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Mastering the Basics: How to Count to 10 in Korean

Learning to count in a new language is one of the most practical and rewarding first
steps. When you embark on studying Korean, one of the first things you will encounter
is the number system. If you want to count to 10 in Korean, you actually need to
learn two separate sets of numbers. This may sound challenging at first, but it is a
fascinating window into the structure and culture of the Korean language. Whether you
are planning a trip to Seoul, connecting with Korean friends, or simply expanding your
linguistic horizons, understanding how to count in Korean will open doors to deeper
communication and cultural appreciation. In this article, we will break down both
counting systems, provide clear pronunciation guides, and explain when to use each
one. By the end, you will be able to confidently count to 10 in Korean in both
everyday and formal contexts.
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The Two Korean Number Systems: An Overview

Unlike English, which uses one set of numbers for most purposes, Korean has two
distinct counting systems: Sino-Korean numbers and Native Korean numbers. The
choice between them depends on the context—what you are counting, the situation,
and sometimes even the age of the speaker. Both systems are essential for fluency,
and knowing how to count to 10 in Korean using each system will give you a solid
foundation.

Sino-Korean Numbers (ll, I, Sam, Sa...)

The Sino-Korean system is derived from Chinese characters (hanja) and is used for
dates, money, phone numbers, addresses, minutes, and large numbers. It is also the
system used for counting in many formal settings. Here is how to count to 10 in
Korean using the Sino-Korean system:

1. [ (il) - pronounced like "ill" with a short i’
2. [ (i) - pronounced like "ee"
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3. [ (sam) - pronounced like "sahm"
4. ] (sa) - pronounced like "sah"
5. [ (o) - pronounced like "oh"
6. [ (yuk) - pronounced like "yook"
7. [ (chil) - pronounced like "chill"
8. [ (pal) - pronounced like "pahl"
9. [ (gu) - pronounced like "goo"
10. [ (sip) - pronounced like "ship" (with a soft 'sh')

Practice saying these aloud. Notice that the number for ten, [J (sip), is a bit different
from English expectations. Mastering this sequence is your first step to count to 10 in
Korean in the Sino-Korean style.

Native Korean Numbers (Hana, Dul, Set, Net...)

The Native Korean system is used for counting objects, people, hours (in time), and
age. It is the more everyday, casual system. Here is how to count to 10 in Korean
using the Native Korean numbers:
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00 (hana) - pronounced "hah-nah"

0 (dul) - pronounced "dool"

[ (set) - pronounced "set" (like English "set")

[0 (net) - pronounced "net" (like English "net")

[0 (daseot) - pronounced "dah-seot" (the 't' is soft)
00 (yeoseot) - pronounced "yuh-seot"

00 (ilgop) - pronounced "il-gop"

00 (yeodeol) - pronounced "yuh-dull" (the 'I' is light)
00 (ahop) - pronounced "ah-hop"

0 (yeol) - pronounced "yuhl"

S e = en e N =
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Notice that numbers 1 through 4 (00, [0, 0, 0) change slightly when used with a counter.
For example, when counting people, they become [] (han), [ (du), ] (se), [ (ne). This is
an important nuance to learn after you can confidently count to 10 in Korean in the
native system.
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Understanding the distinction between the two systems is crucial. If you try to use
Native Korean numbers for money, you will likely confuse native speakers. Here are
basic rules of thumb:

e Use Sino-Korean numbers for: money, dates (years, months, days), phone
numbers, addresses, measurements (kilometers, grams), and math.

¢ Use Native Korean numbers for: counting items (with counters like ] for
objects, [] for people, ] for hours), age (in casual conversation), and when telling
time in hours (but minutes use Sino-Korean).

e Mixed usage: In time, for example, you use Native Korean for the hour and Sino-
Korean for the minutes. "3:15" would be "0 0 000" (se si sibo bun) - [] = three
(native), [] (hour), [ (fifteen, Sino-Korean), [] (minutes).

Learning to count to 10 in Korean in both systems is the first step to navigating these
rules naturally.
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Pronunciation Tips for Beginners

Korean pronunciation can be tricky for English speakers because of sounds that don't
exist in English, such as the tensed consonants and the double vowels. Here are some
tips to help you master the sounds when you count to 10 in Korean:

e Consonants: Korean consonants like [J (g/k), 0 (d/t), 0 (b/p) are unaspirated in
initial positions—meaning you don't puff air like in English "k", "t", or "p". For
example, "[J" (il) starts with a soft 'i' sound, not a hard 'ih".

¢ Double consonants: The number "[]" doesn't appear in 1-10, but note that when
you say "[JJ" (yeodeol), the '[' is a light 'I' similar to the 'l' in "little".

e Final consonants: Many numbers end with a consonant ([JJ). For example, "00"
(daseot) ends with a 't' sound that is unreleased—your tongue touches the roof of
your mouth but you don't release a puff of air. This is common in Korean.

e Vowels: "[]" (0) is a pure '0' sound, not a diphthong. "[]" (gu) is like "goo" but with
a short 'u'. "[J" (sip) has a short 'i'—think "ship" without the 'sh' being too strong.

Practice each number slowly, then speed up. Repeat the sequences until you can count



Count To 10 In Korean

to 10 in Korean without hesitation. Record yourself and compare with native speakers
using language apps or online videos.

Cultural Context: Why Two Systems Exist

Many learners wonder why Korean needs two number systems. The answer lies in
history. Korea borrowed Chinese characters (hanja) centuries ago, and with them came
Chinese-origin numbers for formal and abstract counting. Meanwhile, the native Korean
numbers survived for everyday concrete counting. Today, both systems coexist, and
knowing when to use which is a sign of fluency. For example, when you count to 10 in
Korean to order coffee (one cup, two cups), you would use Native Korean: "[J0 [ "
(keopi han jan) - one cup of coffee. But if you are telling someone your apartment
number (e.g., 101[]), you would use Sino-Korean: "0 0" (il gong il ho).

This duality may seem confusing, but it becomes intuitive with practice. Even young
Korean children learn both sets in preschool. So don't worry—you can master it too.
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Practical Exercises: From 1 to 10 to Beyond

Once you can count to 10 in Korean, you can build larger numbers. For Sino-Korean,
11 is [JJ (sibil) - ten + one. 20 is [J{ (isip) - two + ten. For Native Korean, numbers
above 10 require combining: 11 is JJ (yeolhana) - ten + one. However, Native Korean
numbers are only used up to 99 in daily life; for higher numbers, Sino-Korean takes
over.

Here are some simple drills to solidify your knowledge:

1. Count objects in your room. Pick up a book, say "[][1" (han gwon) using Native
Korean. Then count two books: "[] [J". Practice for three, four, etc.

2. Say phone numbers. Take a friend's number and practice saying each digit
using Sino-Korean: "0 (0) 0 (1) 0 (2) g (3) ..."

3. Telling time. Look at the clock and say the hour in Native Korean, then the
minutes in Sino-Korean. For example, 7:30: "00 0 00 0" (ilgop si samsip bun).

4. Use flashcards. Write the number in digits on one side and both Korean versions
on the other. Quiz yourself daily.
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5. Sing a counting song. There are many children's songs on YouTube that help
you count to 10 in Korean with fun melodies.

Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

Even after you can count to 10 in Korean, some pitfalls remain. Here are the most
frequent errors beginners make:

¢ Using the wrong system. When counting people, do not use Sino-Korean "[J 1"
- it should be " 0" (han myeong). This is a top mistake.

¢ Pronunciation of "[]" and "[J". These are sometimes pronounced as "[J" and "[J"
when combined with counters. For example, "[J [I" (three items) not "[J[]". Learn
the contracted forms.

e Confusing "[I" (yuk) and "[]" (yu). The number six has a clear 'y’ sound. Don't
drop it.

e Forgetting that Native Korean 1-4 change. [J[] becomes [] before a counter
word. [] becomes [], [] becomes [], [] becomes []. This is essential for natural
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e Overusing Sino-Korean for age. While you can use Sino-Korean for age in
formal documents, in conversation, say "[J[ [I" (seumu sal) for 20 years old, not "[]
00" (which is also used but less natural for younger people). For ages 1-10, use
Native Korean: "0 (0", "0 [O", etc.

Being aware of these mistakes will help you progress faster. Practice with native
speakers or language exchange partners to get real-time feedback.

Going Beyond 10: A Quick Glimpse

Once you can count



