperation measures.
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Monitoring SDG 4 Target 4.3.

Jeongwon Hwang (Korean Council for University Education)

1. Introduction

The sustainable development goal for the higher education sector (SDG 4.3)
under the SDG 4 (Education sector) states: “By 2030, ensure equal access for
all women and men to affordable and quality technical, vocational and tertiary
education, including university” (Korean National Commission for UNESCO,
2022). This goal was adopted at the United Nations Development Summit in
September 2015. Compared to UNESCO’s Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) and EFA (Education for All), which focused on ensuring access to
primary and secondary education, the scope of the SDG 4 goal expands its
scope to include higher education and lifelong education.

Higher education in Korea has achieved explosive quantitative growth over the
past 80 years since liberation. The number of higher education institutions,
which was only 21 in 1945, became 237 in 1980, increased to 327 in 1995, and
lately reached 426 in 2022. The enrollment rate for higher education, which
was 52.5% in 2000, rose to 71.9% in 2022, already surpassing the level of
universalization of higher education before 2000 (MOE-KEDI, 2022). It is time
now to shift focus towards improving the quality of higher education.

The Korean Government has been committed to ensuring that everyone can
pursue higher education without being restricted by his or her social and
economic background. For example, the university admission system offers
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opportunities for various underrepresented groups,! such as national veterans,
disabled individuals, low-income families, rural residents, and North Korean
defectors. The proportion of university admissions granted to these groups in
comparison to the total university admission quota (including those outside
the official quota) was 18.9% in 2023, which is expected to gradually increase to
21.5% in 2024 and 21.9% in 2025. National scholarships linked to income levels
support students in financial difficulties.

Higher education degrees are accessible to adult learners and mature students
through systems such as self-study degrees and credit banking systems. In
addition, support has been provided to university students with disabilities to
facilitate their learning in higher education. However, the disparities between
universities in the metropolitan and those in local areas, and the intense
competition for entrance exams pose ongoing social problems. In the current
era of the declining school-age population and increasing aging population,
there is a growing need to expand the target of higher education to include
adult learners, moving beyond a focus solely on school-aged individuals.

2. Adaptation and Monitoring of SDG 4 Target 4.3
and Indicators

The Indicators for the implementation of SDG 4.3 in higher education can
be categorized into global and thematic indicators as shown in Table 1.
This report is mainly focused on the global indicator 4.3.1 and the thematic
indicator 4.3.2 concerning the implementation of SDG 4.3 at the midpoint of
Education 2030.

Global indicator 4.3.1 is “Participation rate of youth and adults in formal
and non-formal education and training in the past 12 months, by sex”. Among
the statistics collected in Korea, the ‘Lifelong Learning Personal Survey’

1 Due to the mandatory selection of balanced opportunities based on Article 42-6 of the Enforcement
Decree of the Higher Education Act.
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<Table 1> SDG 4 Target 4.3 Indicators and K-SDG Indicators

Classification Concept

4.3.1 Participation rate of youth and adults in formal and non-formal
Global education and training in the previous 12 months, by sex

Indicator <K-SDG 4.3: Participation rate of adults in non-formal education in the

previous 12 months>

4.3.2. Gross enrollment ratio for tertiary education by sex

. <K-SDG 4.3.2: Tertiary Education Completion rate >
Thematic

Indicators

4.3.3.Participation rate in technical-vocational program(15 to 24-year-
olds) by sex

Note: 1) Global indicator is designed to allow all Member Countries to monitor progress towards the
SDGs in a common way to identify global trends, while thematic indicators are designed to
allow Member Countries to conduct additional monitoring based on their own context, policy
priorities, expertise and data availability (Korean National Commission for UNESCO, 2022).

2) < > refers to related K-SDGs indicators.

is designed based on the Eurostat Adult Education Survey (AES) manual
to ensure that the survey is compatible with the standards of international
organizations such as the OECD.

Turning to the thematic indicator 4.3.2, which measures the ‘Gross enrollment
ratio for tertiary education by sex’, it is calculated as the net enrollment rate of
individuals within the relevant age group (18-21 years old) attending tertiary
education institutions. In the context of measuring the gross enrollment rate
for tertiary education and gender-specific indicators related to SDG 4.3.2, it is
important to acknowledge that current international comparative indicators
provided by UNESCO UIS (Institute for Statistics) are calculated based solely
on age, without distinguishing education levels or gender. Therefore, there is
a need for future indicator development to take into account both educational
levels and gender breakdowns.

Additionally, in the pursuit of SDG implementation, it is crucial to consider
domestic conditions while adapting to international trends. To address this,
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Republic of Korea has established K-SDGs, with the involvement of government
and private-sector experts, as well as stakeholder groups like K-MGoS?, to align
with the 17 SDG goals. Within K-SDGs, specific indicators related to higher
education have been defined, as outlined in <Table 2>.

The first indicator of K-SDG 4.3, the participation rate of adult learners in
non-degree lifelong learning, linked to the global indicator SDG 4.3.1, aims to
continuously increase the rate until 2030. The second indicator, the tertiary
education completion rate, is linked to the thematic indicator SDG 4.3.2 and
represents the ratio of the population who have completed higher education
in the respective age group. The third indicator is the amount of national
scholarship per student.

<Table 2> DHESK-SDGs Indicators in Higher Education Sector

Classification Details Objectives

Participation rate of adults learners
in non-degree courses in higher
education institution.

Until 2030: ongoing growth
Until 2040: ongoing growth

K-SDG 4.5 Higher education completion rate 2030: 49% retention
& P 2040: 49% retention

Amount of national scholarship per | 2030: ongoing growth
student 2040: ongoing growth

Government expenditure on public
education as a percentage of GDP 2030: OECD average
in higher education(by level of 2040: OECD average
education)

K-SDG 4.9

Source: Cooperation of related ministries. (2021). Fourth Continuation Basic Plan for Possible Develop-
ment (2021-2040)—Part2 (Sustainable Development Portal: https://ncsd.go.kr/notice?pos =
2466). October 11, 2023. Data Extraction.

2 K-MGos: Major Groups and other Stakeholders.
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3. Monitoring Progress of SDG 4 Target 4.3.

1) Progress toward Indicator SDG 4.3.1

Korea’s implementation status of Global Indicator 4.3.1-Participation rate of
youth and adults in formal and non-formal education and training in the past
12 months (by sex)’- is examined based on the results of the ‘Lifelong Learning
Personal Status Survey’. The following Figure 1 below shows “Participation in
formal and informal lifelong learning in the past 12 months among adults (25-
64 years old) in South Korea, by sex” from 2015 to 2022.

The participation rate in formal and non-formal lifelong learning among
Korean adult learners (25-64 years old) increased from 30.2% in 2013 to 40.6%
in 2015. After a period of stagnation, it reached a peak again in 2019 at 43.4%
but then dropped to 42.1% in 2020, 33.1% in 2021, and 30.7% in 2022. The
recent sharp decline is speculated to be due to the impact of the COVID-19

pandemic, leading to reduced participation in lifelong learning.

When examining the participation trends in formal and non-formal lifelong
learning by sex for adult learners (aged 25-64), it follows a similar pattern to
the overall participation trend. From 2016 to 2019, women’s participation rates
were higher, ranging from 37.1% to 43.8%, which was 0.7 to 2.8 percentage
points higher than men’s. However, in more recent years, from 2020 to 2022,
men’s participation rates exceeded women’s by 0.8 to 3.4 percentage points.
In 2022, the participation rate for male adult learners (aged 25-64) was 31.1%,

while it was 30.3% for female adult learners.

As for the thematic indicator 4.3.2 ‘Gross enrollment ratio in tertiary education
by sex’, the trend in Korea is shown in Figure 2. Republic of Korea surpassed
the universalization level of higher education in 2000 with a total enrollment
rate of 52.5%, steadily increasing to 67.5% in 2015 and reaching 71.9% in 2022.
Regarding gender-specific enrollment rates, in 2000, men’s rate was higher
at 57.2%, compared to women’s 47.6%, a difference of about 10 percentage

points. However, the gender gap narrowed over time, and from 2015, women’s
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<Figurel> Trends in Participation in Formal and Non-formal lifelong learning
among Adult learners (age 25-64)

(Unit: %)

45.0

43.0

41.0

37.0

35.0

33.0

31.0

29.0

27.0

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022
year

=@ total —e@= male ...a...female

Classification | 2013 | 2014 | 2015 | 2016 | 2017 | 2018 | 2019 | 2020 | 2021 | 2022

Total 30.2 | 36.8 | 40.6 | 35.7 | 35.8 | 42.8 | 43.4 | 42.1 | 33.1 | 30.7
Male 29.1 | 375 | 41.3 | 344 | 344 | 41.9 | 43.1 | 42.5 | 34.8 | 31.1
Female 31.3 | 36.1 | 39.8 | 37.1 | 37.2 | 43.7 | 43.8 | 41.7 | 31.4 | 30.3

Source: Ministry of Educations-Korea Educational Development Institute(2022). 2022 Korean Adult
Lifelong Learning Status, page 133.

Note:  The survey period was July of the previous year to June of the same year until year 2020, but was
changed to January to December of the previous year from year 2021.

higher education enrollment rates surpassed men’s. In 2022, the enrollment
rate in higher education institutions was 73.8% for women and 70.0% for men.
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2) Progress toward Indicator SDG 4.3.2.

As for the thematic indicator 4.3.2 ‘Gross enrollment ratio in tertiary educa-

tion by sex’, the trend in Korea is shown in Figure 2. The enrollment rate in

tertiary education has surpassed the universalization level of higher educa-
tion since 2000 with a total enrollment rate of 52.5%. It steadily increased
from 67.5% in 2015, reaching 71.9% in 2022. Regarding gender-specific enroll-

ment rates, in 2000, men’s rate was higher at 57.2%, compared to women’s at

47.6%. However, the gender gap has narrowed over time, and starting in 2015,

<Figure 2> Trends in higher education enrollments

(Unit: %)

80.0

75.0

70.0

65.0

60.0

50.0

45.0

2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2021 2022

year

—v—total <c-ar--male —eo= female

Source:

Data:

Note:

https://www.index.go.kr/unity/potal/indicator/IndexInfo.do?cdNo=2 &clasCd=2 &idxCd=4245)

Ministry of Education-Korea Educational Development Institute(each year). Basic Statistics of
Education, National Statistical Office. (2021). Estimation of Future Population as of year 2020.

1) The enrollment rate = (number of students + the enrollment population) X 100.

2) The enrollment age for Higher Education institutions is 18-21 years old

3) The enrollment rate of higher education institutions includes universities, colleges of edu-
cation, general universities, and various university courses.
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women’s enrollment rate in tertiary education surpassed men’s. In 2022, the
gender-specific enrollment rates in tertiary education were 73.8% for women
and 70.0% for men.

3) Progress toward Indicator K-SDG 4.3. and 4.9.

The first indicator within K-SDG 4.3 focuses on the participation rate of adult
learners in non-degree lifelong learning, to achieve continuous increase until
2030. The second indicator, linked to the thematic indicator SDG 4.3.2, is the
tertiary education completion rate. This indicator calculates the percentage
of the population that has completed tertiary education relative to the total
population in the respective age group. This information can be obtained
by international comparative indicators provided by the OECD (as shown in
Figure 3 and Figure 4).

<Figure 3> Trend in tertiary education completion rate (aged 25-64)

(Unit: %)
60.0
50.0 50.7 51.7

200 45.0
40.0 39.6 40.3 411
40.0 350 V ? 7
320 30.0 7 g g g
300 260 M7 ; 7 7 f
240, ; ? % %

2000 2005 2010 2015 2019 2020 2021
year
B Korea WOECD average
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<Figure 4> Trend in Tertiary Education Completion Rate (Aged 25-34)

(Unit: %)
80.0
69.0 69.8 69.8 69.3
70.0 65.0
60.0
51.0
50.0 o 45.0 45.5 46.9
37.0 . - 7 7 7
a0 37 — 37.0 ? % g g
26.0 / ; / /
30.0 @ % ; f %
20.0 Ea / /
2000 2005 2010 2015 2019 2020 2021
year
B Korea [AOECD avreage

Source: OECD (Each year). Education at A Glance, OECD: Indicators.

Note: 1) Subject to survey: 25 to 64 years old.
2) Tertiary education completion rate = Number of people with higher education level / total
population of respective age.
3) Source of raw materials: Statistics Korea economically active population survey.

The tertiary education completion rate among individuals aged 25-64 in Korea
has increased steadily, as shown in Figure 3, from 24.0% in 2000 to 50.0% in
2019, reaching 51.7% in 2021. It is worth noting that this surpasses the K-SDG
target of 49%, indicating Korea’s achievement of the goal for this indicator. In
contrast, the OECD average tertiary education completion rate in 2021 was
41.1%.

For the younger demographic (25-34 years old) in Figure 4, Korea’s tertiary
education completion rate started at 37.0% in 2000 and steadily increased to
reach 65.0% in 2010. It reached a peak of 69.8% in 2019 and 69.3% in 2021,
the highest among OECD member countries. The OECD average for tertiary
education completion rate among individuals aged 25-34 in 2021 was 46.9%.
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Figure 5 illustrates the differences in tertiary education completion rates for
individuals aged 25-34 between 2000 and 2021 in descending order among
selected OECD member countries. Republic of Korea ranks fourth in the in-
crease in tertiary education completion rate compared to 2000, following
Luxembourg, Portugal, and Ireland. This demonstrates that Republic of Korea
has made significant progress in increasing tertiary education attainment.

<Figure 5> Trend in the Tertiary Education Completion Rates (aged 25-34)
(2000 and 2021)

=2000 A2021

100 ]

5 F

[ty et Hatesggts, o

9.2 SN O G (2 & @, > & X
SO P& F LGRS OFIL 5 E @ BN @A TR S L RE NP 0 ¢
ORI S QA OB P LS O S R AN NN SN IR
LA SR @ A PR A LG L KR S O QS NGO
QNGNS »té%‘bqv@%"q&%& AN EESWESE Q,Q%%@Q,z\%%éﬂb AR ONEE
N &R & XS AR SEETE T

Source: OECD (2022), Education at a Glance Database, http://stats.oecd.org/. See Source section for
more information and Annex 3 for notes (https://www.oecd.org/education/education-at-a-
glance/EAG2022_X3-A.pdf).

Note: 1) Data for tertiary education include upper secondary or post-secondary non-tertiary program
(less than 5% of adults are in this group).
2) Year of reference differs from 2000: 2002 for Israel and 2003 for Iceland.
3) Countries are ranked in descending order of the difference in the share of tertiary-educated
25-34 year-olds between 2000 and 2021.

The third indicator within K-SDG 4.3 focuses on the amount of national scho-
larships per student, as depicted in Figure 6. Republic of Korea has imple-
mented the national scholarship system linked to household income since
2012, to expand access to higher education. In 2012, the amount of national
scholarship per student was approximately 1,693,948 KRW, which increased
to approximately 3,425,492 KRW in 2018, nearly doubling in value. In 2022,
the national scholarship amount per student rose to approximately 3,634,043
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KRW. This significant increase in the national scholarship amount per stu-
dent reflects Korea’s commitment to providing financial support to students
in higher education and ensuring that the cost of education does not hinder
access.

<Figure 6> Amount of Annual Income-linked National Scholarship Benefits Per
Student (2012-2021)

(Unit: won)

3,104,491 | 3,316,211 3,634,043

o e 3,189,1637’42&492 ...... J---3:313058
3,000,000 el BN P
2,500,000 2’229\1‘.1\?.9. ...........
2,000,000 | 59;5;48
1,500,000
1,000,000
500,000

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

year

Source: Korea Scholarship Foundation Information Disclosure Request Data (December 14, 2022)

Note: 1) The target is the entire university (four-year university, junior college)

2) The beneficiaries are income-linked national scholarships (type 1, type 2 (including local
talent), and multi-child, and annual net income excluding North Korea by semester. KRW
based (e.g., 1 student is counted as simultaneous beneficiary in the 1st and 2nd semesters)

3) Until 2014, the amount is based on payment (not reflected in the return amount throughout
the year), and from 2015, it is based on beneficiary (reflected in the return amount throughout
the year)

Indicator K-SDG 4.9 focuses on the ratio of government expenditure on public
education to GDP by different levels of education. Specifically, it examines
the ratio of government funding for tertiary education relative to the GDP,
as shown in Figure 7, which indicates the level of government investment in
higher education. Republic of Korea has consistently increased the proportion
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of public funding for higher education, from 23.3% in 2000 to 43.3% in 2020.
Nevertheless, this still falls short of the OECD average of 67.1%. The goal of
K-SDG 4.9 is to reach the OECD average. Considering the close relationship
between financial investment in higher education and the quality of educa-
tion, it is necessary to expand government funding for higher education.

<Figure 7> Trends in the Proportion of Public and Private Funding for Higher
Education

(Uunit: %)

100 .
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30 67.1
20 36.1 37.6 38.1 39.7 383 433
10 2
0

year2000 2010 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 OECD
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Source: OECD (Each year). Education at A Glance. OECD Indicators

4. Current Issues in regard to Implementation of SDG 4
Target 4.3

In the preceding sections, we examined the implementation status of Re-
public of Korea in achieving SDG 4.3 through global indicators, thematic
indicators, and K-SDG 4.3 indicators. In this section, we will review the im-
plementation status and related issues in Korean higher education, focusing
on relevant policies and issues over this period across three dimensions: “1)

*52



Monitoring SDG 4 Target 4.3.

Ensuring equal opportunities, 2) Ensuring the quality of education, and 3)
Promoting lifelong learning in higher education”.

1) Ensuring Equal Opportunities in Higher Education

In a relatively short period, Republic of Korea has achieved the universali-
zation of higher education through quantitative growth. This is evident in
the changes in higher education enrollment and completion rates according
to SDG 4.3.2 and K-SDG 4.3. In addition, Korea has consistently pursued var-
ious policies to ensure fair access to higher education. These include special
admission systems for underrepresented groups in the university entrance
examination, a national scholarship program linked to house income, and
local government scholarships, such as the Seoul Scholarship Foundation by
the Seoul Metropolitan Government, and scholarships for low-income high
school students to support their higher education access. These initiatives
aim to prevent economic barriers from restricting access to higher education.
In addition, recent legislation has established legal grounds for universities to
set up centers for comprehensive support for students with disabilities.

The recent COVID-19 pandemic has significantly transformed the higher
education landscape, prompting the transition to online classes through
distance education. This shift has brought about issues related to accessibility
to education, such as access to online learning devices and students’ cir-
cumstances which can hinder their learning. To minimize the barriers to
distance education based on individual circumstances, the government has
implemented various policies. Table 3 below shows the key policies imple-
mented by the government to facilitate distance education in universities
during the pandemic.
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<Table 3> Korean Government’s Key Policies Related to Distance Education During

the COVID-19 Pandemic

Period Policy Main Contents

« Korea Education and Research Information

Service(KERIS) is designated as the central center
. for UDEC (March 2020

Graduate School Distance ( . ) .

. « Graduate School Distance Education Support

Education Support .

. . Center Central Learning Management System (LMS)

Center(UDEC, University

X opened (20.4)
2020.3~11 Distance . .
. « Establishment and operation of a graduate school

Education Center) . . .

] . distance education support center and operation

operation business . o

romotion business council (°20.10~)

P « Selection of graduate school distance education
support centers in 10 regions and commencement
of regional projects ("20.11).

» By improving regulations on the operation of
university distance classes, universities can conduct
remote / face-to-face classes.

» Master’s degree programs operated independently
or jointly by domestic universities/Joint Online

Digital-Based higher bachelor’s and master’s degree programs between

2020.9. education innovation domestic and foreign universities are permitted.
support plan » Master’s degree programs operated independently
or jointly by domestic universities / Joint online
bachelor’s and master’s degree programs between
domestic and foreign universities permitted.

« Support for establishing a university distance
learning quality management system, etc.

 The Ministry of Education and the Korea

Smart devices provided Scholarship Foundation provide portable smart

2020.11 for low-income college devices (tablet PCs) needed for distance learning
students for free classes to college students from low-income
families.
. « For the purpose of ensuring the quality of online

Establishment of p p. . §hed Y )

. classes in universities and others, the details for

regulations for the . . i

. . the operation of online classes, the composition
2021.2. operation of online classes . .

. K .. of the online class management committee, course

in general universities . . .
evaluation, and the establishment of internal
standards for using external content, were specified.

« Universities (including graduate schools) to

Approval and operation of implement the general university online degree

2022.2 online degree courses in program system which was introduced in 2021, were

general universities

selected and began operating 7 master’s degree
courses 100% online .
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To improve the accessibility of higher education through distance education,
the government announced the “Digital-Based Higher Education Innovation
Support Plan” in September 2020, provided free smart devices to low-income
university students as of November 2020, established the “Regulations on the
Operation of Online Classes at General Universities” in February 2021, and
launched an initiative to support online learning for students with disabilities,
and established the legal ground for the approval and operation of online
degree programs at general universities in February 2022.

These aimed to facilitate online learning which was expanded due to COVID-19.
In addition, the University Distance Education Center (UDEC) was established
as part of a project plan developed in March 2020 through November 2020,
to provide quality distance education and improve the competitiveness of
university education through innovative teaching and learning methods,
regardless of financial and infrastructural situations at an individual insti-
tution. As part of this, Korea Education and Research Information Service
(KERIS) was designated as the central center for UDEC in March 2020, a
shared remote education infrastructure (LMS) was established in April 2020,
and 10 regional center consortia were selected in November 2020, to develop
and operate distance education content and support innovation in university
distance education. As of June 30, 2022, the learning management system
had been utilized by 186,098 individuals, with 9,324 courses registered in the
course content repository across 148 institutions (refer to Table 4).

<Table 4> Status of Joint Use Distance Education Infrastructure Establishment

Status of Learning Management System Establishment and Operation

In Total, 11 established, currently 10 in operation, 186,098 users

Status of Lecture Content Repository Operation

148 institutions, 9,324 lectures
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Status of Joint Use Distant Lecture Establishment and Operation

Improvement of

Utilization of

Building Distant
Classification uriding Listan Distant Lecture Infrastructure for
Lecture Infrastructure .
Infrastructure Distant Lecture
Infrastruct
21 facilities built at 18 nrastructure
Seoul . .. el 2,388 cases/
. Universities 8 facilities at 4
Metropolitan . . 99 cases of
50 1-Person Lecture Universities improved
Area Filming KITs 1-Person
8 self-KIT
Ganewon 20 facilities built at ) Infrastructure 492
gwW 19 Universities cases
16 facilities built at 2 facilities Infrastructure 838
Chungbuk S S
11 Universities at 2 Universities cases
Daejun- - . .
Chuenam 5 facilities built at 15 facilities Infrastructure
. & 3 Universities at 15 Universities 2,202 cases
Sejong
14 facilities built at 13 facilities Infrastructure 651
Jeonbuk . . . ..
12 Universities at 10 Universities cases
Gwangju- 23 facilities built at 5 facilities Infrastructure 486
Jeonnam 21 Universities at 5 Universities cases
Daegu 16 facilities built at 7 facilities Infrastructure 971
Gyeongbuk 7 Universities at 2 Universities cases
Ulsan- 13 facilities built at 5 facilities Infrastructure 967
Gyeongnam 13 Universities at 2 Universities cases
25 facilities built at 1 facilities Infrastructure 280
Busan . .. . ...
9 Universities at 1 Universities cases
facilities built at Infrastructure 392
Jeiu 5 Universities 7 facilities cases cases/
) 205 1-Person Filming | at 2 Universities 277 cases 1-Person
KITs Self-KITs
161 facilities built at Infrastructure
Total 118 Universities, 63 facilities 9,667 cases /
255 1-Person Filming | at 43 Universities 376 cases 1-Person
KITs Self- KITs

Source: MOE-KERIS (2022). 2022 Education Information White Paper.

Note:
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As part of the University Distance Education Center(UDEC) establishment and
operation project, distance learning content for students is being operated

regionally and inter-regionally. According to Table 5, a total of 151 content

items have been developed, which were taken by 57,945 students from 86

universities up to June 30, 2022, as recorded on a cumulative basis.

<Table 5> Content Development and Operation Status of Distance Lecture for

Students

Region

Content Development

Status of Content Operation

Seoul Metropolitan
Area

19 kinds(174 classes) developed

22 Universities, 1,614
students registered

Gangwon

14 kinds(294 classes) developed

7 Universities, 3,271 students
registered

Chungbuk

14 kinds(546 classes) developed

Coming Soon

Daejun-Chugnam-
Sejong

12 kinds(311 classes) developed

6 Universities, 16,959
students registered

Jeonbuk

21 kinds(273 classes) developed

2 Universities, 988 students
registered

Gwangju- Jeonnam

16 kinds(417 classes) developed

17 Universities, 1,567
students registered

Daegu . 10 Universities, 1,263
17 kinds(603 cl developed 77
Gyeongbuk inds(605 classes) develope students registered
9 Universities, 29,285
Ulsan-G 12 kinds(346 cl developed o
san-Gyeongnam inds( classes) develope students registered
versities. 2.597
Busan 14 kinds(291 classes) developed 9U.r11vers1t1es, ,597 students
registered
4 Universities, 401 student
Jeju 12 kinds(450 classes) developed .anQI‘Sl 1es students
registered
Total 151 kinds developed 86 Universities, 57,945

students registered

Source: MOE-KERIS (2022). 2022 Education Information White Paper

Note:

As of June 30, 2020(Cumulative Count)
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Korea has made significant efforts for quantitative growth and expansion of
access to higher education. However, it is now necessary to shift the focus
toward providing high-quality, substantial opportunities for higher edu-
cation. It is also necessary to understand and support marginalized group
students for their adaptation and skill acquisition during their higher edu-
cation experiences. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic, which led to a shift
to distance learning, has resulted in educational disparities among primary
and secondary school students. Related studies (Moon et al., 2023; Kim et al.,
2022) have shown that the proportion of top-performing students in Korean,
English, and mathematics achievement among high school students decreased
or that lower-performing students experienced further declines in their aca-
demic achievements in the post-COVID era, widening educational disparities.
To prevent these disparities in secondary education from leading to those in
university admission opportunities, ongoing monitoring and intervention are
necessary.

To address the learning loss and academic setbacks experienced by elementary
and middle school students, the Ministry of Education, along with local gov-
ernments, has been providing support for supplementary education programs
and psychological and emotional recovery programs. These programs can
be delivered online or through small-scale in-person sessions (Ministry of
Education, January 13, 2022, press release). The widening educational dis-
parities among elementary, middle, and high school students can indeed
impact their opportunities for entering higher education and their adaptation
during their higher education. Therefore, it is crucial to make concerted efforts
at both the government and university levels to support university students.
Additionally, addressing and supporting university students’ psychological
and emotional challenges resulting from the impact of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and providing support for their adaptation to higher education are
equally important considerations.

2) Ensuring the Quality of Education

Spanning the period before and after the 2000s, the Korean Government has
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implemented various financial support programs to improve the quality of
undergraduate education. These initiatives include the Education Reform
Outstanding University Support Program in 2000, followed by the NURI Project
in 2004, the Metropolitan Area Specialization Project in 2005, the Industry-
Academia Cooperation-Centered University Project in 2007, the University
Competency Enhancement Project in 2008, the Leading University Support
Program for Undergraduate Education Advancement(Advancement for Col-
lege Education, ACE) in 2009, and the University Specialization Project in
2014. These national-level financial support projects were multidimensionally
pursued to enhance the quality and competitiveness of higher education
(Park, 2018). However, the policies such as the tuition freeze introduced in
2012 have led to a continuous deterioration of universities’ financial situation,
posing challenges to achieving further qualitative improvements. The issue of
ensuring the quality of higher education can be directly affected by the financial
resources allocated to universities. In Republic of Korea, the proportion of
public funding for higher education is relatively low, with a significant burden
placed on the private sector. Although policies related to tuition fees and
national scholarships have reduced the private sector’s share of the burden
for public higher education costs, direct financial support to universities
has not substantially increased. Accordingly, the financial conditions of
universities to make substantial investments in education have deteriorated.
Most importantly, the recent establishment of the Special Account for Sup-
port of Higher and Lifelong Education in December 2022, with a budget of
approximately 9.7 trillion won, enables financial investments in universities,
promoting autonomy, fostering local universities, and improving education
and research conditions. While this is a positive step toward enhancing the
quality of higher education, given the temporary nature of this budget, it is
important to develop sustainable ways to secure such funding.

Universities located in both metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas in
Korea are making multifaceted efforts to improve the quality of education.
However, challenges such as a decrease in school-age population as illus-
trated in Figure 9, the concentration of the population and industries in
metropolitan areas have led to higher rates of student and faculty attrition

59



SDG 4 Midterm Review

rates in non-metropolitan universities. Consequently, there is an increasing
number of non-metropolitan area universities facing deteriorating educa-
tional environments.

<Figure 9> The Trend of Decreasing School-age Population and Enrollment
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Source: Ministry of Education, 2020.3.

To address these issues, the government has implemented university finan-
cial support programs to encourage voluntary restructuring. Simultaneously,
through initiatives like RISE (Regional Innovation System & Education),
local governments are taking the lead in promoting collaboration between
local industries and universities. Moreover, the government established the
“Education Development Special Zone Promotion Plan(’23.11.2)” to pursue
national balanced development through regional educational develop-
ment. This plan intends to create a system where local governments, offices
of education, universities, local businesses, and regional public institutions
cooperate to comprehensively support regional education innovation, local
talent development, and settlement in the framework of regional develop-
ment. In higher education, the focus is on expanding admission programs
for local talents and preventing the outflow of local talents by enabling
universities to play a central role in local education. These policies aim to
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foster conditions for local governments to lead regional development and
to reduce the gap between metropolitan and non-metropolitan universities
through specialization and functional differentiation. This is expected to
diminish the disparity between metropolitan and non-metropolitan uni-
versities and establish a system where high-quality higher education is ac-
cessible everywhere.

Furthermore, addressing the issue of labor market mismatch is crucial for
quality higher education to turn into educational outcomes. To this end,
the government has recently promoted a policy to enhance the flexibility
of university academic systems to adapt to the rapidly changing industrial
structure. In particular, it has relaxed the requirements to increase the ad-
mission quotas of graduate schools, especially to educate human resources
in high-tech fields.

3) The Promotion of Higher-Lifelong Learning

The recent increase in life expectancy and rapid changes in technology
have further necessitated lifelong learning at the tertiary level to adapt to
changes in the workplace and work. However, as previously reported in Global
Indicator 4.3.1, the participation rate of Korean adults (aged 25-64) in formal
and non-formal education is 30.7% in 2022, a rate that has declined further
during the recent COVID-19 pandemic. In particular, in 2022, participation
rates®among adult learners (aged 25-64) show a decline with age: 39.6% for
those in their 20s, 35.9% in their 30s, 31.5% in their 40s, at 27.0% in their 50s,
and 20.0% in their 60s.

The Korean government launched the LiFE (Lifelong education at universities
for the Future of Education) 1.0 project (2019-2022) in 2019 to support uni-
versities that have made efforts to create an adult learner-friendly university
culture, thereby expanding adult learners’ access to higher education and im-
proving the lifelong education system in universities. The LiFE 2.0 project

3 Source: Ministry of Education- Korea Educational Development Institute(2022). 2022 Korean Adult
Lifelong Learning Status, page 133.
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(2023-2024) supports the competence development of adult learners through
higher education, by establishing and operating departments specifically
for adult learners at participating universities, establishing centers for adult
learners’ learning, and adopting the flexible academic system.

5. Future Tasks

At the midpoint of the SDGs, Korea’s implementation status of SDG 4.3 was
reviewed, by examining global and thematic indicators for the achievement
of specific goals, the implementation of domestic policies and their results.
Relevant issues, such as ensuring equal opportunities in higher education,
ensuring quality in higher education, and advancing higher and lifelong
learning. Based on this review, the following future tasks have been identified:

Firstly, there is a need to seek more substantial and varied opportunities to
access higher education. Going beyond the expansion of university admis-
sions for underrepresented students, it is necessary to establish a system
that provides customized support to help these students develop their capa-
bilities fully after entering university. Improvement of admission systems,
development of student support services, and the establishment of career
guidance systems are particularly crucial, considering the educational needs
of diverse underrepresented groups, related to marriage migration and
North Korean defection. The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated a digital
transformation through the adoption of flexible academic systems and the
promotion of distance education. This presents an opportunity to further
expand access to quality higher education and degree recognition through
distance education. Furthermore, efforts to sustain policies to expand access
to higher education, especially those implemented during the pandemic, need
to continue beyond the pandemic era.

Secondly, Korea must strive to ensure the quality of higher education in the
future. In the context of SDG 4.3 implementation, Korea has made significant
progress in ensuring access to higher education opportunities. Considerable
growth in the quantity of higher education has already been achieved, and
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various policies to expand access to higher education for underrepresented
groups have been implemented, either by the government or local authorities.
To ensure that everyone can receive equitable and high-quality higher
education, efforts to reduce the disparity between universities in the metro-
politan region and regional universities must continue. Particularly, there
is a need to expand various financial support programs that encourage on-
going improvements in undergraduate education. Given the development
of technologies like Al, transitioning from the traditional model of higher
education to a personalized Al-driven model necessitates government sup-
port. While the introduction of advanced technologies such as Al, VR, and
online learning models has occurred through the experience of the COVID-19
pandemic, financially constrained universities tend to stick to older educa-
tional models. In addition, with private universities accounting for more
than 80% of all universities, which are heavily dependent on tuition fees for
funding, a decrease in the number of students could lead to a sharp decline
in the quality of university education. Therefore, in addition to restructuring
universities considering the number of students, it is necessary to increase
government investment in higher education and establish a stable financial
support plan. Thirdly, it is necessary to promote quality higher education
and lifelong learning through the reorganization of higher education where
higher education leads to lifelong education. Currently, the higher education
system in Korea primarily targets students who graduate high school and
directly enter higher education. However, considering the demographic shift
towards an ultra-aging society due to the declining population, it is necessary
to expand the scope of higher education to include adult learners. In addition
re-educating adults to adapt to the rapid changes in technology during the
Fourth Revolution and beyond has emerged as a national and social task. It is
also necessary to address the increasing demand for re-skilling and up-skilling
in the workplace due to rapid social change. To respond to the diverse needs
and demands of these adult learners, universities need to adapt flexibly, such
as focusing on the function of continuing education.

Lastly, it is necessary to build a positive cycle in which local governments,
universities, and industries collaboratively foster the talents needed for local
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industries to create new local growth industries, and to establish a flexible
higher education system by strengthening the role of regional universities and
diversifying the functions of higher education. Recently, non-metropolitan
universities are facing a crisis amid the regional crisis caused by population
decline and concentration in metropolitan areas. To overcome this, it is
important to move away from the central government’s top-down approach to
developing regional universities and fully adopt a bottom-up paradigm led by
local governments and regional universities. Efforts to innovate the financial
support system for universities, such as the RISE project (Regional Innovation
System & Education), which is currently being promoted, also need to be
further strengthened and established.

6. Conclusion

Since the adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) at the United
Nations Development Summit in September 2015, Korea has been diligently
working to implement SDGs 2030 across various sectors. In education, par-
ticularly, Korea has strived to provide uninterrupted education even during
the COVID-19 pandemic, offering flexible educational opportunities through
various means, including distance learning, and making policy initia-
tives to support individual development. In higher education, the digital
transformation prompted by the pandemic should be seen as an opportunity
to provide more flexible and diverse educational opportunities, including
various forms of degrees, and to continue support for underrepresented
groups. Furthermore, the efforts to implement SDGs for sustainable develop-
ment, led by the government and civil society organizations, should foster an
environment where individuals actively participate at the grassroots level.
The Republic of Korea needs to persistently work towards ensuring equal
access to quality technical, vocational and tertiary education, at reasonable
costs for all women and men, by preparing a roadmap for the post-pandemic
era and towards 2050.
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Annex: Relevant Regulatory Document, References and Stakeholders and Their Responsibilities by SDG 4 Targets and Indicators

SDG 4 SDG 4 Name and hyperlink of the Key references in the Responsible | Type of Key Chal- | Data
target indicator | relevant policy, strategy, other | policy/strategy/regulation which stakeholder responsibility | achievement lenges | Sources
regulation address the target/indicator
4.3 Basic Education Act Article 28(Scholarships, etc.) Income-Linked National ,
Merit, Scholarships
Higher Education Act Article 42-6 Operation of the Social College admissions for people
Enforcement Decree Integration Program with affirmative action needs

Regulations for Distance
Learning Operations at General
Colleges and Universities

Improve the quality of
University distance learning
by defining the details of
distance learning

Digital and Distance Learning
Enabling Act

Improve the quality of
distance education in
preparation for the transition
to the digital era and establish
a systematic operation guide

Higher-lifelong Education

Increase government

Special Account investment in higher
education
Special Education for Students | Article 33(center for people with Integrated support for

with Disabilities

disabilities at Higher Education
Institute)

students with disabilities in
college
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Monitoring SDG 4 Target 4.4.

Kirak RYU
(Korea Research Institute for Vocational Education & Training)

1. Introduction

SDG 4 Target 4.4 aims to encourage youth and adults to have relevant skills
that enable them to update their current skills and acquire new skills to
better adapt to changes in the world of work due to demographic changes and
labor market transformation. In other words, the target seeks to increase the
proportion of youth and adults with relevant skills for employment, decent
work, and entrepreneurship.

Since the UN General Assembly adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development Goals in 2015, the most significant challenges affecting the
implementation of the goals include digital transition, adoption of global
norms and principles for a carbon-neutral economy, and changes in the
global value chain and markets. The need for people to acquire digital and
green skills to better perform in their livelihood and the workplace looms
large. There has been a growing concern of job displacement and polarization
due to the adoption of automation technology and Al across the globe, while
optimists eye new employment opportunities in high technology and new
industry sectors.

The Korean community has witnessed an unprecedented incident of low birth

rates, population aging, and decreasing school-age cohorts, which calls for
reform of higher education institutes to address the needs of adult learners

67



SDG 4 Midterm Review

and to encourage them to take part in lifelong learning and vocational skills

development more than ever.

Korean ministries initiated their plans for establishing a lifelong learning
system and citizens’ rights to lifelong learning. In 2021, the Lifelong Learning
Act was amended to emphasize lifelong learning as a universal social and
citizenship right, among which lifelong education vouchers were extended
to monitor progress in individual learning trajectories and to introduce
merit-based talent development. In tandem, targets and scope of support for
lifelong learning vouchers have expanded, and diverse curricula for tailored
and learner-guided education were drafted for the digital era. To diversify
learning pathways, university admissions expand for adult applicants who
pursue bachelor degrees, and the LiFE (Lifelong Education at Universities for
the Future Education) project has been launched for adults aged 30 or above,
and those who graduate specialized vocational high schools with more than
3 years of service in their jobs.

Ministry of Employment and Labor also amended the National Lifelong
Vocational Skills Development Act to expand policy targets and scope of
support for individual training accounts, the so-called Naeil Baeum Card,
and to minimize blind spots for vocational skills development. In addition, an
online learning platform was established to extend chances for non-face-to-
face and remote training and to promote lifelong vocational skills development
to a better extent.

2. Adaptation and Monitoring of SDG 4 Target 4.4
and Indicator

For the last few years, in Korea, many parties have monitored progress towards
SDG 4 targets based on a bottom-up steering mechanism, in which ministries
concerned, private working groups, stakeholders, and the general public take
their roles, respectively. In February 2018, social ministries’ joint meetings
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approved ‘the Plan for National SDGs Establishment’, and organized public-
private-academic joint committees and task force teams with environment
ministries and others concerned.

Once SDGs are adopted at the national level, the state agency is designated
as the institution in charge, for which the Statistical Development Institute
of Statistics Korea has been nominated. As the international organization in
charge of each indicator asks for data collection, Statistics Korea collaborates
with 24 ministries concerned and provides relevant data for international
agencies, which then fine-tune the data provided according to the criteria
of UN SDGs definitions. Final data are registered in the UN SDGs database.
For SDG 4 target 4.4, the only global indicator is 4.4.1 which measures
the proportion of youth and adults with information and communications
technology (ICT) skills, by type of skill. This indicator is annually collected
by The International Telecommunication Union (ITU), the United Nations
specialized agency for information and communication technologies. How-
ever, no data are publicly released for that indicator domestically in Korea.

3. Monitoring Progress of SDG 4 Target 4.4.

SDG 4 target 4.4 aims to increase the number of youth and adults who have
relevant skills, including technical and vocational skills for employment,
decent jobs, and entrepreneurship. The only global indicator used for this
target is the proportion of youth and adults with ICT skills, by type of skill,
the data of which are collected by the International Telecommunication
Union (ITU). In Korea, data are not nationally released but only provided
to ITU To monitor progress toward the target. <Table 1> describes the data
type, description of items used, data collection method and periodicity, and
organizations in charge of data collection.

<Figure 1> shows recent developments in ICT-related skills for the Korean

population with 9 distinct items measuring skills used at both foundational
and middle levels of proficiency. There have been significant improvements
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in the share of youth and adults with relevant ICT skills over the last 7 years,
regardless of items measured. For each ICT skill, men have outperformed
women, with gender gaps having narrowed to some extent for the last few
years.

<Figure 1> Proportion of youth and adults with information and communications
technology (ICT) skills, by type of skill, 2015-2021!

(Unit: %)

Trends have shown improvements in terms of gender parity, while some types
of skills used have still exhibited larger gender gaps than others. For instance,
in 2021 59.3% of males used basic arithmetic formulas in a spreadsheet, while
only 48.0% of females used that skill, yielding a 11.3%p gender gap in skill
use. In the same vein, in 2021 about half of males (51.8%) wrote a computer
program using a specialized programming language, while two in five females
(41.2%) did the same task, showing a 10.6%p gender gap. These two skill types
require a middle level of proficiency in ICT skills as compared to other basic
skills, suggesting that gender disparity in ICT skills use is more prominent in
the middle level of skills than in the lower level of skills. For other skills use

1 Source https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/metadata/files/Metadata-04-04-01.pdf (last accessed on July, 19,
2023)
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