
KOREAN CURRENCY 
 
GRADE LEVEL:  Middle School    
     
SUBJECT: Economics, Social Studies  
 
TIME REQUIRED : One class period  
 
OBJECTIVES:  
As a result of this lesson, students will:  

1. Analyze Korean currency and discuss the symbolism found on each.  
2. Compare and contrast Korean and US currency, examining the values contained 

in each.  
 
MATERIALS REQUIRED:  
1,000, 5,000 and 10,000 won bills (see attached and labeled photocopies) as well as  $1 
bills  
 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION:  
Korean currency is filled with cultural symbols which offer a unique insight into the 
Korean value system. The 1,000, 5,000 and 10,000 won bills each provide students with 
clues as to what is important in Korean culture and history.  
 
1,000 Won Bill  
Front: (A) Yi Hwang (pen name: T’oegye, 1501-1570) was one of the most influential 

thinkers of Korean Neo-Confucianism. A scholar and educator, he contributed 
to the philosophical sophistication in the tradition of East Asian Confucianism. 
His interpretation and clarification made impacts on the development of Neo-
Confucianism in Korea and Japan.  

          (B) Deer represent goodness in folk tales.  
          (C) T’uho (“throwing bottle”) is a traditional East Asian game that was popular 

during the Choson period.  Contestants throw red and blue arrow-shaped sticks 
from a distance into the holes of the pot.  The player who lands the most in the 
bottle wins and the loser must either drink “penalty wine” (polchu) or sing a 
song. 

 
Back: The building, Tosan Sowon, is a private Neo-Confucian school established by the 
disciples of Yi Hwang.  
 
5,000 Won Bill  
Front: (A) Yi I (pen name: Yulgok, 1536-1584) was a Korean philosopher and statesman 
who made highly original contributions to Neo-Confucian statecraft. He expounded the 
concept of the community compact and persuasively argued that the survival of the 
kingdom was dependent on a national consensus. According to him, national consensus is 
something gained only through spontaneous harmony of public opinions, and it must not 
be confused with ideological struggle. 



 (B) Cranes symbolize longevity and purity.  
 (C) This is an ink stone, a tool used to produce ink by rubbing a black stick 

against an ink stone.  
 
Back: The building, Ojukhon, was the birth place of Yi I. Ojuk means black bamboo, 

which was plentiful around the home of Yi I's birth. Thus, Ojukhon means “Black 
Bamboo House.”  

 
10,000 Won Bill  
Front: (A) King Sejong (1397-1450) was the king of the Choson kingdom from 1418 to 

1450 and is considered to be the wisest king in Korean history. With the help of 
scholars from the Hall of Worthies (Chiphyonjon), he invented the Korean 
alphabet (then called hunmin chongum, “correct sounds to instruct the people;” 
now called han’gul) in 1443, which is a system of 24 phonetic characters still 
used today. This writing system could express the sounds of everyday Korean 
speech unlike the Sino-Korean characters that had been used hitherto. The 
invention of han’gul resulted in an increase in literacy from that time forward.  

(B) Dragons symbolize courage, spirituality, mystery and good fortune.  
(C) The water clock was invented during King Sejong's reign.  

 
Back: The building, Kyonghoeru, is a beautiful pavilion in the Kyongbok Palace 
complex, located in the middle of a manmade lake.  
 
Korean Values Underlying the Three Kinds of Bills  
 
National Identity : All three emphasize the importance of national identity. King Sejong 
invented the Korean alphabet (han’gul) so that ordinary Koreans could become literate 
and be educated in their own language. Yi Hwang and Yi I adapted Confucian 
philosophy to Korean life. 
 
Patriotism: All three show strong patriotism. King Sejong accomplished much in 
farming, medicine and the military, as well as literacy and education. Yi Hwang and Yi I 
were model statesmen and patriots. The philosophical work of Yi Hwang and Yi I 
promoted cooperation and a sense of community among the Korean people. Key 
elements in their thoughts were: (1) people should encourage good qualities in each 
other; (2) people should point out bad qualities in each other; (3) people should promote 
good interpersonal relationships through courtesies and customs; and (4) people should 
cooperate with one another when there is trouble. 
 
Sincerity: All three men were sincere people. They believed that self-discipline was the 
key to guarding against evils. They believed that a sincere person knows the reality of 
heaven. Because they believed that the mind is the essence of the body, they believed that 
it was very important to purify and clarify one's mind.  
 
Education: They all believed that education was an important method of national 
development. King Sejong established the Hall of Worthies in order to increase human 



resources for national development. Yi Hwang established a private school for the youth 
of his hometown.  
 
Filial Piety: All three are models of filial piety and respect. Every morning, they each 
inquired after their parents' comfort. Among them, Yi I was the best symbol of filial 
piety. Yi I's stepmother enjoyed drinking wine, but Yi I never tried to reprove her for this 
unfortunate habit. Every morning, he would inquire after her comfort and offer her 
several cups of wine. This continued for years until she finally was able to stop drinking. 
According to legend, when Yi I died, his stepmother, in gratitude for his dedication, 
dressed in white mourning attire for three years (usually a practice of children mourning 
their parents, but not the other way around).  
 
PROCEDURE:  

��  Begin by informing students that today's lesson involves money. Ask students to 
get out a $1 bill. Give students a moment to examine it.  

��  Ask students what symbols and figures they see. List responses on the board or 
the overhead projector. Some examples might include:  

·  George Washington (courage, faithfulness and honesty)  
·  Seal of the United States (peace and strength)  
·  E Pluribus Unum (unity and respect for diversity)  
·  Pyramid and the All-Seeing Eye (God's watchfulness over America; these 

are Masonic Symbols.  The Free Masons were an influential fraternal 
organization during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in America.)  

·  Novus Ordo Seclorum (The United States republic is a new order in 
history.)  

·  In God We Trust (religious faithfulness)  
��  Probe students as they respond, asking them what values are inherent in the 

symbols and figures on the $1 bill. Based on this bill, what can students deduce 
about the values of American society? Facilitate discussion based around this 
question.  

��  Hand out labeled photocopies of the 1,000, 5,000 and 10,000 won bills to each 
student. Give them a few moments to examine the bills.  

��  Using the above information, discuss with students the symbols and figures on the 
bills. Students should be taking notes either with a guided note sheet or in their 
notebooks. Lead the discussion into the commonalities between the bills and the 
values that are represented in Korean currency. (See above information.)  

��  Pose questions that require students to compare and contrast the U.S. and Korean 
currency. What do the symbols, writing and information found on the currency 
suggest about the values of each society? It may be helpful to make a list on the 
board that delineates the values found on each bill.  

       7.   As class concludes, assign homework. One possible suggestion might be to have 
students design their own currency, choosing symbols that reflect their value 
systems or that of their community. Students might also research another 
country's currency and analyze the values, symbols, and figures represented in it.  

 
EVALUATION:  



Students might be assessed on the quality of their participation, their note taking, or 
attentiveness. Also, the homework suggestions allow for further student thought, work 
and appraisal.  
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