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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

According to the Citizens’ Alliance for North Korean Human Rights, the number
of North Koreans defecting to South Korea has grown in recent years (2010). Although
research shows a trend of North Koreans moving to South Korea, China, and a few other
countries in Eastern Asia, it seems to rarely focus on the difficulty in adjustment that
these defectors have. Something that may seem very simple to one living in a first or
even second-world country might be overwhelming to someone not from that kind of
environment.
My goal through this research is to show why North Koreans are defecting to the
South, and what adjustment looks like for these defectors. I was able to work with North
Korean defector youth in South Korea and interviewed individuals who worked with
these students – both as teachers and directors—in order to find answers to some of my
questions and bring light to ways in which English teachers can best educate and
strengthen the minds of these North Korean youth living in South Korea. My research
investigates why and how adjustment to life in South Korea has been a struggle for North
Koreans; this chapter introduces some of those problems.
Recent studies done by the Ministry of Unification in South Korea (2010) and the
Network for North Korean Democracy and Human Rights (2011) have shown life in
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North Korea to be difficult because of the oppressive political situation and lack of foods
such as rice and other agricultural products due to unproductive farmlands and inclement
weather.
Despite the hard conditions in the North, defectors must still work through many
decisions when entering South Korea—a country that, at first glance, must seem a
paradise. In North Korea, there are not only disadvantages in the areas of nutrition and
access to adequate food sources, but there are inequalities of economy and freedoms of
various sorts. However, adjustment to life in South Korea is far from easy despite living
in a country of more resources. To understand how this can be so, it is important to see
how the two countries drifted apart and the issues that are faced by individuals from each
country.
From its beginning up until the 1940’s and 50’s, Korea was a reasonably united
land; because of a series of invasions and wars climaxing during this time, the country
split in two—North and South. North Korea is a country that, for the most part, has been
closed to the outside world. The people are not allowed in or out except for official
reasons approved by the state. North Korea has a tight control on who can and cannot
leave the country, and only those of high status and close party ties can do so. Because
North Korea is closed, defecting is a national crime. But the lack of opportunity for much
growth or success has driven the number of defectors to continue rising significantly.
Those who escape are thought to have turned their backs on North Korea. Border guards
are often bribed with cigarettes and candies—items significant to people living in a type
of communistic society where money buys little. When people are caught trying to flee
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the country, many times they and their family are sent to one of any number of prison
camps scattered around the country (NKDB, 2009).
North Korea and South Korea are in constant turmoil, and skirmishes take place
between the countries often. As a result, if one escapes and finds a way to South Korea,
the trouble does not simply end. Once they arrive, North Koreans often feel guilty for
being from the North so they try to disguise themselves as Chinese immigrants or as
South Koreans from the Gangwon Province—a province bordering North Korea whose
people’s accents are similar to that of those in the North. Life in South Korea must be
adjusted to, and the differences socially, politically, educationally, and economically are
often colossal.
Defining Terms
Defectors are simply those who leave their own country to give allegiance to
another. According to Article 2(1) of the Act on the Protection of and Settlement Support
for North Korean Defectors, as defined by South Korea, those who leave North Korea
with the intent to not return and have not yet acquired any other sort of nationality are
considered defectors (pakan ital jumin, literally “residents who escaped from North
Korea”) (Chung & Seo, 2007; Chung, 2008; Lankov, 2006). If they had acquired another
nationality, they would no longer be defined as defectors, as they would then be citizens
of that country.
A refugee is one who leaves his own country in fear of persecution, being given
asylum in a second country. If North Koreans ask the receiving country for asylum and
protection, and the country grants such a request granting legal rights, then they would be

4
considered refugees. However, being a refugee is an actual status that governments must
grant; not all countries give refugee status to those defecting from North Korea, thus
creating many human rights debates over whether or not North Korea should have the
right to demand those who defect come back, as is a recurring issue in China (Chung,
2008). Also, one would not necessarily lose the label of being a defector even if granted
refugee status, as that is a state of action and not the legal title of refugee that is given
with time.
According to the Act aforementioned, if a defector seeks asylum in a South
Korean embassy in another country or if they make their way to an immigration office in
South Korea, they are questioned and determined by Korea’s NIS (similar to the United
States’ CIA) to be either a spy or a person truly seeking refuge. While this may sound
simple, even if a defector seeks to become a refugee, this process takes time. Also, if a
defector seeks refuge in a South Korean embassy in another country, and North Korea is
aware of it, conflict typically arises between the two countries over the matter. This has
caused South Korean embassies in other countries, particularly in China, to become
physically difficult to enter, with guards and high walls surrounding the perimeter.
Defection is thereby a choice of physical action, and becoming a refugee is a status
recognized by governments according to International Law (U.N. Conference, 1951).
The North Koreans with whom I was able to work and who participated in my
research were individuals who entered South Korea after leaving North Korea as
defectors. Because this term is more general than refugee, in this paper I will use the term
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defector when referring to North Korean individuals living outside of their country and in
South Korea without the approval of the North Korean government.
After North Koreans are interrogated and approved by the NIS, if not already in
South Korea, they are sent there. The defectors are then sent to a government-run
resettlement center called the Center for Supporting the Adaptation of North Korean
Defectors—commonly referred to as Hanawon—that, through a three month (recently
reduced to two month) program, helps them assimilate to life in South Korea as well as
gives them emotional and psychological stabilization training (Lankov, 2006; Chung &
Seo, 2007; Chung, 2008). According to B. Chung (2008), this center is run by officials
from the Ministry of Unification, who emphasize reeducation of North Koreans in South
Korean culture and history. Hanawon is in Anseong, Gyeonggi Province, about an hour
south of Seoul, the capital city of South Korea. After this time of basic education and
counseling, defectors are released from Hanawon and given aid when requested by one of
22 Hana centers scattered around the country. It is the adaptation of young defectors
living in South Korea that I studied for this thesis.
Background of the Researcher
After finishing undergraduate studies in 2007, I lived in South Korea for two
years. While that time was split with a year in between in the United States, living in
Seoul gave me the privilege of looking into the lives of the Korean people and their
concern for those living in the North who want to leave. When I first arrived in South
Korea in 2007, I had very little knowledge of anything going on in connection with North
Korea. In fact, I knew very little about South Korea. Most of what I learned initially came
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through my own observation and first-hand information from Korean friends and people
who became like family. The following story outlines my first exposure to North Korea’s
influence in South Korea.
One morning, not long after first arriving in Korea, I woke up to the sound of
sirens echoing loudly through the narrow alley between the apartment buildings. Police
cars and military vehicles rushed down the now-empty roads mysteriously free of cars
and pedestrians; planes roared overhead.
It was South Korea holding practice drills in case of a raid by North Korea. I later
found out that this was a bi-monthly event and not much to worry about. However, it
gave me a good opportunity to talk to people around me about North Korean people and
what South Koreans thought of the country to the north, so close to where we were living
in Seoul. While their reaction was one of mild concern, most people expressed the desire
to reunify with the North if the two countries could come to a seemingly impossible
peace treaty.
On an occasion shortly after this, I was asking a few South Korean friends if they
would ever want to go to North Korea if it ever opened its doors to the world. Even
though none seemed to want to go, they had a burning desire for reunification. I began
researching North Koreans living in South Korea and was drawn to their stories of
defection. But at this point, it was merely an issue of curiosity.
Now, after having read through scholarly journals and Korean newspapers, I have
learned that while there are major obstacles and tragedies to face while living in North
Korea, there are also problems that must be dealt with by those who choose to escape;
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they must adjust to life in a new country. This is similar to the culture shock that many
people face in a new country, only is heightened because of factors such as being in a
place people expect you to fit in because your language and culture are assumed to be
similar. Not only this, but the country of South Korea is still at war with North Korea,
and there is a possibility that the defectors’ return to their home country may not be
possible.
This topic is important to me because I have grown to love the Korean people; it
is tragic that not many Americans are aware of the conflict between North and South
Korea, especially considering the role of the United States in the Korean War, and I want
to awaken them to the problems that North Koreans are facing today in their own country
as well as in countries they are escaping to. Further, there have not been many studies
done on the adjustment of North Koreans in the South, and I hope to help others become
more aware of these issues as well as become more educated in them myself.
After having taught North Koreans in South Korea, I believe that this research
will be of use to me and other teachers from English speaking countries working with
North Koreans. Being able to better understand the difficulties in adjustment that they
deal with will allow me to better teach them in a way that will be beneficial to their new
life in South Korea, where learning English is a standard part of school curriculum. There
are more defectors living in South Korea now than ever before, and the numbers are
increasing rapidly, making the possibility of English teachers encountering North
Koreans more of a reality. Being aware of the situation between North and South Korea
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will help teachers better understand how to teach these students and will help people
outside Korea to become more aware of the situation of those who leave North Korea.
Role of the Researcher
The people whom I was able to observe were North Koreans I had become
familiar with by working at a school focusing on art and culture education for teenagers
and young adults living in South Korea as defectors from the North. After defecting,
North Koreans go to a resettlement center that helps them adjust to what life will be like
and go through the legal process of making sure they really want to defect. After the
resettlement center, students can choose to go to a South Korean public school or to an
alternative school for North Koreans. The school at which I worked was an alternative
school that I became familiar with through a Korean friend, who suggested that I
volunteer to teach English there. He was the mediator in translating and communicating
with the school for me while I was in the United States. A further description of the
school can be found in Chapter 3.
I taught at this school during January and February of 2012. During this time, the
director of the school gave me permission to observe the students while traveling on a
holiday excursion with them and to speak openly with them about their experiences in
South Korea. However, since I was also teaching a few of them and my time there was
short, I felt it might be infringing on their trust if I held formal interviews with the
students. So my research collection with those students was purely observational.
However, during this time period, I was able to schedule times to meet and interview
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individuals from other institutions, and that data and analysis can also be found in
Chapters 3 and 4.
In the final chapter, I will address the ways in which I would suggest teaching
North Korean students. In that chapter I will answer the guiding questions and give
recommendations for future research, recommend ideas on what should be taught and
addressed based on observation and interaction with North Korean defectors, and discuss
how English plays a role in the North Korean’s life in South Korea.
Guiding Questions
The overall question that will guide my research centers on how North Korean
defectors adjust to life in South Korea. Sub-questions help to answer this primary
question.
o What issues do North Korean youth have with adjusting to life in South Korea?


What adjustment techniques are working well for them, and is there
anything that is creating more problems instead of contributing to
adjustment?

o What are South Koreans’ attitudes towards North Koreans living as defectors in
South Korea and do these attitudes help or hinder adjustment?
o How can English teachers working with North Korean students make use of the
information from this study?
Summary
In this study, I have focused on the North Korean defectors’ adjustment to life in
South Korea economically, socially, politically, and linguistically. I am passionate about
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this topic because having lived in South Korea for two years taught me much about the
South Korean desire for reconciliation with the North and the energy with which South
Koreans are willing to work toward reconciliation. Unfortunately, there are still many
problems that North Koreans face even after defecting to South Korea.
This is an important topic for others to become more aware of; the issues that
people face in North Korea and the difficulties they have after moving to the South are
important world events. Beyond Korea, people in various countries face similar
difficulties as nations split and merge. As educators, being aware of matters that are
going on in the world around us is important, especially with those topics concerning
human rights and impoverishment of countries. The knowledge of these things will help
us be more compassionate people who are willing and desiring to help and will allow us
to be more aware of what is needed to ensure these places and peoples are cared for
adequately.
Chapter Overview
Chapter One was an introduction to my research on the topic of the difficulty in
adjustment that North Koreans have when living in South Korea. The purpose,
significance, and reasons for the study have been established. The role and background of
the researcher was provided. Chapter Two reviews the literature that is relevant to how
and why adjustment to life in South Korea has been difficult for North Koreans. Chapter
Three includes a description of the research design and methodology that guides this
study. The results of this study are shown in Chapter Four. Chapter Five analyzes these
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results and reflects on the data collected. I also discuss possible limitations of this study
and the implications for future research.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

While this study focuses on the adjustment issues that North Korean defectors
have in South Korea, understanding how the country has come to be separated and the
present conditions in North Korea is important to having a complete picture of where
they have come from, and what things they have endured in the recent past.
Within this section, the first topic to be covered is the history of Korea before,
during, and after the Korean War. The historical facts found within this section, unless
otherwise noted, come from works by Breen (1998) and Cummings (2003). The second
topic is how and why North Koreans are escaping from their own country. After
defecting, there are several options, one of which is turning oneself in to South Korean
officials. Choosing whether to simply defect and gain citizenship or to become a refugee
is one decision that must be made. South Koreans are not always tolerant towards North
Koreans because of the fighting that takes place on occasion between the two countries. It
is difficult for South Koreans to separate these individual defectors from the whole of the
North Korean government, even though they have traveled the harsh route of going
through defection. The final topic of adjustment to South Korean life is divided into
several subcategories according to the kind of adjustment that takes place: financial,
healthcare related, agricultural, educational, informational, political, and linguistic.
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Korean History
Even though Korea has been a traditionally peaceful country in relation to
surrounding countries, the proverb “고래 싸움에 새우 등 터진다,” translated “Shrimps
get their backs broken when whales fight” (a phrase my Korean students frequently used),
helps show why Korea as a whole has taken the role of the conquered instead of the
conqueror. Even though South Korea today is an economically advanced and
technologically privileged country, this was not always the case. Since Koreans migrated
to the peninsula some 4,500 years ago and established their first kingdom called Chosun,
they have been under almost continual invasion and occupation by foreign countries.
Surrounding countries such as Russia and Japan and China have all at one point or
another invaded. If one country was not invading Korea, the countries around Korea were
wreaking havoc on Korean land, forcing Koreans into labor, and drafting them into wars
of their own – like the proverb of the whales, larger countries breaking the backs of the
shrimps who were simply in the way.
Early Korea
The most influential ruler of South Korea was King Sejong who, in 1440,
invented the Korean writing system called hangul, the same word for the Korean
language. He wanted the common people to be able to read and write, so he compiled this
phonetic alphabet with many of the original symbols representing mouth or tongue
shapes for easy memorization. Hangul is the written language of both North and South
Korea and the language, though it has evolved through time and separation between
countries, is almost identical. Sejong also moved the border between Korea and China
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further north, roughly to where the division line between North Korea and China is today,
bordered by the Yalu and Tumen Rivers. Both of these rivers are the ones across which
most defectors and traders pass today (Muico, 2007).
A new leader arose from an uprising of the people in 1862, who opened the ports
to the Japanese (1876) and built friendship treaties with many western countries including
the US, UK, Germany, and Russia. Not too long after this, in November of 1905, Korea
became a protectorate of Japan as a result of the Russo-Japanese War. Once again, Korea
was a small shrimp being tossed about by the countries in turmoil around her. The
Koreans began to use guerrilla warfare, but they eventually were annexed to Japan and
put under military rule.
In 1925, the Korean Communist party was founded in Seoul; they held
demonstrations for their independence, but to no avail. In 1939, the Japanese
Government-General decreed that all Korean family names (surnames) be replaced by
Japanese ones. In 1943, Japan was at war in the Pacific, and Koreans were forced to fight
for the Japanese. Two years later, the Japanese surrendered. The South began building its
own political base in Seoul forming the People’s Republic of Korea, while northeast
Korea, still occupied by the Soviet Union, began gathering under the leadership of Kim Il
Sung (Jeong & Lee, 2009).
The Korean War
On June 25, 1950, the North Korean People’s Army began to invade south of their
territory. The Chinese joined with the North by crossing over the Yalu River dividing
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China and Korea. The United States and other members of the United Nations joined
with the South.
While there is much history on the Korean War, one of the most significant
results of that war was the line of division drawn in 1953 by the UN and North Korea
separating the two countries called the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ). It was at this time in
1953 that an armistice agreement was signed. Since that time, there has still been no
peace treaty or signal ending war that has taken place—the largest reason being that the
countries, North being communist and the South being capitalist, have not been able to
come up with an agreement for how the governments will be run as a unified nation.
Post-War
Talks between North and South Korea did not begin until 1971 when they began
communicating through the Red Cross. Through this line of communication, other
avenues for reconciliation began to take place. Il-hwan Oh (1997) cites Kim Il Sung’s
proposal for a new reunification formula to the 6th Party Congress in Pyongyang for a
“Koryo Confederate Republic” in 1980:
1) The existing government in Seoul must be replaced by a people’s democratic
one,
2) South Korea's Anti-Communist Law and National Security Law must be
abolished,
3) the activities of all political organizations, including the Communist Party,
must be protected by law in South Korea,
4) political prisoners in South Korea must be freed and
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5) the U.S. must pull out its troops from South Korea after concluding a peace
pact with North Korea. (p. 220)
The economies of North and South Korea quickly became noticeably different
after the war. However, whether this is in relation to the regime change after Kim Il
Sung’s death in 1994 or whether it was happening while he was in power is unknown. In
1995, famine and castastrophic injustice in North Korea began taking place (Chung,
2008). In South Korea, this time was one of flourishing economic growth. In terms of
affluence, South Korea was counted alongside First World countries (Chung, 2008). They,
along with Hong Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan, were called the Asian Dragons for their
rapid economic growth and industrialization.
In 1995, a summit between South Korea and the United States was held. President
Clinton tried to establish that it would fall on the shoulders of North and South Korea to
make peace with each other, and that it would not be settled by the United States though
they would support the agreement between the countries (Woolley & Peters, n.d.).
A few of the families who were separated due to the war were given the
opportunity to meet and spend a few days together in 2000. These were the first reunions
since the division; they have continued to take place, but the number of people allowed to
meet fluctuates depending on the temperature of the relationship between the North and
South.
According to a South Korean White Paper published by the Ministry of
Unification in 2010, between 2000 and 2009 there were 24 official reunion dates (either
through video or face-to-face) where 20,848 total people have been reunited (Ministry of
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Unification [MOU], 2010). The number has decreased each year with fewer people
gaining access to reunions. Part of this may be because those having family members
across the border are getting much older (MOU, 2010). Now there are many separated
families in North and South Korea, not from the war, but because of defection.
In 1957, North Korea launched a Five-Year Economic Plan that has been renewed
several times. Five years after North Korea began this process, South Korea also
launched a Five-Year Economic Plan, which ended with more success than that of their
counterparts in the North. The latest of North Korea’s Plans is one that was scheduled to
be concluded with North Korea’s becoming a “powerful and prosperous nation” by 2012,
the 100th anniversary of the birth of Kim Il-Sung; this was thought of by South Koreans
to be a ploy used to keep the spirits of the people high and to encourage them to not lose
hope (“N. Korea in Frantic,” 2011; “Why,” 2011). However, Kim Jong-Il, who was
leading his people in reaching this target for the Five-Year Plan, died just four months
before this anniversary for his father.
En Route to a New Life
The economy in North Korea has significantly dropped in the last 20 years and
the country continues to be devastated by floods and famine. These events, along with
governmental control over so many aspects of life squelching the creativity and
entrepreneurship of individuals, are forcing many North Koreans to escape to other
countries. The word escape is used instead of leave because the government does not
allow anyone to leave its borders without express permission from government agencies.
Those who do temporarily leave with permission typically do so because they have high
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rank in the government’s political party or leave on business ventures meant to bring
capital to North Korea.
Consequences of Leaving
According to Y. Kim (2011), about 23,000 North Koreans have defected to South
Korea since the Korean War. Most have crossed not through the South Korean border
where the heavily armed DMZ lies, but through the North Korean-Chinese border. Of the
people who I was able to meet while working with defectors living in South Korea, only
one person out of approximately 40 had come through the DMZ. According to his story,
he was in a prison camp, escaped, and not knowing where else to go, ran across the
border. In 2010 alone, 1,428 North Koreans escaped to South Korea, many through China.
The Database Center for North Korean Human Rights (NKDB), one of the foremost
research groups doing investigations and reports on North Korea, was cited by an article
in the Chosun Ilbo (Korea Daily News), one of South Korea’s main newspaper agencies,
saying that of the North Koreans who made it to South Korea, 52% took less than a year
to complete the journey (“Chinese,” 2011). Because of the shortened time it is now taking
to travel through China, there is less chance that defectors will be caught by Chinese
making the chance of arrival in South Korea significantly higher than in the last few
years. In 2010, 39% were able to cross over to South Korea in less than a year’s time,
while in 2009 only 30% were able to do this.
Finding a way to the South is becoming much quicker. The Unification Ministry
in South Korea has been working to aid in reunification and in bringing together families
that have been separated. This organization has stated that while previously North
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Koreans spent up to eight years in China before moving to South Korea, defectors now
take only two to three years. A reason for faster movement out of China may be the
crackdown that China imposed since January of 2011 on DVD and USB information that
was being sent across the border. This crackdown occurred partly because North Koreans
have been smuggling out video recordings of life in North Korea in order to bring
evidence to human rights groups, who use that information to bring light to the world on
the things that are going on in North Korea (“How,” 2011). China also does not grant
refugee status to North Korean defectors, so those who are caught are sent directly back
to the North, where the punishment may mean execution. Therefore, the incentive to get
through China quickly is great.
There are anywhere between 130,000 to 200,000 people living in political prison
camps (PPC) in North Korea (“At Least,” 2011; “Defectors Say,” 2009). The Database
Center for North Korean Human Rights (NKDB) tends to show lower figures of around
138,000 people in these camps while the U.S. State Department holds to the higher
numbers. While the harshest five camps hold around 130,000 people in total, the other
180 or so camps hold the rest (Database Center for N. Korean Human Rights [NKDB],
2009). The numbers have increased dramatically in the last few years because the
government began including families taken away for the “crimes” of their family
members. A defector who was interviewed by NKDB (2009) said that between mid-1960
and 1990, the number of prisoners in Political Prison Camp Number 13 increased from
5,000 to 20,000 because not only were revolutionists being arrested, but their immediate
families were beginning to be arrested as well.
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Whether or not one is caught, the price for defection is a high one, causing many
to stay in North Korea and not risk the safety of their family. One-third of North Korean
defectors interviewed by NKDB said that family members of political prisoners were
either sent to prison together with the one who committed the crime, or the family was
sent to a remote location. Most political crimes are defined by North Koreans as
attempting to defect to South Korea, participating in anti-government activities, or
holding anti-government views (NKDB, 2009). According to research done by Yoon in
2001, those who are most likely to defect are those who “felt threatened after having
expressed skepticism and criticism of the North Korean system…those specified as the
‘hostile class’ who endure surveillance and molestation with no bright future” (Yoon,
2001, p. 5).
According to Li Young-hwa’s book, The Night of a Secret Meeting in Pyongyang,
leaders in a North Korean home gathering said:
We can launch any activities, if we should risk only our lives and no one else, but
if we fail, all our family members, including parents, wife, and children, and other
close relatives, must face the penalty of being sent to concentration camps. Who
will dare to take such a risk? (as cited by Chun, 1997, p. 233)
The Chosunilbo newspaper said in July of 2011 that there are young children and
women in these camps, many of whom are forced to work more than 10 hours a day with
little rest. Amnesty International described the conditions in camps as “brutal and
inhumane” as the people are often given less than 200 grams of food per day along with a
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bowl of soup (as cited in “Prison,” 2011, p. 1). A defector from Sorimchon, PPC No. 15
told NKDB (2009) that:
We were at the work site by 7 o’clock in the morning, working until 6 or 7
o’clock in the evening, and much later sometimes. We worked at a farm growing
corn, potatoes, beans, etc. But the work was much harder than outside the PPC.
We had to do farm work in accordance with regulations and textbooks. They
demanded that the work be in accordance with ‘Juche Ideology Farming.’ We had
to be careful to keep weeds out and used our hands to spread human manure to
each plant. If you don’t accomplish your work quota, your meals are reduced to
half. (p. 100)
Even while in these prison camps, prisoners are required to work in accordance to the
Juche philosophy.
Juche
According to Kim Jong Il, Juche is an idea “based on the philosophical principle
that man is the master of everything and decides everything” (Belke, 1999, p. 11). In the
account above, it is interesting to note that Juche goes beyond what is thought to be
purely philosophical; it implements itself into all aspects of life, even how one is to
cultivate the ground. One’s existence is centered on consciously changing the world in
order to make it serve oneself (Kim, J-I., 1982). “Independence, creativity, and
consciousness are the essential features of man” (Kim, J-I., 1974, p. 2).
Juche was founded in the early 1970’s by a major North Korean politician,
Hwang Jang Yop (who later defected to South Korea), as a way to emphasize self-
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reliance and Korean unity. Hwang Jang Yop was once interviewed by Jeremy Stone and
quoted as saying that “the president listens to the opinions of officials below him a
lot…He is the final arbiter of what is Juche” (Belke, 1999, pg. 24). Kim Il Sung, referred
to by the North Koreans as the “Eternal President,” is credited for showing and
exemplifying Juche. His role in this socio-political framework is exemplified when he
quotes of himself in his book, The Leader of the People:
Kim is not only the Protector of the political life of the Korean people but also the
Savior of their physical life…His love makes sick people well and gives them
new life…The physical life ends. The political life is eternal…The highest aim of
the Korean people is to honor Kim and be loyal to him (as cited in Belke, 1999, p.
54).
Kim Jong-Il’s treatise on the Juche idea, written in 1982, stated that the country cannot
successfully have a revolution of the people if they do not succeed in complete Juche
(Kim, J-I., 1982). Therefore, all areas of life are to be saturated with this ideology. These
ideas of revolution were “originated by distinguished leaders” as “revolutionary ideas of
the working class” (Kim, J-I., 1982, p. 2). According to the same source, this revolution
was one of separation from Japanese annexation and towards national liberation. The
reason given for why the working class was chosen as the center around Juche is that the
working masses are the “subject of history and the motive force of social progress” (p.
11). In the same treatise cited in this paragraph, Kim Jong-Il listed several guiding
principles of Juche, among which four were:
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1) An independent stand in relation to politics, a self-sufficient economy, and selfreliant military (p. 31).
2) Creativity in bringing Juche into all aspects of life (p. 41).
3) The masses informed and educated on this ideology.
4) Precedence to political work, and education in this ideology. (p. 51)
“In a nutshell, the Juche idea means that the masters of the revolution …are the masses of
people and that they are also the motive force of the revolution…” (Kim, J-I., 1983, p. 6).
Border Crossing
While the people of North Korea are educated in inoculating themselves against
foreign influence, still large numbers of people choose to defect. Most people would not
try to pass through the DMZ as it would be almost suicidal with the armed military
presence, land mines, and electric wires across the areas (Lankov, 2006). Those who
decide to escape from North Korea most likely come from the northeast region of North
Korea bordering with China where the Yalu and Tumen River divide the two countries.
This is one of three regions that form the poorest areas in North Korea; according to the
Network for North Korean Democracy and Human Rights (NKnet, 2011) and research
done by Lankov in 2006, it is through this place that two-thirds of defectors crossed the
border between 1999 and 2003. Even though the borders are guarded, the border cities
are popular trade cities that are known for having guards who are willing to let people
pass for the right price, making many defectors either of the middle or upper class
(“More,” 2010).
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However, this was not always the case. Before the currency reform, which began
in December 2009, most defectors were poor because they were the ones willing to risk
everything in search for food and a better life (“More,” 2010). At this time, would-be
defectors could convince the guards that they were going to do business in China and
return, then the way out might be less complicated than trying to sneak past (“Defectors’
Material,” 2011). Those who traveled between countries to either defector or to trade
illegally had the most exposure to the inconsistencies between their own country’s
ideology and the lands in which they were working overseas (Yoon, 2001). While there is
not a tax system in North Korea, they do have something called a “socialist accounting
income,” which is a piece of net income from one’s business that must be given to the
government. This includes a trade income, which is the difference between the wholesale
and resale price, and any state enterprise profits. Essentially, it is of government benefit
for businesses to trade in China because a portion of the profits would go to the
government. However, as Park notes (1997), this is assuming that all businessmen are
honest about their trade abroad.
Because of the rising influx of North Koreans to neighboring countries, there are
positions being established for people who help these defectors. They arrange for the
transport, the security in the new country, and sometimes arrange for the family to be
brought over at a later date in a process known as chain defection (Yoon, 2001; Chung,
2008; Lankov, 2006). They also deliver money and goods for families across the border.
These people are called brokers. Between 2002 and 2004, Lankov (2006) approximated
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the cost to be $3,000 USD for someone to defect through a broker, though this number
has often exceeded $8,000 USD (Yoon, 2001).
China does not give asylum to North Koreans, so if they are caught, then they are
sent back to North Korea, where they are imprisoned. The embassies in China are heavily
guarded, especially in these border cities, so that North Koreans do not seek refuge there
(Chung, 2008). Some women go through the process of marrying Chinese men in order to
stay in China without too much fear. Even though they may not speak Chinese, the
northeast border cities are full of Chinese-Koreans who speak Korean. Even though their
accent is a bit different, North Koreans are often able to learn it without much difficulty.
The next step would be to find a flight to a country that would accept them as refugees or
at least be willing to not send them back to North Korea. This is a difficult process, as
they must try to obtain a visa and passport or residence card.
Decisions
When deciding where to go, many defectors attempt to go to South Korea because
of the similar language and cultural background. However, many also choose to settle in
the UK after going through South Korea. It is ranked as having the second highest
number of North Koreans living there as either defectors or refugees. In an unofficial
statement, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees said that the number of North
Korean defectors living outside of South Korea, about 917, is almost the same as those
who have applied for asylum in the UK since 2004 (“N. Korean Defectors Flock,” 2011;
Crisis Group, 2011). Once they have been given asylum in the UK, they are given a
monthly allowance of around USD $660, which they can then use as they choose.
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Some North Koreans are afraid to live in the United States because of negative
propaganda in North Korea, but the number of defectors in the US has increased by
almost 175% between 2006 and 2007 (“N. Korean Defectors Fail,” 2011).
Who Comes
Although the numbers vary by source as to how many North Korean defectors are
actually in South Korea, there are somewhere between 20,000 and 22,000 individuals
(“Chinese,” 2011; “Defectors’ Material,” 2011). In 1989, women accounted for only 7%
of all defectors. However, since 2002 they have exceeded the number of male defectors.
Women now make up a total of between 69% and 72% of the defectors living in South
Korea—60% of whom are between the ages of 20 and 30 (Lankov, 2006; “Chinese,”
2011; “Defectors’ Material,” 2011; NKnet, 2011).
Almost half of the defectors who come to South Korea bring their families. With
the awareness of the possibility of punishment to the family of a defector, bringing
everyone together is becoming more frequent. However, in recent years, South Korea
stopped giving defectors a lump sum of money for resettlement. Instead, they are paying
small amounts over an extended period of time. This results negatively for North Koreans
in that they are not then able to pay brokers quickly to bring their family members from
the North (B. Chung, 2008). They are instead transported one at a time. From
conversations with North Korean students, it seems that parents are typically sent
overseas first and the children are left in North Korea to fend for themselves until the
parents get enough money to have the children sent over.
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North Korean Immigrants and Refugees
While the total number of immigrants from all countries given refugee status in
countries such as the United States and Canada is between 33% and 40%, the number of
immigrants given that status was only a little over 7.5% in South Korea in the first half of
2011 (Lee, 2011). Other individuals who apply for this status of “refugee” are not given
that title and remain “immigrants.” The organization which specifically aids North
Korean defectors entering South Korea is the Ministry of Health and Welfare, as a result
of the Act to Protect North Korean Brethren Who Returned to the State (Chung, 2008).
Comparison to Germany
Many foreign countries and individuals try to estimate when and how North and
South Korea will be reunified, whether through war or peace. Jane’s Information Group,
a military research group in England, reported that if the North Korean government
collapsed, South Korea would be hesitant in accepting the burden of the North Korean
people. The goal would be to have a unification committee and other special teams
control the economy in North Korea and reconcile them as one country after 10 years
(Chun, 1997).
The situation between North and South Korea is in some ways similar to that
which existed between East and West Germany in that they are a divided country with
people streaming out of one and into the other in an exodus. Andrei Lankov seeks to
point out that even though there are similarities, the scale was much larger in Germany
and can in no way compare to what is happening in Korea.
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The quick, large-scale move from East Germany to West Germany after
reunification created much economic turmoil from which the country is still trying to
recover. South Korea’s President Roh once said, “Germany paid a high price to realize
national unification and is still suffering from it. I hope Korea will not undergo the same”
(cited in Lankov, 2006, p. 125).
From East to West Germany, there was an average annual 21,000 person
movement during the twenty-seven years in which the wall stood. However, this is the
total number of people who moved from East to West Germany while the country was
divided and not just people who had just crossed over the Berlin Wall. As noted by
Harrison (2003), there were only approximately 5000 people who successfully defected
to West Germany via the Berlin Wall during this same time period. In Korea the numbers
have escalated dramatically, but according to the South Korean Ministry of Unification,
the total number of defectors through any route to South Korea since 1993 has only been
19,727 (as cited by Crisis Group, 2011). The number of refugees entering South Korea
reached its height in 2007 with 717 individuals seeking asylum (Lee, 2011). When
compared to the number of people who crossed over the Berlin Wall, the number of
defectors to South Korea is almost four times larger. This is not taking into consideration
all defectors of North Korea to countries outside of South Korea.
A meeting took place in 1996 called “Economic Evaluation of German
Unification and its Lessons for the Korean Peninsula”. During this meeting, the German
Institute of Economics advised South Korea that they should be prepared to take a loss of
10% of the gross national product (GNP) if there were sudden reunification (Chun, 1997).
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In this same meeting, the Korean Development Institute estimated that there would be a
minimum of 2 million North Koreans that would enter the South if the countries were
unified, whereas Seoul City’s Administration Development Institute predicted that if the
North’s government collapsed in the next five years, three to four million North Koreans
would come south, with 80-90% taking refuge in Seoul.
Since that meeting, there have been estimates made on how much a complete
unification would cost. In 2005 it was estimated by Marcus Noland and Hwang Eui-Gak
that the total cost for reunification would be between $600 billion and $1,200 billion
USD (as cited by Lankov, 2006). While these figures have a large disparity, they still
show the immensity of the cost it would take if South Korea were to completely take in
North Korea economically.
Not only are the economics between Korea and Germany comparable, but also the
government styles were similar. Germany was ruled by dictatorship as is North Korea.
North Korea is run in such a way that there is no leader or philosophy other than that of
the leader that will have control of the country. This philosophy (expanded on earlier) is
called Juche, but such was not the case for East and West Germany; Juche is solely a
North Korean philosophy.
After reunification, East Germans had to adjust to life in West Germany; this was
expected as the country had been divided by a wall for 27 years. These 27 years of
separation were not long enough for there to be much cultural or linguistic change
between East and West Germany. The biggest differences were the economic situations
and the attitudes of the people towards those from the opposite side – whether to trust
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them and what they thought of their jobs being given away. These are issues that North
and South Koreans must face as well if reunification occurs.
South Korean Attitudes
Like most people around the world, South Koreans often know little about North
Korea except for what they hear in the news when there is conflict (Crisis Group, 2011).
This causes unfair assumptions of violence and untrustworthiness to be placed on
defectors. On the other side of the spectrum, a North Korean at the Five Northern
Provinces Committee said, “When we meet South Koreans, they just throw us hollow
praises such as ‘How brave you are!’ but when we ask them to help us, they coldly refuse”
(Yoon, 2001, p. 14).
The outlook on immigrants and refugees is not always a positive one, especially
in relation to job availability (Kong, Yoon, & Yu, 2010). However, sometimes these
North Korean defectors fill positions that the average citizens are not willing or able to
fill. South Korea has always been very careful who they admit into their country under
the classification of migrant, but in the 1990’s they began calling for all non-Koreans to
work for lower wages because of a shortage of laborers (Kong et al., 2010). According to
this same study, the number of foreigners living in South Korea increased 10 times from
1990 to 2000. However, this number includes a large portion of people coming from
northeast China who are mostly ethnically Korean-Chinese individuals as well as
defectors.
While most South Koreans would say that they desire unification for their country,
not many know what that step would look like, nor are many excited about the possibility
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of North Koreans taking refuge in their country if the North Korean government were to
collapse. Chung (2008) notes that even though some non-profit groups have devoted
much time and money for helping defectors socially and psychologically, many South
Koreans feel the North Koreans are a burden to the South Korean government. Along
with this, the large number of problems that have taken place between the Koreas keep
the countries at a distance, causing defectors living in South Korea to feel the aftermath
of such events.
One defector spoke for the rest saying that he feels “dispirited whenever incidents
like the sinking of the Navy corvette Cheonan and the shelling of Yeongpyeong Island
take place, wondering what South Koreans must think about us. We feel as if we’d
committed a crime. I feel wronged and distressed when they identify me with the North
Korean regime although I defected because I hated it” (“N. Korean Defectors Suffer,”
2011). One defector told her South Korean customers at the restaurant in which she
works that she was Chinese when they expressed anger towards North Koreans for
sinking the Cheonan (“N. Korean Defectors Suffer,” 2011). According to the North
Korean Intellectuals Solidary group for defectors, people need to be reminded to direct
anger towards the government controlling North Korea’s army instead of towards the
people who end up feeling guilty for something of which they bear no responsibility (“N.
Korean Defectors Suffer,” 2011).
Not only do these attitudes affect adults, but they also affect younger students
who have in cases had to transfer from normal schools to schools exclusively for North
Koreans because of feelings of isolation and bullying after violent incidents aimed
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towards South Korea from the North Korean government (“N. Korean Defectors Suffer,”
2011). The South Korean people are a highly unified people that, in turn, often makes
them seem “cliquish,” causing North Koreans to feel “marginalized, discriminated
against, excluded and victimized by a systemic bias” (Crisis Group, 2011, p. 12).
The Southern Poverty Law Center (1991) has created a magazine entitled
Teaching Tolerance. It has helped the United States better learn how to deal peacefully
with those who we interact with on a daily basis through teaching educators how to
enrich their students’ lives in the areas of identity, justice, diverstiy, and action. Teaching
Tolerance has created a vast number of lesson plans for teachers to use within their own
classrooms. There are several of these lesson plans that the South Korean education
system could implement to better emphasize the need for doing away with bullying and
immigrant stereotyping. A more detailed approach to what those steps would look like
can be found in Chapter 5.
Kim and Jeong (2009) note how even on national television North Koreans are
spoken of in a demeaning way, and the trust level of some South Koreans is staunchly
low, as they view defectors as those who have betrayed their own country once already
and are not worthy of being trusted in their new country (Chung, 2008).
South Korean media mostly paints a negative picture of North Korea and that
negativity gets passed on to the North Korean people by South Koreans hearing these
reports. Not only does the media affect how South Koreans view North Koreans, but until
2004 the South Korean police pointedly and publically published all North Korean
defector crimes (Crisis Group, 2011). In general, immigrants and other refugees are not
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always treated kindly in South Korea and defectors are not treated much differently from
these others. They are often viewed as “inferior and lacking sophistication…ruthless for
having left their families behind” (Crisis Group, 2011, p. 19).
Adjusting
Social adjustment can be defined as “a state in which the individual has achieved
harmony between his or her own internal and psychological desires and his or her
external and social environment, thereby becoming satisfied with daily life and enjoying
the absence of frustration or anxiety” (Chung & Seo, 2007, p. 368). The key point to this
definition is found in the last section: satisfaction in daily life without frustration or
anxiety. This is how I will define adjustment and explain it in my research in the fourth
chapter as well as in this chapter.
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Yoon (2001) gives a layout for four different types of adjustment that she saw in
North Korean defectors, shown in Table 1. She divides individuals into categories of the
successes and failures of material and mental adjustment.

MENTAL ADJUSTMENT
Success

Failure

Success

I. Full Adjustment
(Integration)

II. Partial Adjustment
(Isolation)

Failure

III. Partial Adjustment
(Acculturation)

IV. Maladjustment
(Marginality)

MATERIAL
ADJUSTMENT

Figure 1. Typology of social adjustment of North Korean defectors. (Yoon, 2001, p. 10)

While this is simplifying the fact that humans are complex beings that cannot be divided
into only four groups, these divisions help when trying to analyze what stage someone
might be in.
General Differences
How do North Koreans adjust to life in South Korea once they arrive? Most have
gone through secondary countries such as China, and are entering a country in which they
feel they will have to be comfortable. If they are not, then their escape may feel as if it
had been for naught. However, fitting into South Korean society is not always the easiest
of tasks.
There are many differences between the two countries that must be reconciled
such as physical and social environment, food, quality of life, freedoms, education, health
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care, and general worldview. According to “The Flight of the Fluttering Swallows,” a
compilation of articles written about North Korean youth in South Korea, adjusting to the
fads and fashions of South Korea is something they find hard to keep up with, as it is in
most consumerist countries (as cited by Chung, 2008). Chung’s article also noted how
defectors’ families do all they can to keep up the appearance of having the same middleclass status as their South Korean neighbors, even after resettlement money runs dry.
Financial Differences
Because of the leadership change in North Korea in the recent year, there has
been more public awareness of the lack of material goods and adequate food resources
there. According to Vantage Point, a South Korean journal published by Yonhap News
Agency on the happenings in North Korea, ordinary North Korean workers receive only
about $50 USD a month (Suh, 1997).
When they arrive in South Korea, adults are given approximately $32,000$36,000 USD for resettlement (Chung, 2008; Lankov, 2006). Those holding useful
information on the government of North Korea are given a higher amount of money.
Getting paid for information has been happening since the aftermath of the war, but at
that early time only defectors with useful information were given money. In one case, a
political leader flew one of the North’s fighter jets into South Korea and received
political asylum as well as 1.2 billion won – a little over $1 million USD today (Chung,
2006).
Not all who arrive in South Korea are able to adjust to life there. The Chosunilbo
told of a man who in 2007 returned to North Korea after having tried, unsuccessfully, to
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cope with South Korean life for four years. He asked his country for pardon and gave all
the money he had earned to his government in the North (“North Korean Defectors Fail,”
2011).
This case is not isolated. Han, a 45-year-old defector living in South Korea, said
that while she had lived there for three years, life in the south seemed to be mundane and
tiring. Nothing she did allowed her to feel like she was able to get ahead in life
(“Defectors’ Material,” 2011). Chung, a 38-year-old defector, echoed a statement by
other defectors at a seminar hosted by the Institute for Modern Korea at the Academy of
Korean Studies: that most defectors have the same goal of pursuing money instead of
being involved in a community, helping others, or reaching out for help themselves
(“Defectors’ Material,” 2011). This kind of attitude leads to a life that is not as full as it
could be. Having a community of people around oneself helps to adjust appropriately in a
new place. Money will not solve all the issues that exist, but “defectors are obsessed with
the mistaken belief that they must make money at all costs in order to survive in a
capitalist society,” said Joseph Cho, the chief of research at the Police Science Institute
(“Defectors’ Material,” 2011).
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In addition to this, defectors don’t come with and are often not given the skills
needed to survive after leaving the Hanawon (Lankov, 2006). Their number has been
climbing. Figure 2 shows how the unemployment amongst North Korean defectors in
South Korea has been growing.

Defector Unemployment Percentages by Year
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Figure 2. Defector unemployment percentages in South Korea by year.
(Yoon (2001), Lankov (2006), Crisis Group (2011), Yoon (2011))

In 2001, Yoon reported that the Ministry of Unification found 34% of North
Korean defectors to be unemployed that same year (2001). In 2003, 41.5% of a large
number of defectors surveyed said that they were unemployed (Lankov, 2006). In 2006,
the number of unemployed defectors grew to 67% but decreased to 50% by January 2011
(Crisis Group, 2011). As Yoon (2011) points out, this causes frustration and desperation
in defectors who desire to maintain a stable income. In observing and listening to
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conversations among North Korean defectors on our holiday trip together, I came to learn
that defectors often move to small cities near the ocean so that they can do a job that
many others do not wish to do – diving for sea creatures.
Healthcare Differences
According to Crisis Group (2011), 40% of a typical diet in North Korea consists
of indigestible material—grasses and other various plant matter. Because of a poor diet,
the growth of young children in North Korea is often stunted, leading to a lower overall
height in young adults. An average North Korean teenager is both 5.3 inches and 29.8
pounds smaller than an average South Korean teenager. Once they arrive in South Korea,
according to the National Health Insurance Act, all North Koreans have access to free
medical care—which is for physical as well as mental health (Crisis Group, 2011). Even
though they are taken care of, the physical difference between North and South Koreans
in relation to height and weight remains. This can be cause for ridicule by South Koreans.
In 2009, a woman appeared on a popular television show and made the comment
that she would never date a man under 5’11’’, because he would be “losers.” (Park, 2010)
This “loser” phenomena spread quickly through South Korea, and men who were shorter
than this became even more self-aware of their height. I was in Korea at this time and
remember seeing men being bullied for being “losers”.
When famine came to North Korea in the mid-1990’s, it also affected the health
care system. While free health care is available to the elite in North Korea, it is often
because bribery allows them to receive the medicine that is needed and the care that will
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help them recover from illnesses. North Koreans have reported that only when one has
enough money for bribes can one receive adequate health care (Suh, 1997).
As for mental health, there are so many new situations to adjust to that many
North Koreans exhibit conditions very much like post-traumatic stress. Another factor
that causes this stress is the trauma of escape. Chung and Seo (2007) have found many
North Koreans to have post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD): having conflicts with
knowing who they are, feeling guilty for leaving their families, and feeling anxious.
There are also implications for learning when one presents symptoms of PTSD. William
Steele found that when a child is in a state of stress, their “cognitive functioning and
processing is altered” (Steele, 2007, p. 5). This causes problems with retaining
information or focusing clearly.
In research done by Yoon (2001), defectors often feel isolated because of not
being able to create meaningful relationships in South Korea “due to feelings of
responsibility for family members left behind in the North, fear of North Korean terrorist
acts, and the prejudice and discrimination of South Korean residents towards defectors”
(Yoon, 2001, p. 15). In a survey done by Chung and Seo (2007) with 133 defectors living
in South Korea, it was found that for this group of individuals, the hardest aspects of
adjustment were family relationships and resource management while extra-familial
relationships were items of the least difficulty to adjust to.
S. Suh (2002) makes four suggestions for improving the psychological and
emotional instability of defectors (p. 83-84):
1) Encourage marriage. In marrying, defectors are able to create stability.
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2) Stop comparing themselves to South Koreans. It takes time to adjust.
3) Encourage the fostering of a religious belief in God. It is shown to build mental
strength. It also helps them have a source of hope.
4) Educate South Korean people to the problems defectors face. Without this,
reconciliation cannot happen.
There is little information specifically about North Korean adolescents’ adjustment;
even if there are few statistics on this issue, other countries in situations of unrest do have
results on the adjustment of their youth. One example is the adjustment of Somali
adolescents living in Canada. This comparison is made between Somalia and North
Korea because human beings have similar reactions to similar stressors. These two
countries have recently been reported for both having the highest level of perceived
corruption, research carried out by Transparency International (2011). With corruption
comes discontent and war, and there has been a large movement of Somalis to
surrounding areas and abroad, as well as movement of North Koreans to outside countries.
According to a study done by the Somali Youth Coalition in 2011, Somali
adolescents living in Canada had adjustment issues dealing with feelings of
discrimination, identity, inter-generational conflict, views of their government, genderrelated issues, and religion (Reitsma, 2001). Some of these are relatable to North Korean
defectors. Discrimination, identity, and government are similar issues that both face.
What was most interesting to me was the way in which these Somali adolescents
dealt with these issues. These ways were:


Listening to music
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Talking to siblings or friends



Holding it in and dealing with it themselves



Becoming religious (Reitsma, 2001)

Agricultural Differences
From 1995 to 1997, there was a severe famine in North Korea resulting in the
starvation and death of more than one million people; the crop yields are still not at a
point where food is abundant (“Why,” 2011; NKnet, 2011). The highest crop years
between 1991 and 2009 were in 2005 and 2006 when the estimated outcome was between
4.48-4.54 million tons each year. Five million tons is estimated to be the amount of crops
needed to be produced for one year of comfortable living in North Korea.
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To put this in perspective, Nam Sung-Wook of the Institute for National Security
Strategy says that North Korea needs to produce at least 3.5 million tons of food in order
for the people to not starve to death. According to Hwang Jang-yop, the highest-ranking
North Korean to defect, during 1997, the year with the lowest point of food output, there
were only 2.5 million tons produced (“Why,” 2011). See Chart 2 for representation.

North Korean Food Shortage Data
6
5
4
3
2
1
0

Million tons of food
1997

2005

2006

Minimum for Minimum to
comfort
avoid famine
conditions

Figure 3. Food shortage data. (“Why,” 2011, n.p.)

An intelligence official in South Korea is quoted to have said that “since 1987,
North Korea has been setting aside 12 percent of its rice output as emergency supplies in
case of war and 10 percent for military consumption” (“Why,” 2011). Many defectors
also believe that most of the food aid received from outside countries goes to the military
or party members (NKnet, 2011). Even when food supplies are low, what can be taken by
the government and stored is done so.
In recent years, North Korea has not asked for as much food aid in comparison to
the past, so it is assumed that they are having better harvests. However, in spite of better
harvests, the country is still plagued by frequent floods, which destroy whatever food
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supplies they have. The Korea Rural Economic Institute has found that in the first seven
months of 2011, North Korea received almost twice as much international aid
($45,000,000) as they did in the entire previous year of 2010. Because of bad relations
and the lack of distribution monitoring in this past year, the United States did not send
any aid in 2011 (“International,” 2011; NKnet, 2011).
In spite of better than average harvests, the distribution centers are almost empty,
and there is almost no delivery of foods to the government by farmers (Suh, 1997). In
1996, cooperative farms changed from having 10-25 people work the fields to 7-8 people.
Individuals needed to work their own lands in order to provide for their families, so the
crops for the government from these cooperatives started to suffer. According to an
interview with North Korean defectors, Ahn Young-gil and Choe Kwang-hyok, since this
time of economic hardship in the mid-1990’s, farmers were allowed to begin raising their
own vegetables on river banks and in the mountains. Not only were farmers allowed to do
this, but in 1995, military families were also allowed to have farmland (J. Lee, 1997). The
crops that citizens grew were not to be sold, as there are no free trade markets in North
Korea. However, because many of the community storehouses for food and supplies are
empty, hunger gave rise to black markets. Almost 60% of defectors surveyed by the
Network for North Korean Democracy and Human Rights said that they got the food they
lacked from these markets. After the government saw what was happening with
distribution, these markets were allowed to open once every ten days. According to
traders in China, these markets are now open every day (Lee, 1997).
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Bribery seems to be a necessity for life in North Korea. Not only must someone
bribe doctors to give them health care, but money and food is seen as somewhat circular
in how it returns to the giver. For example, the military is required each month to report
crop growth in the areas they are farming. So military men, who are also lacking food,
report a low yield of crops to their superiors and take the excess. Some of that is given to
their families to be saved for planting, and the rest is sold to the local people for 5-10
times the normal price. When the people need to bribe military or government officials,
they use the items they bought. Since everyone is doing this, there is no way to stop the
process, as nothing would get accomplished if it ceased to exist (Suh, 1997).
Educational Differences
North Korea has an educational system similar to those found in many other
countries with the greatest difference lying in the teaching of Juche ideology and how to
live in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. Juche is taught to children in the
schools as part of the main curriculum; extended periods of time occur when students are
expected to leave college and work for the government on projects, placing an emphasis
on service rather than on the importance of education. This last year, colleges in
Pyongyang and other large cities were told to close down for 10 months in order to help
construction efforts. There have only been two other times when the government has
forced colleges to shut down. Once was in 2008 for a mass performance, and once was in
1988 for a “200 day struggle” (“N. Korean Students,” 2011). Students are promised
Workers’ Party membership if they donate materials to help build, but whether or not the
state follows through with their promise is unknown.
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In addition to coming from an inferior educational system, North Korean
defectors to South Koreans are often behind their peers because of the time spent
traveling through other countries to get to South Korea. The children who escape North
Korea together in bands do not have access to education while traveling through transit
countries before reaching South Korea, and as Yoon notes, “some have expressed
concern that they may never function as mature members of society when they grow up
to be adults” (as cited by Yoon, 2001, p. 2). Half of the students do not enter high school,
yet those who do gain special admission to college through the “Special Admission
System for Expatriates,” a government system for helping North Koreans have success
(Chung, 2008). In an educationally competitive country, this admission holds an
enormous advantage for those trying to get into college. Because of the difficulty of
fitting into a South Korean school for reasons of cultural difference, and bullying because
of those differences, there are a few state-subsidized schools in the south esablished just
for North Koreans—the Hangyeore Middle and High Schools (“N. Korean Defectors
Suffer,” 2011). Along with these, there are also centers run by non-profit organizations
aiding in the education of North Koreans.
News/Information Differences
While few North Koreans have access to the internet or media sources outside of
what has been provided by the government, cell phones and intranet use have increased
dramatically in the last few years, increasing and quickening the access of North Koreans
to world news. With this kind of access, there may be an increase in defections, making
this research more important in understanding the needs and obstacles of North Korean

46
defectors. Once North Korea is able to receive and distribute news from the world, they
will be able to understand what their options are in terms of defecting or staying in the
country. Because there are not many with internet access, learning how to use a computer,
something that most South Korean university students rely on heavily for study and work,
may be more difficult for a defector.
The cell phone company Koryolink is serviced by Orascom Telecom, a service
provider in Egypt (Yoon, 2011; “Cell,” 2011). As of March, there were 535,000 cell
phone subscribers in North Korea as reported by Orascom Telecom (“Cell,” 2011). Yoon
(2011) finds that there are no more than 300,000 subscribers, but cites that more than 75%
of the country could receive access to cell reception.
According to the news article “Cell phones all the rage in Pyongyang” (2011) in
the Chosunilbu, having a cell phone is not only fashionable, but it also is a status symbol
of wealth. If their phone rings on a regular basis, one is thought to be having good
business ventures. That article also claims that North Korean cell phone service
agreements are about $250-300 for a phone and 200 minutes of calling time and 20 texts
each month. After that usage, their service ends and they must pay another fee.
Yoon (2011) found that there is a controlled intranet system in North Korea that
was built in 2002 that people can take information from, but not upload information onto.
It has websites and emails, but the number of IP addresses in North Korea (with the broad
majority being in the capitol city of Pyongyang) is just a little over 1,000.
The internet and cell phones are how much of the world gets information about
what is going on in the world or hear from people in other areas of the country. However,
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Hyun-min of Open Radio for North Korea said that based on North Korean sources, it
takes “three days for 1 percent, one week for 10 percent and one month for 30 percent of
the entire population to know about outside news.” Perhaps with the influx of cell phones
in North Korea, news will spread more quickly (Yoon, 2011, para. 22).
The increase of cell phone use in China-Korea border cities is creating a problem
for the North Korean government because people are becoming more aware of what is
going on in the outside news, such as the uprisings in the spring of 2011 in countries of
the Middle East striving for pro-democratic leadership (Y. Kim, 2011; K. Kim, 2011).
While one cannot necessarily predict what will happen next, there is only so long that a
country can isolate oneself.
Political Differences
Defectors say that anywhere between 1 in 2 to 1 in 10 people in North Korea are
informants. The State Security Agency (secret police) members are required to find 3-4
cases a month of insubordination (Suh, 1997).
There is a “five household system” in place for neighbors to keep track of each
other and make sure no one is in subordination. Another Korean proverb fits this situation
well: 낮말은 새가 듣고 밤말은 쥐가 듣는다 (translation: Birds listen to day-words
and rats listen to night-words). There is always someone listening and paying attention to
what is being said in whatever situation there is. In addition to this, older children and
adults must attend regular self-criticism sessions (Suh, 1997).
Because of fear in questioning the North Korean authority, there is almost no way
for North Koreans to expect a reform. While there may be individuals who have
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difference of opinion or thought about the government, there is no opportunity for any
groups to form in opposition (Chun, 1997). The most recent report of an uprising took
place on February 24, 2011, in Sinuiji, a city on the border of North Korea and China. A
merchant was beaten by a security officer and fell into a coma; this led to hundreds of
merchants revolting. Even though this revolt is the first of what could be more common
occurrences, without the internet or another medium that allows groups of people to
freely collaborate, large-scale revolution would be difficult (Chang, 2011).
Linguistic Differences
The language between South and North Korea is not so different that it causes a
lack of communication, but there are notable differences in accent, tone, and some
vocabulary. North Korea has tried to maintain what they claim is a pure form of the
Korean language without borrowing words. They have not adopted any words from the
western world as South Korea has done, making life for defectors inside South Korea
somewhat confusing when billboards and other advertisements are commonly written
using English words like hair, coffee, and PC (Chung, 2008; Crisis Group, 2011).
Along with foreign words, there are even Korean-based words that have little
meaning to defectors. The hangul words for “bank”, “real estate”, and “stocks” may be
unknown to North Koreans who do not understand the concept behind these words
(Chung, 2008). Because North Koreans often feel they are connected to South Korea
based on heritage and nationality, not knowing the South Korean vocabulary makes them
feel inferior.
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Not only is there a difference in vocabulary, but there is also a difference in
accents. It is obvious when speakers are from North Korea because of their accent, which
is sometimes made fun of (Jeong & Lee, 2009). Even though this accent is described as
simply a “thicker” accent and is similar to that found in the northeast area of South Korea,
that accent together with the cultural misunderstandings give their nationality away.
The Gap
The Korean War resulted in a split across the center of the country, tearing apart
families and creating separate cultures. It is crucial to attempt to understand not only
what courage and determination it must have taken for defectors to risk their lives in
leaving North Korea, but also to know how that experience impacts their life in South
Korea. Their resolution can be seen in their demeanor and desire for learning how to have
success in a foreign country. Understanding cultural differences is important.
A current gap in the field of ESL in relation to North Korean defectors is in
relation to the age of defectors studied. I wanted to investigate what aspect of life in
South Korea North Korean high school students have difficulty adjusting to and why they
are having difficulty adjusting to them. While I was able to draw from other sources to
get the information in the research above on adult defectors and teenagers from other
countries, my study will begin to fill in this gap.
Research Questions
o What issues do North Korean youth have with adjusting to life in South Korea?
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What adjustment techniques are working well for them, and is there
anything that is creating more problems instead of contributing to
adjustment?

o What are South Koreans’ attitudes towards North Koreans living as defectors in
South Korea and do these attitudes help or hinder adjustment?
o How can English teachers working with North Korean students make use of the
information from this study?
Summary
This chapter ties together the differences known between North and South Korea.
With the differences between North and South Korea abounding, the reality that defectors
have a difficult road ahead of them in relation to adjusting is obvious. Not only do North
Koreans have to adjust to the different South Korean culture and faster pace of living,
they must also work through the challenges of stereotypes and bullying. The differences
are all aspects that may make life difficult for North Koreans trying to adapt to South
Korean life.
Chapter three outlines what methods will be used to answer the question of how
North Korean defector youth are adjusting to life in South Korea and what steps the
organizations aiding them and the defectors themselves are taking in order to make
adjustment easier.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this study is to discover what issues of adjustment North Korean
defectors face when living in South Korea. I investigated not only these, but also how
North Koreans try to cope with adjustment themselves. Do they seek help from
government resources or do they try to deal with problems on their own or in groups of
North Korean defectors like themselves? These are questions that I feel are very
important and need to be addressed. Currently, it seems there is much research done on
North Korean life in North Korea, but there is little information on what happens to them
and what their experiences are like once they are living in South Korea – especially
among the defector youth. As noted by Chung (2008), the flight of refugees to South
Korea and the human rights issues of North Koreans are addressed frequently by
journalists worldwide. However, equally in importance is whether they are adjusting to
life in their new location and how they are doing such.
o What issues do North Korean youth have with adjusting to life in South Korea?


What adjustment techniques are working well for them, and is there
anything that is creating more problems instead of contributing to
adjustment?

o What are South Koreans’ attitudes towards North Koreans living as defectors in
South Korea and do these attitudes help or hinder adjustment?
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o How can English teachers working with North Korean students make use of the
information from this study?
In order to answer these questions, I collected data by interviewing various South
and North Korean individuals as well as by using observation. According to Lambert and
Loiselle (2008), in the realm of qualitative research, individual interviews are the most
common form of data collection when the questions are able to be answered in an openended way.
My research was done with South Korean adults who have been working with
North Korean defectors from anywhere between 3 months and 15 years. I also had the
opportunity to interview one North Korean high school student and was also able to
spend time with and observe a group of North Korean students between the ages of 16
and 28 enrolled in English classes in Seoul, South Korea. I sought to unmask what social,
academic, and general political differences there are between the countries, and how
these individuals feel the differences influence adjustment.
Overview of the Chapter
This chapter describes the methods I used and why they were appropriate for the
study I conducted. First is the description of the qualitative research choice. Second, the
data collection techniques are explained. Third, the procedure and analysis are given.
And finally, the ethics of the research are discussed.
Qualitative Research Paradigm
This study is qualitative in nature. As noted by Johnstone, qualitative research
finds out “why” or “how” something happens (2000). This study is qualitative because in
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holding interviews and observing, there is no set answer or reaction that is being looked
for – instead, open-ended questions focus, in my case, on how individuals are adjusting.
Another aspect of qualitative data is observation, which I was able to do while
watching North Korean students interacting amongst themselves. According to Gass and
Mackey, “observations can allow the study of a behavior at close range with many
important contextual variables present” (2005, p. 187).
Data Collection
The interviews were held at three locations as shown below with five individuals.
Joost van den Brand, a doctoral student from the Netherlands, also contributed to
verifying my data collection, but he was not interviewed directly.
Location/Setting
School A. I conducted research was at an alternative school in an urban metropolis in
South Korea that is funded through sponsors. I refer to this school as School A. This
school provides an area for North Korean as well as a few Chinese and South Korean
students to feel safe and more connected to their community than a South Korean public
school setting might provide.
The school started in 1995 as a place open on weekends with the goal of helping
South Korean students who came from disadvantaged backgrounds. In 2004, it
transformed into a school where North Korean defectors can learn through art and
cultural education.
School A has two campuses that together have approximately 30 students. About
15% are South Korean students and 10% from China. The rest are North Korean students
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between the ages of 16 and 30. School A took students from both campuses on a two-day
holiday outing to the east coast of South Korea, in which I was able to take part. At
School A I was able to observe students as well as conduct interviews with staff. I
volunteered at this school for 15 hours a week for four weeks, teaching three North
Korean students between the ages of 21 and 28, and two South Korean students who were
both 16 years old.
The students I was able to observe the most were the three in my classroom. They
had been in South Korea between one year and five years and had been learning English
between three and nine years. Those who had been learning English for a longer time had
lived in a transit country for some time after leaving North Korea and before coming to
South Korea. Four years was the average length of time spent learning English. The
students at this school are all kept anonymous. Two teachers were interviewed from
School A.
School B. The second institution from which I collected data was also an alternative
school that I will call School B. It is one of only two in South Korea that can claim the
title of a “government school” for North Korean defectors. In order for a student to get
the equivalent to a GED at an alternative school, the school must be “government
qualified.” In spite of qualifying it, the government does not fund School B because it
was founded by an individual and not the government. The school is supported by 19
different churches and various other sponsors.
There are 70 middle and high school students who study there. The purpose of the
school is to help North Korean youth to adjust to South Korean society and prepare for
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the eventual unification of the two Koreas. The ages of students who go to this school are
between 16 and 25, even though the education of even these older students is offered at
an elementary level.
Because of the often low educational level of North Korean students in
comparison to their South Korean counterparts, both School A and School B have opted
to create their own curricula specifically geared towards North Korean defectors. Both
School A and School B offer dormitory living for students who need it. Fewer than 10%
of the students at School B have both parents living with them in South Korea, and more
than 30% of them are in Seoul without any family at all. The rest are either here with a
single parent or relative.
NGO. At the third institution, an NGO, I interviewed the director of an agency
consisting of both Korean and international volunteers who publicize human rights
violations in North Korea as well as work to bring North Korean defectors who are in
danger to safety in Seoul. Since this organization is an NGO, it will be labeled such
throughout this paper.
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Participants
I interviewed five people, all of whom have been given pseudonyms that will be
used in this paper. As shown in Figure 4 below, two people were interviewed at School A:
Min-Sun Bak and Sang-Min Lee. At School B, Sun-Jung Kwang and Tae-Hyun Kim
were interviewed. Only one person was interviewed at the NGO, and that person will be
addressed as Yong-Suk Ban.

School A School B
Min-Sun
Bak

Sun-Jung
Kwang

Sang-Min
Lee

Tae-Hyun
Kim

NGO
Yong-Suk
Ban

Figure 4. Settings and individuals interviewed.

Min-Sun Bak. Bak is a woman approximately 35 years old who has worked at School
A in voluntary and paid positions since 2005. She works with North Korean students who
attend the school by teaching them English and Chinese as well as by being a dormitory
mother, living with the students who live in on-campus housing. Her work there is fulltime.
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Sang-Min Lee. Lee is a 24 year old South Korean teacher who had been working at
School A for one year. He teaches Korean, encompassing Korean grammar, history,
literature, and culture. His grandmother was from Pyongyang, but she escaped during the
Korean War.
Sun-Jung Kwang. Kwang is the director of School B. This woman is in her middle to
late 40’s and is South Korean. She became interested in social work in 1993, and in 1997
joined together with churches to begin a school for North Korean defectors.
Tae-Hyun Kim. Kim is a 21-year-old North Korean student at School B. Even though
his age is post-high school, he is only in the middle school grade in South Korea,
approximately five years older than other South Korean students of the same educational
level. During my interview with Kwang, Tae Hyun entered the room and I held a short
interview with him.
Yong-Suk Ban. Ban is the founder and director of an organization that works to raise
awareness and support for North Koreans living in and outside of North Korea who are
faced with injustice. While this organization began with a small group of four to five
people holding demonstrations at the Chinese consul in Seoul to protest China’s sending
North Korean defectors back to North Korea, now this organization is much larger,
receiving NGO recognition, which allows them to raise money.
Data Collection Technique 1
The first data collection technique used was interviewing individuals. I prepared a
broad range of questions to be used (Appendices A and B). The interviews were for the
most part recorded on video recorder so that they could be transcribed later. For the
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interviews that were not recorded, I made hand-written notes as quickly as possible
during and after the interviews. I made sure to have a broad range of open-ended
questions so that the interviews did not feel forced. I attempted to discover participants’
views of the social, academic, and political differences between the countries as well as
comparing their views to how they are adjusting to life in South Korea. I tried to
determine if the differences they suggested are related to the greatest difficulties in
adjustment according to prior research.
For this form of data collection, I asked a few teachers I knew if they would agree
to be interviewed about the adjustment of North Koreans; the ones recorded in this study
responded positively, indicating to me that they would like to participate. As Johnstone
(2000) recommends, no one was pressured to participate. While I had a list of questions
that I asked the individuals, for the most part this process led itself with some
interviewees delving more deeply into some questions than others. I attempted to ask
open-ended questions that the individuals could feel free to expound upon or make
comments about. Depending on the English capabilities of the individuals, I had a Korean
interpreter who was able to work with me. I also had the list of guiding questions for the
interview in both English and Korean, in case we encountered any difficulty in
understanding.
Gass and Mackey claim this is a good form of data collection because it allows
the researcher to ask questions about the answers that the subjects give, thus giving the
interviewees more power and opening up areas the researcher might not have thought of
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(2005). If I was unsure of what an individual meant or how they came to a certain
conclusion, I asked about it in more detail. In a questionnaire, this would be impossible.
A disadvantage to interviews was noted by Hall and Rist (1999) and quoted by
Johnstone (2000):
Interviews may involve selective recall, self-delusion, perceptual distortions,
memory loss from the respondent, and subjectivity in the researcher’s recording
and interpreting of the data. (p. 297-298)
I did my best to make sure that individuals felt comfortable with me as an interviewer so
that they did not feel threatened in any way, and I worked with my interpreter to make
sure that I used appropriate ways of asking questions.
Data Collection Technique 2
The second data collection technique used was that of observation. In this, I
observed North Korean students during the East Coast holiday excursion with School A. I
was also able to observe the students at School A in a classroom environment. The
classroom observation was done with the consent of the students as well as of School A’s
administration.
According to Gass and Mackey (2005), “observations can allow the study of a
behavior at close range with many important contextual variables present” (p. 187).
Knowing the students for a period of time and living with them for 48 hours gave me the
feeling of becoming “for a time and in a way part of its system of face-to-face
relationships, so that the data collected in some sense reflect the native’s own point of
view” (Stocking, cited in Johnstone, 2000, p. 81).
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Procedure
The procedure was very similar among participants. I had a list of questions that I
used as a guide, but allowed the interviewee to lead me down tangents that were still ontopic. For the list of questions that I used as a guide, see Appendix C. Appendix D also
has these questions in hangul.
As prescribed by Gass and Mackey (2005), observations were noted through a
combination of field notes and video recording. It was important to me not to disrupt the
students’ normal behavior, as I was being invited as a guest to observe their holiday
retreat. An advantage to observation in comparison to other forms of data collection is
that I was participating and did not interrupt their activities to ask them questions
(Mackey & Gass, 2005).
During my time on the overnight holiday trip with the students from School A, I
was able to interview Min-Sun Bak. We took multiple, hours-long bus trips each day,
allowing me the opportunity to interview Bak on the bus. We were in an area of the bus
with no students, so she felt comfortable sharing her experiences and thoughts on the
students’ adjustment. Sang-Min Lee, also from School A, was interviewed during a break
between my lessons and his. He was interviewed privately in a small teachers’ lounge.
Sun-Jung Kwang, Tae-Hyun Kim, and Yong-Suk Ban were all interviewed
through making appointments. Kwang and Kim were interviewed in a break room at
School B. Kwang chose the location and was interviewed privately at first. She then
brought in Kim, and I interviewed the two together. Ban was interviewed at his
organization’s main office in a private room.
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Joost van den Brand was interviewed in person after a presentation he made at a
South Korean organization. He also gave me a copy of and allowed me to use some of the
research results that he had found during his time working with North Koreans.
Data Analysis
I compared the information that I received by putting the responses into a chart,
organizing the topics by interview questions and topics. In this way, I was able to see
which people answered what kinds of questions, and with what information they gave.
This chart is found in Appendix E and is discussed in Chapter 4.
Verification of Data
In order to ensure that these results are valid, I have triangulated the data from the
interviews, observations, and my discussinos with Joost van den Brand. Verification was
recommended through verifying the data in the literature with the results from the
interviews and observations, as recommended by Johnstone (2000) and Macky & Gass
(2005). In order to increase reliability, I asked multiple questions of multiple people in
order to be able to compare the results, as suggested by Johnsone (2000). I also compared
the answers to the questions with evidence in earlier research, where available. Chapter 4
includes the data that was produced. It will also show the results of the use of these
methods.
Conclusion
This chapter described the qualitative methods I used in gathering the research
data. The different techniques and procedures as well the reliability of this data were
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included along with the ethics of my research. The next chapter is a presentation of the
results that were gathered.
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS

This research took place mainly in Seoul, South Korea, with teachers and others
who had worked directly with North Korean defectors for a number of years. The only
exception to being in Seoul was an outing that took place with one group of North
Korean students to the eastern coast of South Korea. Through the collection of data from
these sources, I sought to find the answers to the following questions.
o What issues do North Korean youth have with adjusting to life in South Korea?


What adjustment techniques are working well for them, and is there
anything that is creating more problems instead of contributing to
adjustment?

o What are South Koreans’ attitudes towards North Koreans living as defectors in
South Korea and do these attitudes help or hinder adjustment?
o How can English teachers working with North Korean students make use of the
information from this study?
A full discussion of these questions can be found in Chapter 5.
Interviewees
Min-Sun Bak
The information I discussed with Min-Sun Bak, a teacher and dormitory mother,
was mostly in relation to the adaptation of North Korean youth defectors to life in South
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Korea and what that looks like. She explained how in South Korea it is important for
them to learn to live on their own, without handouts from non-profit agencies. The
government has given them what they need to survive, and they should work hard to
continue to live the rest of their lives successfully and to fulfill their dreams. Bak
explained the process of moving from North Korea to a transit country, typically China;
this usually consists of going through a broker who, for money, would give the defectors
fake passports to enter South Korea. If they do not have money, Bak explained hey must
then travel through China down to Laos or Thailand, where they would not be turned
back over to North Korea as they would be by the Chinese government. Bak was also the
translator for me during the holiday excursion with students of School A.
Sang-Min Lee
Sang-Min Lee, a teacher of Korean, seemed to have much insight into the North
Korean life and educational system in relation to its contrast in South Korea. It was
frustrating for him to know that North Korea does not teach much on Korean history – he
has to teach defectors Korean history almost from the basics. Other than educational
backgrounds, he did not mention many differences. He told me that students look and
sound almost the same as South Koreans, the difference being that North Koreans tend to
organize their thoughts differently, thus speaking in a speech style that is different. This
topic is expanded on in the section entitled “Interview Questions: Problem
Solving/Organization”. When I asked Lee if he could expand on this topic, he could not.
However, Sun-Jung Kwang and Yong-Suk Ban were able to clarify this issue.
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Sun-Jung Kwang
Sun-Jung Kwang, the director of School B, was a woman who I became
acquainted with through two women I was living with in Seoul. Sun Jung directs a North
Korean school in South Korea and she was also able to shed light on the educational
differences between North and South Koreans. She explained that because of moving
through China and their break in education during that time, defectors tend to be older
than those in South Korea of their same educational level, thus creating a need for new
curricula. This causes defectors to feel ashamed. The average age of students at School
B’s high school is 22. She allowed me to interview Tae-Hyun Kim, who explained this in
more detail.
Tae-Hyun Kim
Tae-Hyun Kim, a North Korean defector youth, was interviewed in the middle of
the interview with Kwang. He came in for just a short time, offering to help me
understand North Koreans’ experiences in relation to adjustment in South Korea. He
shared his experiences being bullied in a South Korean public school and how being with
other North Koreans in School B allowed him to feel more comfortable and able to
succeed.
Yong-Suk Ban
Yong-Suk Ban, the director of an NGO, interacts mostly with people who are not
North Korean, though he is also working to help North Koreans gain human rights. He
was able to expand on how South Korean people think about defectors in general and
their idea about the unification of the two countries. His analysis had what seemed to be
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frustrating results, as South Koreans he has spoken with are not interested or
knowledgeable in helping North Korean defectors. He hopes to raise awareness among
South Koreans and international visitors in South Korea so that first the human rights
issues in North Korea will be solved and then unification discussed.
Research Questions
Issues in Adjustment
Sang Min discussed how there are two classes of people in North Korea: normal
citizens and the elite. One is born into these classes and does not leave that class unless a
dramatic life situation occurs or one is born with immense intelligence that is recognized
publically. The socio-economic status of the normal citizen would involve some type of
factory, mine, or farm work. The class of elites is trained to hold high-ranking military
positions or to be involved in government or higher education.
Sun-Jung Kwang stated that for the average citizen (the class of “normal citizens”
that Lee introduced), there are only physical jobs in North Korea. Very few jobs require
mental creativity or production, causing difficulty for those who defect to South Korea in
attaining a higher education. Working out problems and creating new ideas is something
that these individuals simply have not had the opportunity to do in North Korea, thus
stunting their ability to do these things in colleges that require such skills.
Adjustment Techniques
One way in which young defectors have been urged by more experienced North
Korean defectors to adjust is by finding a stable job. It was recommended by an elderly
defector who had found his living in diving for octopus, squid, jellyfish, and other sea
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creatures in South Korea to find a job with stability. This would allow for not only an
income that could be counted on, but it would also ease the youths’ minds and give them
a solid future.
Fitting into South Korean culture comes with difficulty, as it would in any cultural
encounter. From my interactions with defectors, I became aware that a technique that
many North Korean youth adopt is to stay in their South Korean houses unless it is
necessary to leave. While this is not a healthy form of adjustment, unfair biases may be
one reason why North Koreans tend to stay inside and socialize primarily with other
defectors. This causes adjustment to be slower progressing. Of the North Korean students
I taught, all disclosed that they have only North Korean friends—if they have friends
outside of their family at all. They do not interact with South Korean people on a friendly
basis, nor do they necessarily wish to do this—apart from the few friendships they had
created with some South Korean students in their alternative school. Even these
friendships, however, took much time and daily cultivation to develop.
Even though defectors are in South Korea, they may not have ease of access to the
culture around them because of staying indoors. However, they still strive to be seen the
same as South Koreans. If purely looking at the outward appearances of North Korean
defectors, one would probably not notice any difference between them and a South
Korean person. Many defectors wear South Korean-styled clothing, some men wear
earrings, and many listen to South Korean popular music. The ability to adapt is
definitely possible, but the ease of doing so varies among individuals. Defectors’ striving
for adaptation in spite of difficulties was verified by Joost van den Brand.
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Min-Sun Bak said that because of issues with defectors’ accents causing friction
between them and South Koreans, many students try to disguise their accent by making it
more like that of the northeast South Korean accent, which is similar to that of North
Korea. School A tries to dissuade students from doing this by instilling in them a sense of
pride in themselves and in what they have achieved in their lives. Van den Brand
mentioned that the lack of English skills causes North Koreans to have fewer
opportunities in South Korea because of the global economy and the influence of the
West on many aspects of culture and speech.
Attitudes Towards North Korean Defectors in South Korea
Min Sun’s opinion towards how South Koreans feel about North Korean defectors
is that South Koreans feel sorry for North Koreans. Because South Korea gives such
large donations to North Koreans who make it to the South, defectors often are seen as
unable to provide for themselves; they are not being taught how to work for their money.
Tae-Hyun Kim declared that the most challenging feeling for North Korean
defectors living in South Korea was not belonging. He said that South Korean students
thought and said bad things about him being a violent North Korean, which was not true.
However, after months of sitting alone at lunch and being ostracized by fellow classmates,
he started to pick fights with students who were pushing him away. He said that this is
not only his story, but is common among North Korean students living in South Korea.
While teaching the North Korean students at School A, I found that my students’
weekend activities consisted of homework, listening to music, and reading. Never once
did I hear anyone mention meeting friends or going shopping – a South Korean youth’s
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typical weekend. When I asked why they didn’t go outside during the weekends, they
said that they preferred to stay indoors. Since I did not ask specifically, I can only
conjecture that this was either out of fear of being in South Korea, fear of getting hassled
by South Koreans, unfamiliarity with South Korean culture, being caught by North
Korean spies in South Korea, or out of a habit formed in North Korea.
One of the biggest reasons Tea-Hyun Kim gave for the bullying he endured in
schools is because of the difference in ages. Age is an important factor in Korean society,
both in the North and South. It is common for one to ask another’s age so that they can be
appropriately addressed. Conversely, if one of an older age is in a position of being equal
with younger people, it is cause for shame. So, as Sang-Min Lee answered this question,
because defectors come from poor educational backgrounds or spend years outside of the
schooling system, they are in lower class grades than those of the same age and
consequently are either mocked or ignored. They sometimes react violently, reinforcing
the South Korean stereotype of North Koreans being violent people. The students from
School A reinforced this statement by Lee through their comments on being older than
their South Korean student counterparts. The students I taught were 1-5 years below
where South Koreans their age were educationally, and they sometimes expressed shame
for being at the lower level.
Both Sun-Jung Kwang and Tae-Hyun Kim commented on South Koreans’
association with violence in North Korea as well as with those North Koreans living as
defectors in South Korea. This perception apparently comes from movies and online
stories spread through South Korean media, which lead towards how South Koreans treat
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defectors, resulting in negative adjustment in defectors not feeling welcome. This is a sort
of cycle that is created and can be further explained and illustrated as follows.
Lack of understanding about North Korea and its defectors leads to negative
treatment of defectors, which leads to negative adjustment on the part of defectors –
making them sometimes act out in frustration or wishing they could return to North
Korea, which goes back again to creating a lack of understanding on the part of South
Koreans for why defectors would feel this way. I created Figure 5 to illustrate this cycle.

Figure 5: Cycle of maladjustment and misunderstanding.
Yong-Suk Ban was the only one who said anything about the feelings of South
Koreans towards unification with North Korea. He said that the biggest problem is the
lack of knowledge about North Korean people, and that only half of South Koreans seem
to take much interest in peace with North Korea. He blamed this lack of knowledge on
the conservative agenda of South Koreans who do not want to cooperate with the North

71
Korean government. However, he also mentioned that there are many volunteers in South
Korea offering educational help, often more than the number of defectors who are
looking for tutoring. Van den Brand also revealed that there seems to be a strong negative
stereotype of defectors as portrayed by media and limited understanding of North Korea
as a country.
While no one said that language was an issue in itself when presented in the
context of living in South Korea, it often seems to cause friction. South Koreans can
notice that a speaker’s intonation is from the northern region and sometimes will take
advantage of that in the marketplace by making prices higher or by calling the speakers
outsiders (Sun-Jung Kwang).
English Teachers Working with North Korean Defectors
Both Sang-Min Lee from School A and Yong-Suk Ban from the NGO mentioned
the focus of North Korean education not being like that of South Korea. Lee said that
North Korean teaching is based on strict doctrine and general history, while Ban said that
it was 90% based on instilling the Juche idea and 10% on teaching actual content.
However, a North Korean defector, Tae-Hyun Kim, said that having attended a so-called
“foreign school” in North Korea, there was a focus on learning English, Chinese, and
Russian in order to help the country grow in international business. The difference in
these two opposing views may come from the location in North Korea that the learning
took place. Ban mentioned that the style of teaching with an emphasis on Juche in place
of other subject matters is primarily seen in areas outside of Pyongyang and other
growing cities. Inside Pyongyang, higher and more diverse education is more common.
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However, as noted by the United States Department of Defense, in North Korea
education centers around the ideology of North Korea in the vocabulary, educational
materials, and skills that are taught (2009).
Learning Styles. The answers to questions about the educational experiences of
defectors were various and tended to center around participants’ own interactions. MinSun Bak discussed how at Hanawon (the place where defectors are placed for a few
months to be oriented to South Korea), every few months the alternative schools would
gather together to invite the defectors to their programs, allowing them the chance to
become familiar with the organizations involved in their adjustment process.
While I was talking with South Koreans as well as with North Korean defectors, I
felt that the term Hanawon, while used as the only descriptive word to name this type of
school’s physical location and setting, carried negative connotations. When I asked South
Koreans about Hanawon, they seemed uncomfortable discussing what happened there
and typically described it as a sort of jail where North Korean defectors were kept until
they were allowed to leave at the end of their stated time. When I asked defectors, they
typically looked down and the dampened change in mood and demeanor was obvious.
Min-Sun Bak said that traditional South Korean schools are typically too difficult
for defectors to adjust to socially and educationally because of learning style differences,
so they end up at alternative schools like School A. There are not only adjustments that
North Koreans have to make in regard to school choice, but there are also learning
adjustments since teaching styles differ between North and South Korea.
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Sun-Jung Kwang discussed in detail how North Koreans’ study and learning
styles are typically those of needing to be told plainly and brought straight to the point.
This is because teachers in North Korea tell students the answers quickly instead of
letting them have time to think of the answers themselves (as Sun Jung also pointed out).
Problem-solving. Sun-Jung Kwang explained how North Koreans tend to run from
problems. When there is a problem, North Koreans think that there is only a good or bad
solution. Creating multiple ways of analyzing an issue is not something that is natural.
This is a sort of black-and-white approach to problem solving and this sort of thinking
also influences how the students learn and are disciplined. North Koreans teach students
the answers along with the question so that everyone is aware that “A = B.” In the same
way, when North Korean students are disciplined, they prefer to be scolded directly and
quickly. While this form of correction is also typical in South Korean education, the style
of learning is different in that the students are taught more openly with the opportunity to
develop their problem-solving skills. These are teaching styles that have impacted how
individuals have learned how to be students North Korea.
Sun-Jung Kwang is the administrator of School B and shared insight into how her
teachers adjust to teaching defectors. They felt they needed to teach directly what they
intend the students to learn because that is how North Korean people learn or had been
taught, as detailed in the section above “North Korean education.”
Competition. Schools in South Korea are also very competitive and South Korean
individuals tend to have many family expectations to be high academic achievers. This is
simply not done by the majority of North Koreans because of the lack of opportunities
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except for the instances of upper-class individuals in the capital city of Pyongyang, who
are given the chance to expand on their education. Even at that, the schooling is not as
competitive as it is in South Korea, as North Korean students are brought into those
schools based on family status. This was verified by Van den Brand’s interviews with
students, where he found that South Korean education is felt by defectors to be based
around rivalry and to have a goal-driven orientation, which makes getting high scores and
into good institutions fiercely competitive.
Conclusion
When adjusting to life in South Korea, defectors have a common set of issues as
identified by my informants and verified by Joost van den Brand: fitting into the culture,
loneliness, intimidation from South Koreans, and difference in culturally-based learning
styles.
The major topics discussed in the interviews were those of North Korean
education and culture, the differences between North and South Korea, South Koreans’
feelings towards North Koreans, the education of defectors in South Korea, and
adjustment issues focusing on bullying and on problem-solving and language. I found
that while there is a learning gap in defectors coming to South Korea from transit
countries or rural areas in North Korea, defectors are quickly ushered into the South
Korean educational system without much of a bridge. I will further discuss these and
other results from my findings, as well as implications and suggestions for further
research in Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS

Through this research project, I sought to answer the following questions:
o What issues do North Korean youth have with adjusting to life in South Korea?


What adjustment techniques are working well for them, and is there
anything that is creating more problems instead of contributing to
adjustment?

o What are South Koreans’ attitudes towards North Koreans living as defectors in
South Korea and do these attitudes help or hinder adjustment?
o How can English teachers working with North Korean students make use of the
information from this study?
Major Findings
I found that when North Korean defectors are adjusting to life in South Korea,
they seemed to have the same basic set of issues: fitting into the culture and finding a
useful occupation, dealing with loneliness, desiring to go back to North Korea, needing
more social services, and enduring discrimination because more education about
defectors needed to be given to South Koreans. For adults who were outside of school,
finding a steady job seemed to be of utmost importance. However, since I dealt mostly
with North Korean youth, they did not yet seem too concerned over unemployment. They
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were, however, hopeful of going on to college and being on par with their South Korean
peers.
Fitting in and Finding Usefulness
While on the holiday excursion with School A, we met an older gentleman who
had defected in the 1970’s. He told his story of defection as well as how he had adjusted
to life in South Korea. One of the main parts of his story was of how he would be called
by his South Korean neighbors to help them fix all sorts of things. If they broke a wheel,
or needed anything at all, they were so specialized in whatever field of work they were in,
that they would be unable to do these things he considered necessary. Growing up in
North Korea, if he wanted something, he had to do it himself – there was no choice just to
throw something away. It had to be fixed.
Loneliness
The lack of South Koreanas’ knowledge of North Korea often creates negative
judgements on defectors and thus they become reclusive. Yong-Suk Ban said that the
biggest reason for adjustment being difficult was the loneliness encountered without
family or friends in the host country. Joost van den Brand also found that loneliness and
depression seem to be commonly found among those who are in South Korea without
family.
Desire to Return to North Korea
As a result of their loneliness, defectors sometimes desire to go back to North
Korea. This was recounted by those observed in ways that were very moving –
recollecting family there, daily routine, dependency, and security. The sorrow over this
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loss was very understandable. I think that anyone leaving a home country, leaving family
and what is known behind, would have this feeling of homesickness. However, in spite of
all this, the students were still grateful to the South Korean government for its help, and
they were glad to have left the North. Their desire to go back was mostly to be with
family, and it was not actually said in order to be carried out. Most of these feelings were
observed when I accompanied School A on their trip to the border of North and South
Korea. When the students expressed these feelings, they also mentioned that this was
something that South Koreans simply could not understand. South Koreans felt that the
aid their country was giving defectors should more than make up for the desire of
defectors to return to North Korea. Defectors often felt that they had to hide these
feelings or be treated as spies from the North.
Social Services
Another noteworthy finding was that while there seems to be a variety of
educational and monetary resources available for services for North Korean defectors,
there are few programs that aid them in attaining and maintaining careers and life skills.
Some social skills that should be taught are networking, easing into subjects (in lieu of
forceful directness), code-switching, and confidence. Defectors have noted that they wish
more effort would be placed on teaching language acquisition and accent reduction while
in Hanawon (Crisis Group, 2011). They have also said that after ridding themselves of
their stigmatizing North Korean accent, they were treated differently by South Koreans
who did not know that they were from the North (Crisis Group, 2011).
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North Koreans also desire to learn English specifically in order to pass university
placement exams. Enabling them to feel confident and able to use English will give them
that ability needed to pass these tests – giving them hope for employment in the future.
English classes should be better advertised, and if the immediate need of the student is to
get into a university, then that class should focus specifically on test materials.
Education about Defectors Needed
While interviewing North and South Koreans, it became evident that South
Koreans seem to be generally uneducated about North Korean defectors in particular.
They are aware of the plight of North Korea, but have almost no awareness of the
struggle that North Koreans have once they reach the South. Also, North Koreans tend to
stay to themselves, creating South Korean feelings of mystery and uneasiness around
defectors. This is a cyclical process that I believe is harming North Korean adjustment.
This process was shown earlier in Figure 5. Joost van den Brand notes similar types of
cycles found in Korean society (Van den Brand, 2011).
Limitations
There were limitations to this study. Some of the most obvious were that I do not
speak the Korean language. However, I was able to overcome this by using translators
and interpreters. Another obvious limitation was that some of the questions were opinion
based. I have no way of determining if the answers I was being told were just answers the
subjects thought I wanted to hear. I attempted to alleviate this limitation by asking openended questions in multiple ways.
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I also had fewer students than I expected. I thought that I would have between 15
to 20 students. However, I only had about six students at School A that I was able to
observe in a teacher-student situation. Of those six students, only four were North Korean
– the other two were South Korean. In retrospect, I am thankful for this, because I was
able to more closely observe and gain familiarity and trust with this smaller number of
students. Nevertheless, the data and analysis that is presented here, while indicative of
problems many North Koreans face, cannot be assumed to apply to all North Korean
defectors.
Implications
There are not enough materials available to educate teachers on the culture of
North Korea. With number of defectors to South Korea increasing, more knowledge of
how to best teach them is necessary. Not only will this lack of knowledge negatively
affect the teaching of these North Korean youth, but also it may be a reason for the cycle
of misunderstanding and wariness between North and South Koreans.
Not only are North Korean defector youth trying to learn how to live in a new
culture and facing the stress that brings, but they are also seeking to learn English, which
may be a challenge in itself. For teachers to be able to cater to the youths’ learning styles
may lead to more successful student learning. Teachers who are able to relate to the
culture of their students will be able to teach better. Only then can they try to reason why
a student is acting or reacting in a certain way. Even though each student may have a
different, innate learning style, often a culture may implement a way of learning that
dominates over one’s personal style.
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Recommendations
I suggest that those who are teaching North Korean defectors aid those students
not only in educational materials and skills, but in social adjustment skills as well,
including interpersonal skills and South Korean cultural integration while teaching selfconfidence and pride. When the students are able to feel comfortable in their environment,
then they will have the focus to adapt to a new learning style, which will help them in
their educational enrichment.
Regarding language differences between North and South Koreans, teachers can
specifically teach North Koreans how to effectively implement code switching into their
conversations. Kyratzis et al. (2009) found that this process allows individuals to identify
with both cultures, and it allows them to feel a part of a group or, if they desire, to stand
apart from others as a unique and distinctive individual. Being able to switch between
both the South and North Korean dialects will help North Korean defectors become more
confident individuals.
As in School A, I believe that North Korean students need to be told that they are
special and that while they may be in a new country, they should not feel ashamed of
being North Korean. This can be done both verbally and experientially. In a similar way
teachers in the United States teach English learners that their accents are what can help
them remember their heritage, these students from North Korea should be encouraged not
to hide under a South Korean dialect, so long as their speech is comprehensible to South
Koreans. In addition, if South Korean teachers are interested in the students’ language
and culture, the North Korean students will feel more understood and accepted.
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Experientially, students can be brought on traveling tours to the borders of North Korea
so that they can feel in a small way reconnected. Also, interacting with older defectors
who have settled and established jobs may foster in these young students the sense of
establishment.
The students who I observed and taught were all very shy to speak English at first,
but proved to be fairly skillful in it when they were having fun and not thinking too much.
Unlike the South Korean students I have taught, they very rarely spoke to each other in
English, even when I urged them to do so. South Korean students often jokingly speak
English to each other, but the North Koreans rarely do. I think that English teachers
should try to make the English classes as fun as possible so that the students do not feel
afraid of being criticized for speaking English. They realize that English is a global
language and desire to learn it. However, English seems to have no role outside of the
classroom for North Korean students unless they are speaking with a teacher or seeking
to attain a higher education in a South Korean university. A wide variety of speaking
situations, including role play, can help them.
While I was discussing my study with South Korean friends, I also began to
notice that most of them were very surprised to learn that there were any North Koreans
living in or near their city. Even if they were aware of North Koreans’ presence, they had
never heard of any schools or programs that were specifically geared towards helping
these defectors. I would recommend that South Korean students be taught more about
North Korea, and specifically North Korean defectors, in school. This teaching should be
done alongside programs that are aimed towards creating understanding and reducing
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bullying. Teaching Tolerance, produced by the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC),
constantly publishes lesson plans that would be suitable models for creating a similar
program in South Korea.
An example of this can be taken from a lesson plan entitled “Editorial Cartoon:
Hate” (SPLC, 1991). In this lesson, students are asked to view a picture of a cartoon with
3 students pictured. One student says he hates someone. The next says that he does too,
but asks for a reminder why he hates them. The third says he’s not sure. In the rest of the
lesson, the students are paired up and asked to discuss what happens when people hate
each other and if the word “hate” is the same for every person. It further encourages
students to ask why individuals would hate one another and if there is ever a reason why
someone should be hated. This sort of lesson, and many others like it, can be used in the
South Korean classrooms to encourage positive dialogue about both immigrants and
defectors living in their country.
Teachers need to understand the differences in South and North Korean
backgrounds and how this affects learning styles. There needs to be a focus on teaching
North Korean defectors’ self-worth, job and social skills, code-switching, and English
fluency. With more awareness of the differences in North and South Koreans, there
should also be a push for the same English opportunities for North Koreans who cannot
afford the private tutors that South Koreans often employ for their children learning
English.
The adjustment of defectors is not only educational, but as noted, it is also social.
Learning about South Korean interpersonal skills will help North Korean defectors be
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able to integrate culturally in an easier manner. Their ease in environment will aid in their
educational development.
Further Research
There were questions that arose while I was doing my research. While I was only
able to interview a small sample of North Korean defectors, I was able to speak with
many South Koreans. An area for further research is discovering if there is a relationship
between the age of the South Korean and their acceptance or disapproval of North
Korean defectors living in the South.
A further area of research could focus on why North Korean defectors do not
leave their homes or have as many interactions as South Koreans during the weekends. Is
this a type of habit that they brought over from North Korea, or is it because of fear of
how they will be treated that they do not interact outside of their homes?
The implication of learning and communication styles of North Koreans provides
another area of potential research. In addition to more closely comparing and contrasting
the differences in North Korean and South Korean learning styles, the following
questions could be investigated:
o How does a direct style of communication impact the social interactions of North
Koreans with South Koreans and how can students be taught in a more direct way?
o What are the implications of increased awareness of Korean language styles for
teaching English?
o What are the advantages and disadvantages for North and South Koreans to be
learning in the same classroom?
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Conclusion
While there are still many questions that need to be answered, this research
analyzed the adjustment issues that North Korean youth defectors are experiencing in
South Korea, and recommendations were made. There are areas that will always be an
issue for defectors, such as fitting into the culture and learning how to adapt to different
learning styles.
However, I believe that through more program-based aid to North Korean
defectors and tolerance education of both North and South Koreans, the North Korean
struggle with loneliness and feelings of intimidation will be decreased. While students all
adjust in their own ways, the adjustment needs to be made on the part of both North and
South Koreans alike. More programs are needed to not only reach out to North Koreans,
but teach them life skills that will enable them to have fruitful lives in whichever country
they decide to live, and to teach South Koreans more about North Korean lifestyles and
experiences in both North and South Korea.

APPENDIX A: Initial Interview Questions
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Questions for North Koreans:


What are things did you think would be hard coming to South Korea?



What do you like most about living here, and what is the most difficult for you?



What is different between the languages in North and South Korea?



Explain your experiences with South Koreans.



How do you think that South Koreans feel about North Korea?



What do you think that South Koreans feel about North Korean defectors?



What cultural differences have you experienced?



What challenge do you have now? What can you do to overcome that challenge?



What exposure to English did you have in North Korea?



What specific things in learning English are the most difficult?



What was the educational experience in North Korea like?

Questions for South Koreans:


How long have you been working with North Koreans, and in what role?



What things do you see as being difficult for defectors to adjust to in South Korea?



Do you notice a language difference between North and South Koreans? What?



How do you think South Koreans as a general population view North Korea?



How do you think they view North Korean defectors?



What are the cultural differences you notice in North and South Koreans?



What experience in English do defectors come to South Korea with?



What is the educational system like in North Korea?

APPENDIX B: Initial Interview Questions for North Koreans Only (Korean Version)
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남한사람들이 북한사람에 대해 특별히 가지고 있는 생각이나 행동들이
있습니까?



남한에 오기전에 가장 힘들 것이라 생각했던 점이난, 남한에 와서 전혀
문제가 안되는 점들은 무엇입니까?



남한에 살면서 가장 좋은 점과 가장 힘든점은 무엇인가요?



북한어와 남한어의 차이점은 무엇입니까?



남한 사람들과의 관계요 대해 설명해 주세요.



남한사람들이 북한 사람들에 대해 어떻게 생각한다고 느끼세요 ?



남한 사람들이 북한이주민들에 대해 어떻게 생각한다고 느끼세요 ?



남한에 와서 느낀 문화적 차이는 무엇인가요 ?



지금 겪고 있는 어려움이 있나요 ? 혹시 이러한 시련을 극복하기 위해
무엇이 필요하나요?



북한에서 영어를 사용해 본 적이 있나요 ? 만약 있다면 몇년 동안 영어를
사용해 보셨나요 ?



영어를 배우는데 가장 힘들었던 점은 무엇인가요 ?



북한에서 배우는 교육은 어떤 것?

APPENDIX C: Generalized Chart of Interview Data
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Min-Sun
Bak
N/A

Sang-Min Lee

NK culture

N/A

SK feelings

Feel sorry
for NK so
give them
money
without
any labor.

2 classes of
people: normal
and elite. You
are born into
these classes
and don’t leave
them unless you
lead a dramatic
life or are very
intelligent.
N/A

NK
Education
in NK

Gap in learning
because based
on philosophy
and general
history without
Korean history.

Sun-Jung
Kwang
NK teachers
give question
and the answer
right away so
not much to
think about.

Only physical
jobs in NK, not
mental.

K people think
NK are violent
people – from
movies and
online.

Tae-Hyun
Kim
Learned
English at a
foreign
school in
NK for
doing
business.
Written
English.
Students
who attend
foreign
schools
learn
Chinese,
Russian, and
English for
business.

Yong-Suk Ban

SK Think all
NK’s are
violent
people
because of
movies and
online, so
made him
sensitive and
fight.

Many SK don’t
know much about
NK people living
in SK. Need to
raise issues to
Presidential
candidates.

90% of education
is Juche idea, and
10% is teaching
content – very
small. This is the
case in rural areas.

N/A

50% SK care
about peace in
NK. Conservative
people don’t want
to cooperate with
NK government
for unification.
Not many
students, but more
adults. So hard for
programs like this
NGO to help
adults. More
volunteers than
students.
Important to
match students
and teachers.
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NK
education
in SK

Adjustment
Issues in
SK

Typically
drop out
of
traditional
schools
because it
is too
difficult
for them
to adjust.
End up at
alternative
schools.
N/A

N/A

Teachers need
to teach direct.

N/A

N/A

Lower grade
because of time
out of school
while in middle
country.

High age in low
level students –
so need to make
own textbooks
so it’s not too
hard for them to
catch up.

Bullying at
school –
because of
age
differences
and being
from NK.

Biggest reason
hard to adjust is
because culture is
different.

Run from
problems if they
have one
instead of
solving the
problem.

Language
Issues

Problem
Solving

Works
with
students to
dissuade
them from
using SK
dialect so
they can
remain
proud of
their
culture.
N/A

N/A

Organization of
speech is
different.

Give trouble if
know they are
from NK, so
afraid and shy.
N/A

NK speak in
round-about
ways not being
direct if going
to answer
negatively in
order to save
face. Assume
you mean what
you say.

Second is the
mental problem
(very different
thinking and
circumstances in
NK)
Not having
someone to
connect to after
Hanawon if no
family/friend
here.

Students at
SK school
could tell
that he was
NK from
how he
talked

N/A

N/A

The political
regime is so
controlling that
there is little room
for various
thoughts. Young
people these days
are different
though.

APPENDIX D: Interview Question Format
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1)

North Korean education

2)

North Korean culture

3)

North and South Korean differences

4)

South Korean feelings towards North Koreans

5)

Defectors’ education in South Korea

6)

Adjustment issues


Problem-solving/Organization



Language
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