
CHANGING CHARACTERISTICS OF KOREA: THE FIRST 40YEAR S   
  
GRADE LEVEL:    Middle/High School 
 
SUBJECT:    Social Studies, Geography 
  
TIME REQUIRED:    Three class periods  
 
OBJECTIVES:  
��  Describe major changes in the structure of the population and speculate on changes in the needs 

and wants of the Korean people in coming years.  
��  Describe the settlement changes that have occurred within Korea and speculate on trends in the 

population distribution.  
��  Explain the role of trade in the economic life of a modern developed nation and its people.  
��  Speculate on the types of conflicts that might occur among people and interests within Korea due 

to changes in the distribution of people and the changes in the characteristics of Korean people.  
��  Test initial generalizations, evaluate the explanatory power of their generalizations, and revise 

generalizations as needed.  
��  Identify additional data that might help affirm or better revise their generalizations.  
 
BACKGROUND:  
The study of geography requires individuals to use and apply statistical information that describes 
places and their interrelationships. It also is a practical study which helps people, businesses and 
governments to solve problems and to establish policies. This lesson is designed to teach students to 
interpret economic and social data and to understand its abilities to help describe places and to impact 
decision making. In the past 40 years the characteristics of the population in the Republic of Korea 
have become those of a modern developed nation. Beyond the pressures of continuingly rising 
expectations from a population with a high standard of living, the population changes present 
additional pressures to both the social and economic traditions of Korea.  In this lesson students will 
examine changes in the characteristics of the Korean people and how this has changed the ROK. 
Students will form and evaluate generalizations on their potential accuracy and range of coverage.  
 
MATERIALS REQUIRED: 
·  Population pyramid and charts and graphs provided. 
 
 
PROCEDURE:  
1.  Distribute to small groups of students unique problem statements with only one place specified. 
Have students meet for ten minutes and agree to a solution that they will present to the class. 
 
Problem Statement:  

How would you describe the characteristics of this (room, school, neighborhood, or  
city) to others so that they will be able to distinguish it from other similar places? 
Assume that you can get any facts and statistics that you might want to use to describe 
your place. Remember that the description of a place includes both its physical and 
cultural characteristics.  

 
2. After a few minutes ask a member of each group to share their group's solution to the 
problem with the class. Ask class members if each solution enables them to identify how the 
particular place being described is uniquely different from other places (rooms, schools, 
neighborhoods, or cities).  



3. After all have reported, ask "what were the most important characteristics that you used to 
describe your assigned place?" Be certain to discuss how the population's characteristics help 
describe places. If needed ask, "Where would you be if all but one or two people in the place 
were ages five or six?" Ask "how does knowing what products are produced in a place or 
brought into a place help you to understand a place being described?" "What place would you 
be describing if the only product coming into it and leaving it were books?" (Library) "What 
other things would need to come into or leave if you suspected that the place were a book 
store?"  
4. Conclude this portion of the lesson by eliciting or stating that the characteristics of the 
population of a place can help to explain other characteristics of the place.  

 
5.  In this portion of the lesson students will invent and test hypotheses, generalizations and 
explanations to explain the data either located by class members or presented to them in the attached 
handouts. (Source of the population pyramid and tables provided for this exercise is the CD- ROM: 
Korean Overseas Information Service. A Window on Korea. Seoul, ROK: Seoul Systems Co., Ltd., 
1994.)  

 
Begin this teacher-directed portion by having the students examine the handout “Population 
Pyramid for the Republic of Korea Percentage by Age and Sex.” Use the following questions to 
help the students interpret the data shown in the pyramids.  

 
��  How many years have elapsed between the two sets of data? How many generations are 

between the two sets of data?  
��  What kinds of data are shown in the pyramids? What is the most noticeable difference in the 

two pyramids? What trend is present in the percentage of women in the ROK?  
��  How many years are represented by each of the bars in the pyramid?  
��  About what year did the number of children in the population begin to decrease?  
��  In the 1990 pyramid there are more females in the 15-20 year bar. Does the same thing appear 

to be true for the younger age groups? What explanation(s) might cause this increase of females 
or decrease of males to happen? Does the same trend appear in the 1960 pyramid? Among what 
other age groups are there more females than males?  

��  Do you think the people of the ROK are healthy? What types of jobs do you think are 
increasing in number in the ROK? Decreasing in number?  

��  What might be some problems associated with the increase in the larger proportion of older 
men and particularly women in the ROK?  

	�  Is there any evidence in either pyramid that the Korean people would prefer to have children of 
one sex over the other?  


�  In what parts of the nation do you think the largest number of older people live? Are these the 
same places you would expect the largest numbers of children to be living? Explain the 
reasoning behind your answer. Where do you think the largest number of workers (ages 20- 65) 
live?  

���  How accurate do you think your answers are? Which of the statements would you think most 
likely to be in error? What other types of data would we need to know for our answers to be 
accurate?  

 
 
6. Distribute the small group discussion directions and the four charts (“ROK Exports and Imports by 
Commodity Group,” “ROK Exports and Imports to Principal Nations,” “Population Statistics for 
Korea 1960-1992,” and “Population of Major Cities of ROK (1990)”) to small groups.  Have the 
students use the additional information and write statements of what they believe would accurately 
describe the ROK in each of the suggested categories.  



 
7.  Students now review their generalizations and revise some to increase the accuracy of their 
analyses. In a whole class discussion, ask the groups to report their findings. Groups might take turns 
presenting one statement at a time, or, if space is available, all groups might write statements on the 
board where they can be viewed for comparison. They will also explain the limitations of their 
conclusions by identifying additional data that could still improve the accuracy of their conclusions.  
 
Begin by asking: "What is one of the statements that your group has made which you believe to be 
highly accurate?" "Why do you have greater faith in these statements than other statements?" List any 
unique conclusions made by other groups.  
 
After most of the highly accurate conclusions have been presented, ask, "Which statements did you 
have the most difficulty coming to an agreement about or which of your statements do you think 
might be less accurate?" Have these and the reasons for doubt shared with the class as a whole. Then 
ask the students to tell you what additional information they think they need to improve on the 
accuracy of less accurate statements. Ask: "Where might you get the information you need?" "Is it 
likely that such information exists?" "Might you want information that is not numerical?" "How 
might this information help you decide on the accuracy of your statement?"  
 
8. Hand out the remaining graphs and charts to the groups and have them further revise and develop 
their generalizations.  Present findings to the class and consider which generalizations were 
supported and which revised.  Ask students to consider what might have contributed to these trends 
and how they might have impacted on Korean society and culture. 
 
9. Considering future trends: Ask "Are any of the trends you see in the ROK similar to trends in the 
USA or other developed nations?"  
 
Make a list on the board of some of the costs of the identified trends to the Korean economy, the 
Korean people, Korean families, or Korean culture. "Which of the trends do you think the Korean 
people might want to continue?" "What might the Korean people do to assure that these trends 
continue and to keep what they would like to have happen?" "If the Korean people do not like the 
trends the statistics indicate, what might they do to change them?" Ask: "Predict a conflict that might 
arise over the use of a piece of land within one of the large cities?" "A conflict on the edge of one of 
the cities or metropolitan areas?" "What do you think are the conflicts or feelings about what is 
happening in the rural areas?"  
 
ENRICHMENT:  
Have students find the data for the years 1995-present and compare with the earlier data, evaluating 
both changing and continuing trends.  Have them consider the impact of the rise of China on Korean 
trade and politics as well as the issues of Korean unification and the North Korean nuclear threat..  
  
 
REFERENCES:  

·  KOREA UPDATE, vol. 6 (20). A biweekly review of news and current issues from 
Information Office, Embassy of the Republic of Korea, 2450 Massachusetts Avenue, N.W., 
Washington, D. C. 2008.  

·  A WINDOW ON KOREA. Korean Overseas Information Service. Seoul, ROK: Seoul 
Systems Co., Ltd., 1994. A CD-ROM available for MPC/MAC  

 
 
 



Small Group Discussion Directions 
 
 
Using the population pyramid data (including our discussion) and the following summary statistics 
and charts, your group should agree on statements that you believe accurately describe the Republic 
of Korea in 1994 in each of the following ways. Be certain that all members agree to each statement 
and can explain why you believe it to be true.  

��  The regions that were growing the fastest.  
��  The regions where most of the children lived.  
��  Locations where people in their 20's and 30's lived.  
��  The most dominant occupations for men and women.  
��  The preferred occupation for young people.  
��  The types of jobs that most people had in 1945.  
��  The types of homes that most people had in 1994.  
	�  Changes in families and the relationships within the family.  

 
Between 1945 and 1994 the population of ROK increased 266%. The size of the urban population 
increased 460% and the average life expectancy rose from 52.4 years to 71.6.  
 
Between 1970 and 1994 the average economic growth rate was 8.1 %.  
Sector of the Economy  Average Annual Growth  

Manufacturing  12.8 %  
Construction & Utilities  10.7%  
Services  9.9%  
Agriculture/Fishing  1.9 %  
Source: KOREA Update. Vol.6 (20) October 2, 1995, p.2. 
  
Educational Changes in ROK--1960's-1994:  
 
 % in High 

School  
% Graduates entering  % Female Univ. 

Grads    College   
1963  23  No Data  No Data  
1965  No Data  6  18  
1994  89  34  42  
Source: KOREA Update. Vol.6 (20) October 2, 1995, p.2. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
ROK Exports and Imports by Commodity Group  
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