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Abstract of Thesis

Education and Challenges for North Korean Defector Youth in South Korea

Despite the South Korean government’s North Korean defector resettlement support
system that aims to provide for a smooth transition into a new society, North Korean
defectors fail to successfully adjust and thrive in their new environment. High
unemployment rates and high drop out rate from school among North Korean defectors
are only a few indicators that attest to social maladjustment. This thesis will look into the
unique challenges North Korean defector youth face in the South Korean education
system and how the South Korean government’s assistance lacks to provide the support
North Korean youth need in this critical period of social transition and educational
development.

After  establishing that existing scholarship overwhelmingly points to
mental/psychological and sociocultural factors stemming from past experiences as having
a significant effect on defectors’ adjustment to South Korea, this thesis will the examine
the experiences and the challenges that defector youth face within the South Korean
education system. By uncovering the deficiencies in South Korean resettlement policies
in addressing these psychological and sociocultural factors within education and support
for defector youth, this thesis will argue that despite the varying levels of traumatic
experiences that affect the intellectual and social development of North Korean defector
youth before and after coming to South Korea, south Korean laws and policies lack a
centralized education system, long-term support, expertise and support for specialized
programs show the government’s inability to address the challenges of that defector

youth face adjusting to South Korean society.
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Data for this study comes largely from statistics from the South Korean government and
organizations such as the Korean Educational Development Institute, Ministry of
Unification and the North Korean Refugees Foundation, previous academic studies on the
experiences of North Korean defectors, and documentation of South Korean resettlement
policy and laws. Additional insight and narratives from the researcher’s informal
interviews conducted with four defector students will be used to further illustrate the
difficult reality defector youth face. These students attend the Jangdaechyun School, an
alternative Christian boarding school for North Korean defectors located in Busan, South
Korea. The principal of the school, Professor Changho Lim was also interviewed for
additional insight on the need and significance of alternative education for defector
youth.

This research hopes to provide information and insight on an aspect of resettlement and
unification to better serve the healthy social integration of North Korean defector youth
in South Korea and to provide insight into the challenges and solutions for educational

under potential national unification.



Table of Contents

DedICatiON . ....ette e il
ADSIIACt OF TRESIS ..t v
LSt OF TabIEs .. nenieite e e e vii
Part 1: INtrodUCHION .....o.ee e 1
Part 2: Literature ReVIEW ........o.oiiiiii e 4

Part 3: Experiences of Defector Youth and Challenges to Education in South Korea.....18

Part 4: Defector Policies and Programs for Youth...........ccccoeeieniiiiiiniiiiiiciecieceeeee 29
Part 5: Interview InSights ... 41
Part 6: Conclusion & Policy Implications ............c.ooeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e, 47
Part 8: Bibliography.......ooviiii i e 51

vi



List of Tables
Table 1. Typology of Social Adjustment of North Korean Defectors

Table 2. Desire of Revealing Country of Origin by School Type and Grade Level........ 16

Table 3. Desire of Revealing Country of Origin by Years of Residence.................... 16
Table 4. Dropout Rates of North Korean Youth Refugees ..................ocoiiiinii 19
Table 5. Resettlement Support Programs (Education Related) .............................. 32
Table 6. Hana Center Curriculum for Initial Intensive Education ........................... 32

vil



Part 1: Introduction

According to the Ministry of Unification the official population of North Korean
defectors residing in South Korea totals 26,717 people.' Despite the division of the two
Koreas, according to the Republic of Korea’s constitution the people of North Korea are
also considered South Korean citizens, and are granted the rights and benefits of a South
Korean citizen in addition to welfare and support they receive from the government for
resettlement. These benefits include rental deposits for government subsidized
apartments, medical care, vocational training, a livelihood protection system, and tuition
and scholarships for pursuing an education. Despite government support, however, North
Korean defectors face serious challenges and issues preventing them from adjusting to
South Korean society. Differences in the language, the lack of skills for employment, and
a hyper-competitive education and economic environment in the South are only a few of
the major roadblocks for defectors to overcome. High school dropout, unemployment,
and delinquency rates among North Korean defectors are only a few indicators of
maladjustment. Lukewarm attitudes of South Koreans and the increasing number of the
defector population only make social adjustment more problematic and uncertain.

Among the defector population, the youth are a particularly vulnerable group in
need of tailored support and attention. The number of single women and their dependent
children who defect to the South are increasing with each year. In 2010, the cumulative

total of defectors nineteen years of age and younger was 3,174 — 15.4% of all defectors.”

! Ministry of Unification. “North Korean Refugees in South Korea.”
http://eng.unikorea.go.kr/content.do?cmsid=3026 (Accessed May 13, 2015).

? Strangers at Home North Koreans in the South. (Seoul, South Korea: International
Crisis Group, 2011), 1.




Without a system in place to adequately prepare defector youth for the high demands of
the South Korean education system, this increasing number of youth coming into South
Korea each year raises concern over the management of the issue by the South Korean
government’s resettlement policies and programs. Given this introduction, this thesis will
focus on the unique challenges North Korean defector youth must face receiving an
education and how the South Korean government’s resettlement policies and programs
lack to provide adequate support defector youth need in this critical period of social
transition and educational development.

First, the literature review will establish that psychological and sociocultural
difficulties that defectors face adjusting to South Korean society stem from their past
experiences in North Korea and third countries such as China. The thesis will then
examine the experiences of defector youth relating to education before arriving in South
Korea and the resulting challenges they have within the South Korean education system.
The unique types, degrees, and causes of problems that defector youth face will be then
contrasted with the shortcomings of the South Korean resettlement system by examining
laws and policies on education support for defectors. By uncovering the deficiencies in
South Korean resettlement policies in addressing these psychological and sociocultural
factors within education and support for defector youth, this thesis will argue that despite
the varying levels of traumatic experiences that affect the intellectual and social
development of North Korean defector youth before and after coming to South Korea,
South Korean laws and policies lack a centralized education system, long-term support,
expertise and support for specialized programs showing the government’s inability to

address the challenges of that defector youth face adjusting to South Korean society. The



thesis will conclude with policy implications on the South Korean government’s
unification policy and prospects.

Data for this study comes largely from statistics from the South Korean
government and organizations such as the Korean Educational Development Institute,
Ministry of Unification, the North Korean Refugees Foundation, previous academic
studies on related issues on the experiences of North Korean defectors, and
documentation of South Korean resettlement policy and laws. Additional insight and
narratives from the researcher’s informal interviews conducted with six defector students
will be used to further illustrate the reality of defector youth before and after coming to
South Korea. These students attend the Jangdachyun School, an alternative Christian
school for North Korean defectors located in Busan, South Korea. Pseudonyms and
initials of pseudonyms will be used to reference the students. The principal of the school,
Professor Changho Lim was also interviewed for additional insight on the need and
significance of alternative education for defector youth.

This research hopes to provide information and insight on the current challenges
and difficulties that defector youth face within the South Korean education system, and
suggest possible solutions and alternatives to the issue by discussing the different types of

alternative institutions such as the Hankyoreh School and Jangdachyun School.



Part 2: Literature Review — Social Adjustment

Before discussing the specific experiences and needs of North Korean defector
youth, this literature review will serve to establish the importance of the factors to
adjustment to a new society. Beyond economic stability, the following studies discussed
generally agree that psychological and sociocultural factors are key to overall adjustment.
Different studies refer to the process and methods of social adjustment using a variety of
terms such as integration, acculturation, etc., and this literature review attempts to
organize all of these terms as processes having key psychological and sociocultural
components. These factors discussed below will be used as a foundation to examine the
distinctive challenges that defector youth face in gaining an education and assimilating
into South Korean society and highlight the deficiencies of assistance provided by the

South Korean government for resettlement.

SOCIAL ADJUSTMENT

Adjustment is defined as “the state and process of an individual coming into
harmony with diverse social circumstances and conditions...more specifically, ‘a
condition in which an individual’s inner, psychological desires come into harmony with
external, social environments, enabling him or her to live satisfied without desperation
and insecurity.”” According to this definition the mental state of an individual, the
“inner, psychological desires,” is the basic foundation needed to build up on a livelihood
that comes into “harmony” with external and social environments, eradicating mental

stress such as desperation and insecurity. Although studies discussed below do not

3 In-Jin Yoon, "North Korean Diaspora: North Korean Defectors Abroad and in South
Korea." Development and Society 30,no. 1 (2001): 10.
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articulate their own definition of ‘adjustment’ and what it entails, the process and
components described in this definition are consistently described.

According to Berry et al.’s study on immigrant children, acculturation is the
primary method of adjustment of immigrants to a new society. Acculturation is defined as
“the process of cultural and psychological change that follow intercultural contact.”
Cultural changes include customs in a groups’ economic and political life, and
psychological changes include alteration in individuals’ attitudes toward the acculturation
process, their cultural identities, and their social behaviors. Eventual changes and
adaptations that take place through acculturation have core psychological features,
including a person’s well-being and social skills that are needed to function in their new
environment. How acculturation is adapted to in this particular study are categorized in
two ways — psychological adaption and sociocultural adaption. Psychological adaption
refers to personal well-being and good mental health, and is measured through life
satisfaction, self-esteem, and psychological problems. Sociocultural adaption refers to
the individuals’ social competence in managing their daily life in the intercultural setting,
and is assessed using scales for school adjustment and behavior problems. The possible
combinations of positive or negative sociocultural and psychological adaptation create
four different “profiles” in which immigrant adolescents live in relation to both their
culture of origin and their society of settlement: ethnic, national, integration, and diffuse.
These profiles are of particular interest because of the implications of how the level of

national and ethnic identities affects psychological and sociocultural adaption and the

* John W. Berry, Jean S. Phinney, David L. Sam, Paul Veder, “Immigrant Youth:
Acculturation, Identity, and Adaptation.” Applied Psychology: An International Review
55, no. 3 (2006): 305.



correlation the profiles have to defector youth who attend different types of schools. The
ethnic profile represents a separation attitude and score low on assimilation, national
identity, and contacts with the national group, but are largely embedded within their own
culture with high ethnic identity and ethnic language proficiency and ethnic peer
contacts. This profile has psychological stability due to close ties to ethnic identities, but
adverse sociological adaption as assimilation is weak. Defector students who attend
alternative schools specifically for North Korean youth can be characterized by this
profile, as they are physically and socially isolated from the South Korean community
and constantly around fellow defectors. Defectors are however pushed to conform to the
national profile, which is characterized by high national identity and low ethnic identity.
As discussed further in the sections below, defectors are encouraged to assimilate to
South Korean social expectations by erasing their North Korean identities, which pushes
towards sociocultural adaptation, but it results in negative psychological adaptation. A
combination of both or either negative psychological or sociocultural adaption may result
in the diffuse profile. This profile is “characterized by a lack of commitment to a direction
or purpose in their lives and often socially isolated,” which is often exhibited in those
who have had significant difficulties adjusting to their new environment.’ Lastly, the
integration profile is a profile that exhibits positive balance in both psychological and
sociological adaption, showing the ideal profile in which immigrant youth strive within a
new society — by being in tune with both ethnic and national (of host country) cultures.
With high involvement in both ethnic and national identities, adolescents who fall in this

group “appear to be comfortable in both the ethnic and national contexts, in terms of

3 1bid., 316.



identity, language, peer contacts, and values.”® These profiles have important
implications to the adjustment of North Korean defector youth, as achieving a balance
between their North Korean background and South Korean culture is quite difficult due
to the discrimination they face and the social expectations held. The study suggests that
“youth should be encouraged to retain both a sense of their own heritage cultural identity,
while establishing close ties with the larger national society;”” however, defectors are
encouraged to disconnect from their cultural identity, as there are social disadvantages in
terms of economic attainment and social circles. The psychological effects of
discrimination towards defectors are further discussed within the literature review.
Scholar In-Jin Yoon uses a model that resembles Barry et al.’s profiles to argue
that a balance must be struck between material and psychological adjustment to prevent
maladjustment or marginalization of North Korean defectors within South Korean
society. Material (economic) adjustment is defined as the “acquisition of income, skills,
and jobs to lead an independent life in the host society,” and mental (psychological)
adjustment refers to “having a sense of belonging to host society as a full and equal
member of society.”® In this model successful or complete adjustment occurs when
material and mental adjustment are realized at the same time, deeming both just as
important. The relationship between these two dimensions creating four types and levels
of adjustment that categorizes each type as a success or failure in overall social
adjustment. According to Table 1, achieving only one type of adjustment over the other

creates an imbalance and result in partial adjustment or maladjustment (Type II, III, and

% Ibid., 314-5.
7 Ibid.,
¥ Yoon (2001), 10.



IV), and full adjustment or integration is achieved when mental and material adjustment
are both successful. This is similar to Berry et al.’s model, where the ideal form of
adjustment is achieved when success is achieved in both variables.

Table 1. Typology of Social Adjustment of North Korean Defectors (Reproduced from
Table 1, from Yoon, 2001)

Mental Adjustment
Success Failure

I. Full Adjustment H'. Partial

, Success . Adjustment
Material (Integration) .
Adiustment (Isolation)
J Failure II1. Partial Adjustment | IV. Maladjustment

(Acculturation) (Marginality)

While Yoon’s typology factors out economic adjustment as an important part of
overall social adjustment, academic Eric Bidet argues that economic independence and
stability stems from social capital - a sociocultural phenomena. Social capital is the
benefits and resources that individuals depend on for mobilization through social
relations.” Because of their isolation from both the South Korean community and
reluctance to socialize or network with each other defectors have low social capital,
which results in poor work integration and social exclusion. Social capital is attained
through social relations with others, who are the actual source of an individual’s
advantage. Individuals who have a more expansive network of friends, family, etc. are
more likely to gain useful information and assistance than those who do not.'® This

discussion proves that even economic status and achievement depends on the

? Eric Bidet. "Social Capital and Work Integration of Migrants: The Case of North
Korean Defectors in South Korea." Asian Perspective 33, no. 2 (2009):

107 M Sanders, V.Nee, and S. Sernau, “Asian Immigrants’ Reliance on Social Ties in a
Multiethnic Labor Market,” Social Forces 81, No. 1 (2002), 281.
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sociocultural factors of interacting with individuals and groups in society, building
networks of connections, and building trust with both ethnic and national groups.

These three studies break down the components needed for adjustment into a new
society establishes the salience and importance of an individual’s psychological and
sociocultural health and relations with other individuals and groups. The following
section of the literature review will discuss the barriers to this very adjustment that North

Korean defectors face.

BARRIERS TO SOCIAL ADJUSTMENT
Social Networks

Continuing the discussion of social capital - within the defector population stems
recent defections, lack of intense relations with their own ethnic group, and
discrimination they face as “outsiders” by South Koreans. These factors are detrimental
to gaining social capital in South Korea as strong homophily characterizes the crux of
social relations within the culture. Defectors are de facto excluded from this form of
solidarity and from influential groups of South Korean society, as interpersonal relations
revolve around persons with similar background with regard to education, geographical
origin, or kinship. The development of not just social capital, but social relations in
general is difficult for defectors and a detriment to their sociocultural adaptation, as there
are no gatherings or organizations where North Koreans are able to intimately interact
with South Korean residents, except churches.'' In addition, most defectors are prone to

not live together in groups, refuse to become involved in any social group, and avoid

participating in social gatherings. Compounding the fact that most North Korean

' Bidet (2009), 169.



defectors come from lower socioeconomic classes, and despite the vocational training
and job support by the government, a lack of social capital has resulted in a high
unemployment rate. According to the Database Centre for North Korean Human Rights,
the unemployment rate for North Korean defectors is 20%, which is six times higher than
the average for South Koreans.'? “Those who are employed are involved in part-time
employments, physical labors, or service type employments.” ' Eighty percent of
defectors rely heavily on “assistant funds from the government due to unemployment or

2514

low income.” ™ Without social capital, not only are defectors isolated from economic

opportunities, but they also experience social isolation and loneliness.
Mental Health

It is generally accepted that North Korean defectors suffer from a wide range of
mental health issues such as PTSD, depression, and anxiety disorder, hindering
successful adjustment. The prevalence of mental health issues is exemplified through
doctors working with North Korean defectors finding few of their patients to be free of
psychological disorders. The rates of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) range from
30 percent to 48 percent to 51 percent partial PTSD and 26 percent full PTSD.'® These
psychological symptoms are found to stem from past experiences in North Korea and
third countries. Trauma caused by human relationships or social stress, such as trauma

related to family members, play an important role in the development of PTSD.

2 McCurry, Justin. “The defector who wants to go back to North Korea.” The Guardian,
April 22, 2014. Accessed May 14, 2015.

" Ibid., 160.

" Ibid.

"> Yoonok Chang, Stephen Haggard, Marcus Noland, "Migration Experiences of North
Korean Refugees: Survey Evidence From China," Peterson Institute Working Paper
Series 08, no. 4 (2008), 8.
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Almost all studies link these mental health issues as stemming from the defectors’
past experiences in North Korea and in third countries such as China. “It is important to
analyze how factors at various stage — pre-departure, overseas stay, and entry and
adjustment — are interrelated, and how experience at each stage affect the types and levels
of social adjustment as the final outcome.”'® The top five traumatic events experienced
by defectors while living in North Korea rank in the order of eyewitness to a public
execution, eyewitness to a family member, relative, or close neighbor dying of starvation,
eyewitness to a severe beating, terror over eye witnessing punishment of an acquaintance
for political misconduct, and agony over inability to alleviate a disease-stricken family
member’s or relative’s suffering. Traumatic events experienced during defection include
fear of risks to life if discovered while in hiding, anxiety and tension over being in a
foreign country, anxiety upon inspection by border guards, and shock at refusal by the
South Korean embassy or consulate to accept request for asylum.!” Chang and Haggard’s
work on North Korean refugees residing in China argues that these traumas affect the
ability of the defectors to hold jobs in China and accumulate resources for on-migration
to third countries. They also confirm through their research that there are substantial
adjustment problems for defectors in South Korea as well. Mental trauma also frequently

stem from concerns revolving around feelings such as the “responsibility for the family

' Yoon (2001), 5.
7 WooTaek Jeon, ChangHyung Hong, ChangHo Lee, Dong Kee Kim, Mooyoung Han,
and SungKil Min, "Correlation Between Traumatic Events and Posttraumatic Stress

Disorder Among North Korean Defectors in South Korea." Journal of Traumatic Stress
18, no. 2 (2005), 151.
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left behind in the North, fear of North Korean terrorist acts, and prejudice and
discrimination of South Korean residents.”"®

“In the rehabilitation process of refugees, their mental health is considered to be
one of the most important factors influencing their successful adaptation and
settlement.”"” This statement from the works of Jeon et al. refers to “rehabilitation” as
part of the process for settlement. The need for rehabilitation and not merely adaptation is
important to note because “psychological trauma is a durable and constituted state,” and
it is typically not cured without treatment.*’ Studies show that defectors are socially and
psychologically detached and irritated, having significant and often severely traumatic
events, which hinder their successful adjustment to South Korean society. Therefore,
educational programs and counseling programs once in South Korea should focus on
solving these issues. How the South Korean government lacks sufficient support or
services for mental health issues of defectors is discussed in the sections below.

Because of specific experiences and vulnerabilities of youth, these studies
substantiate the need for mental health support for defector youth. Yoon’s study states,
“having continuously experiences a series of traumatic experiences, the nutritive
condition of these children is as bad as it can get...[defector’s] mental status is
impoverished to the extent that they do not take death seriously... [and] the cognitive and
intellectual development of these children is also seriously inhibited, due to the fact that

they have no access to formal education during their wandering lives. Some have

expressed concern that they may never function as mature members of society when they

¥ Yoon (2001), 1.
¥ Jeon et al. (2005), 148.
*% Chang et al. (2008), 11.

12



grow up to be adults.”’

Discrimination

“Some kids say that there are plenty of homeless people in South Korea, and they ask
‘Why do defectors get homes?’ They criticize us for coming here for the apartment and
money. Hearing things like that is really difficult to deal with.”**

Studies on immigrants and their adaptation to new environments show that there
is a strong relationship between discrimination and poor adaptation. “When individuals
experience discrimination, they are likely to reject close involvement with the national
society and be more oriented to their own group or be confused or ambivalent about their
involvement.”” The opposite affect takes place when discrimination towards a group
does not exist. National society is approached with the same manner of respect shown to
them when discrimination is not present.

According to the Ministry of Unification’s resettlement manual, “A great number
of North Korean refugees indicated social prejudice and discrimination as a reason for
dissatisfaction with life in the South.”** Furthermore, of reasons North Korean defectors
were found to be dissatisfied with life in the South discrimination against North Korean
refugees ranked second at 33.6% after economic difficulties (70.6%).*> There are adverse

attitudes and negative perceptions of North Korean defectors by South Koreans that

affect adjustment and integration. The South Koreans have labeled and used the term “the

*'bid., 2.

*2 Man-gil Han, and Chong-hyeok Yun, Condition of Education and Plan of Support for
North Korean Defector Students (€57 8409 1753 ] 2-4] & <] ]9} 2F ¢177). Seoul,
South Korea: Korean Educational Development Institute ($F= 2.5 7} 2-91) (2009),

199.

2 John W. Berry, Jean S. Phinney, David L. Sam, and Paul Vedder. "Immigrant Youth:
Acculturation, Identity, And Adaptation." Applied Psychology 55, no. 3 (2006), 326.

** Manual for the Resettlement Support for North Korean Refugees, (2013), 8.

2 Ministry of Unification, Republic of Korea, Manual for the Resettlement Support for
North Korean Refugees (2013), 7.
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defector problem” to refer to the “issues ranging from human rights problems of overseas
defectors to social adjustment problems among defectors in South Korea,” marginalizing
the defector population.”® North Koreans are affected mentally as “prejudice and
discrimination cause them serious emotional trauma.”’ According to a survey by
Konkuk University, defectors are most affected by South Koreans’ condescending
attitudes, prejudice and preconceived notions, and seeing North Korean people as a
different nationality.”®

Discrimination is also present within the work job market. With little social
capital and skills sets required for stable primary market jobs, North Korean defectors are
excluded from regular jobs and are restricted to jobs on the secondary market, which are
unsecured and precarious (3D jobs — dirty, difficult, and dangerous). Defectors are barred
from jobs that that provide “relatively well-paid stable employment, with good working
conditions and promotion prospects and evenhanded management.”* Working such
second market jobs that South Korean workers usually refuse to take are considered by
many defectors as a result of discrimination.’® Discrimination unfortunately does not
exclude the classroom, where it is common for North Korean youth to be bullied or
isolated by their South Korean peers.

The effect and reality of discrimination is apparent in survey results asking
defector youth about whether or not they would reveal they are from North Korea as

represented below in Table 2. In general the percentage of defector students who would

2 Yoon (2001), 2.

" Ministry of Unification (2013), 8.
8 Tbid.

* Bidet (2009), 163-4.

30 Ibid.
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not reveal their country of birth is higher than the percentage of students who would
reveal their country of birth. The percentage of students who would not reveal their
identity is significantly higher (61.9%) for students who attend regular school than that of
students who attend the Hankyoreh School (school for defector students) (19.4%) and
other alternative schools (20.7%), suggesting discrimination or negative experiences of
relations and interactions with South Korean students and teachers within the regular
school system.’' According to the same table the percentage of students who would not
reveal their country of birth within the population of regular school attendees decreases
as level of education increases; however, Table 3 shows that the longer students have
lived in South Korea, the more negative responses are to revealing their country of birth.
25.7% of defector youth who have lived less than one year in South Korea responded that
they would not reveal their country of birth. The percentage increases with increase in
years of residence and the results show that 65.6% of respondents who have lived in
South Korea for over 6 years responded negatively’>. When analyzed in a positive light,
this may indicate an indifference towards revealing one’s identity; however, it may also
indicate experience of uncomfortable situations, disadvantages, or discrimination.

Table 2. Desire of Revealing Country of Birth by School Type and Grade Level

(Extracted from table provided in Han and Yun’s Condition of Education and Plan of
Support for North Korean Defector Students.)

If you were to transfer schools would you reveal
you are from North Korea?

Would Would Not Do not
Category Reveal Reveal Know
School type | Regular school 17.6% 61.9% 20.6%

31 Man-gil Han, and Chong-hyeok Yun, Condition of Education and Plan of Support for
North Korean Defector Students (€3340 9] 1l <5 21 g 374 5 <] HFF ¢177). Seoul,
South Korea: Korean Educational Development Institute ($F= 2l 7} 2F<1) (2009), 103.
32 s

Ibid., 104.
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The Hankyoreh school 58.9% 19.4% 21.7%
Alternative school 42.5% 20.7% 36.8%
Total 30.4% 46.9% 22.8%
Elementary School 10.4% 66.2% 23.4%
Regular School Middle School 17.5% 64.4% 18.1%
by Grade Level High School 35.6% 46.7% 17.8%
Total 17.6% 61.9% 20.6%

Table 3. Desire of Revealing Country of Birth by Number of Years of Residence in South
Korea (Extracted from table provided in Han and Yun’s Condition of Education and Plan
of Support for North Korean Defector Students.)

If you were to transfer schools would you reveal
you are from North Korea?
Would Would Not Do not
Category Reveal Reveal Know
Less than one year 45.7% 25.7% 28.6%
2-3 Years 37.6% 35.7% 26.6%
Years of
South Korea Over 6 Years 20.1% 65.6% 14.3%
Total 32.4% 46.9% 22.8%

A different survey by The North Korean Refugees Foundation states that 26.3% of
defector youth respondents answered that they do not reveal that their place of birth no
matter what the situation, 28.1% responded they do not reveal their place of birth if they
do not have to. Of the reasons why they prefer not to reveal this information 38%
responded, “No reason to reveal it,” 31.9% responded, “possibility of discriminatory
treatment,” and 13.0% responded, “Do not want unwanted attention.”>

This literature review establishes the foundation for not only understanding the
importance of sociocultural and psychological factors that affect the process of
adjustment for the defectors, but also to establish the depth and complexity of

maladjustment. Despite this reality of challenges proven by multiple studies that North

Korean defectors face, this paper will discuss in the sections below how the South

33 Survey on Defector Youth (E+4 3 219 2 B ZA}). Seoul, ROK: North Korean
Refugees Foundation (3 §Ho] &R A L 2| &), (2012), 81.

16



Korean government is far from adequate in addressing these issues to help the adjustment
of particularly defector youth. As discussed above and below, the defector youth
population is more vulnerable as they face a distinct set of challenges, especially in
education, which also have an affect on their cognitive and intellectual development.
However, as vulnerable youth can be to the adverse affects of maladjustment, with the
appropriate support and guidance that gives attention to the specific needs of a healthy
adjustment there is great potential for youth to strive. This has further potential to set
precedent for new defectors who make their way to South Korea. Building upon the
factors discussed in the literature review, the follow section will discuss in detail the
specific challenges youth face in adjusting and adapting to the South Korean education

system.

17



Part 3: Effects of the Defection Process on Defector Youth

As discussed in the literature review, the different parts of a defector’s journey
(pre-departure, overseas stay, and entry and adjustment) are interrelated and have a heavy
impact on social adjustment in the South Korean education system. This section will
delve into the specific educational experiences and challenges defector youth face from
times spent in North Korea, third countries, and South Korea. In order to effectively
address the educational needs of North Korean defectors, it is vital to understand the
education system or lack thereof that the defectors have experienced. This section
illustrates the North Korean educations system and educational experiences of defector
youth in third countries before their arrival to South Korea and highlights the scale of
disparity and challenges in previous educational development for defectors. Narratives
from interviews conducted by the author with defector students will also be used to
further illustrate the experiences and realities of the students.

Table 4 below shows that the dropout rates of North Korean defector youth have
dropped in the past six years; however, hidden behind these by these numbers are the
many sociocultural challenges and youth face adjusting to the school system. In addition,
these numbers do not account for defector students transferring to and from public and
alternative schools, which frequently occurs. Past experiences and instability in the
family discussed in depth below are among many factors that are hazardous to healthy
psychological development pushing defectors to drop out of school. Hearing other

students drop out from school, the frustration in lack of basic academic knowledge,
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concern over their identity, and family conflict are all things that defector students must

balance and handle psychologically.

Table 4. Elementary, Middle, and High School Dropout Rates of North Korean Youth®*

Classification 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013
Dropout Ratio (%) 10.8 6.1 49 4.7 33 35
EDUCATION EXPERIENCE

Defectors are usually bereft access to consistent education during their time in
North Korea. Despite an eleven-year free and compulsory education law that applies to
all children in North Korea and government statistics of near perfect attendance and
graduation rates of all levels of schooling; survey statistics and narratives from defectors
beg to differ. Nearly half of all defectors simply did not go to school. In a KINU survey
of 111 defectors, 55.9% of students attended school regularly, 30.6% attended eighty
percent of the time, 9.9 attended fifty percent of the time, and 4.5% attended less than 30
percent of the time.*> According to the North Korean Refugees Foundation 53.9% of
North Korean defector youth answered that they attended school in North Korea, 40.9%
answered that they did not attend school. 60% of respondents attended elementary school,
23.6% attended the first three years of middle school and 12.8% attended the remaining
three years of middle school.*® Although it varies by living conditions, from the
experiences of those who defected, it was quite normal for children to work and not go to

school.

34 Manual for the Resettlement Support for North Korean Refugees (2013), 7.

33 Korea Institute for National Unification, White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea
2013. Seoul: Korean Institute for National Unification, (2013), 370.

36 Survey on Defector Youth, 5.
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Those who did attend school were not without restrictions in receiving a quality
education The degree of freedom in academic curriculum, furthering education beyond
the compulsory 11 years, and the accessibility of education are all at best limited.
Subjects such as Revolutionary Activities of our Supreme Leader Kim Jong-il,
Revolutionary history of our Supreme Leader Kim Jong-il, Party’s current policy and
socialist morality are taught as the “most important element in North Korean education is
the infusion of political ideology, rather than education on universal values, knowledge,
and personal character which is viewed as secondary,” and in addition students are
mobilized and exploited for mandatory labor on a daily basis as a part of school life.*’
After morning lessons and lunch (that students had to bring lunch or go home to eat),
students were ordered to work in the fields, roads, or mountains. According to interviews,
students were subject to hard labor such as shoveling the roads, covering the school
buildings with red dirt, and farming. The required labor and burdensome homework
assignments deterred students from attending school.

“I attended school sporadically until third grade of elementary school. After my father
passed away there wasn’t any money and there was a lot of homework to turn in at
school (money/materials), so I stopped going to school when I was 10.”*

“The work they made us do and the homework we had to turn in — I hated these the most.
There were oftentimes I didn’t go to school because of the money we had to pay if we
failed to bring in homework.”’

After the economic crisis hit the government budget for school education was

sharply reduced and “free school supplies that were previously provided every semester

37 White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea, 374.
3% Ok Choi (Defector Student) in informal interview with the author, July 2014.
3% Ja Ryeong Oh (Defector Student) in information interview with the author, July 2014.
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... eventually stopped altogether.”*’ Parents started to bear most of the financial burden
of school supplies and expenses including “school construction, building maintenance,
and even firewood during winter,” prompting students to stop showing up to school.*’
Students have attested being assigned to bring in firewood, scrap copper, other metals,
and rabbit hide as each class had a quota. If students could not bring in these materials
students were made to pay cash. These burdensome tasks and financial burden discourage
many of students from going to school as failure to pay or bring materials resulted in
reprimand. With a focus on communist values within the curriculum and utilizing
students as labor and as a means to achieve quotas for natural resources, the North
Korean education system is far from a nurturing and encouraging of educational
development. Furthermore children of political criminals and individuals who are
blacklisted as “potentially reactionary” are denied access to education or educational
programs and only the children of wealthy families (especially those with foreign
currency reserves) with good track records with the government advance to university. **
The time defectors spend in third countries only add on to the years defector
youth are deprived of an education and missing opportunities to develop. After leaving
North Korea, defectors travel through as many as five countries to get to South Korea. It
takes an average of two years for defectors to complete their journey, and defector youth
experience a myriad of traumatic situations along the way such as separation from family
members, witnessing deaths, and repatriation, which often results in torture. Multiple

repatriations and defections add up even more years. Because of their illegal status as

* White Paper on Human Rights in North Korea, 368.
*'bid., 360.
*Ibid., 364.
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economic migrants in China and fear of being repatriated to North Korea, going to school
is out of the question for most defector youth who spend a prolonged period time in
China. Despite China’s international obligation to provide all children regardless of the
legal status per domestic and international laws, children who do not have a Chinese
verification of identity called hukou cannot legally enroll and attend Chinese schools.*’
Even children born in China (usually offspring of a North Korean mother & Chinese
father), are vulnerable to these stipulations as registering for the Aukou would reveal the
illegal identity of the mother, risking her to repatriation. 11.4% of defector youth who
had experience living in a third country before coming the South Korea received some
form of education. 53.7% did not receive education while in a third country.** As illegal
migrants, defectors also often experience inhumane conditions when confined in small
rooms/homes or jails when caught in third countries, which exacerbates the healthy
psychological development of youth later on in South Korea.

“When I got caught in China, I spent a month in jail and then I was repatriated and sent
to a detention camp. I was scared. I heard people being tortured and I was physically
beaten for two hours a day for nine days straight during my interrogations. At one point |
was planning to swallow a zipper so I could die... After admitting I was trying to go to
South Korea I was reprieved of beatings and spent two more months there before being
moved around to various labor camps for nineteen months doing hard labor.””

“I spent three years in China. I couldn’t go to school because of the risk of getting
caught. I worked part-time jobs, but mostly couldn’t do anything but stay home. I learned
how to box by myself through the Internet, and learned Chinese by watching television in

.. . 16
order to survive in China.”

“The keep us in jail for a month in Thailand, and then when they are ready to send a
group of people over the Korean embassy makes you wait in another month in jail-like

* Denied Status, Denied Education: Children of North Korean Women in China, New
York: Human Rights Watch, 2008, 2.

“1Ibid., 7.

*> Ok Choi (Defector Student) in informal interview with the author, July 2014.

*® Byung Man Jang (Defector Student) in informal interview with the author, June 2014.
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conditions. They treated us like criminals. They yelled at us for looking at them.” *’

These years of a lack of schooling, poor standards in classrooms, and the often-
dangerous experiences within third countries have considerable effect on defector youth’s
psychological health and ability to adjust to the education system in South Korea.
Students are marginalized in many different ways in the social setting of the classroom —
poor academic achievement, inability to keep up with class material, and difficulty
socializing with South Korean peers due to barriers to communication. A common
consequence of lack of schooling is the unfamiliarity with and inability to follow the
‘student lifestyle,” which most people are socialized to conform to. Going to school on a
daily basis, following a class schedule, and sitting in a chair for long hours pose as a
difficult change in lifestyle for defectors who have had no exposure to the classroom
setting.”® Student like OJR are even reminded of school in North Korea from having to
follow school rules that restrict students from freely doing the things they want. “Having
a full school schedule and rules are hard... like being in the military.”*

The aggregate of educational time lost and the lack of basic academic knowledge
results in putting students into an inappropriate grade level or inappropriate age group.
Akin to choosing between two evils, both outcomes have negative affects of academic
and social development. When defectors are placed by their academic abilities, they are

put into classrooms with peers 2 to 3 (or even more) years younger. This situation often

leads to embarrassment, low self-esteem, and the inability to socialize with other

*" Byul Kim (defector student) in informal interview with the author, June 2014.
* Han and Yun (2009), 173.
* Ja Ryong Oh (defector student) in informal interview with the author, July 2014.
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students. When placed into grade levels that correspond with their age, students are
unable to keep up with the academic rigor.

“I can solve difficult problems if I study hard, but if the teacher decides to give out an
easy ‘freebie’ question, I am unable to solve it because I never learned the basics... I am
only able to do well in subjects where I can count on rote memorization. I do not do well
in subjects like math where you have know basic concepts.”’”

Because there is no systemized support for defector youth to receive basic foundation of
education within the public school system, they do not receive any specialized instruction
or assistance. The stress and pressure from having to keep up with academic studies
without any education support from schools, lead to defector youth to drop out of school.
Student JBM, who was interviewed, attests that most people he personally knows who
went straight to public schools and dropped out because school work was too difficult.
His peers at the Hankyoreh School for North Korean defectors were public school
dropouts as well.

In extreme cases bullying and isolation by other students can also occur. Cultural
differences and lack of exposure to South Korean social expectation can also add to
marginalization of students in the classroom. According to Professor Lim, the biggest
barrier to socialization stems from how “North Korean children are taught to listen and
obey. They are not used to being questioned their opinion on things, so it’s difficult for

3! North Korean students also

them to interact and socialize with South Korean students.
have trouble confronting isolation from South Korean peers due to their experience of

resorting to physical violence to resolve conflicts with peers in North Korea. Students are

°% Han and Yun (2009), 198.
>! Chango Lim (Founder and Principal of Jangdachyun School) in informal interview
with the author, July 2014.
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subject to high levels of attention from their peers when they first transfer to public
schools; however, “after a week the curiosity disappears as if it never happened.”*
“Afterwards you re treated like an invisible person. And when we get frustrated and
angry at the situation we resort to physical force because that’s what we grew up doing
in North Korea. (There is a culture of physical fighting among students to resolve
conflicts) We aren’t able to express ourselves very well, so it is easy for our fists to speak
before our mouths do.”””

Although acts of violence may seem extreme, it was a common occurrence in the
interviews with three of the four students. Student KBM transferred out of the first school

he attended because he broke a peer’s jaw and KB said she got into fights with her North

Korean peers gave her a hard time when talk about her father’s defection spread.

FAMILY

Family situations for defector youth are complicated more times than not.
Although family is a main source of support for defector youth (survey results state that
66.6% of defector youth turn to their parents when they have concerns™), family also
proves to be a significant source of burden and psychological stress. Families become
separated and relations become complex during the defection process as parent(s) or
children are left behind in North Korea or China, mothers are sold to marry Chinese men,
and single parents choose to remarry once in South Korea. Parents that children may not
have seen each other for years, suddenly have a new spouse and other children.
Complications in family relations, differing levels of adjustment to and understanding of

South Korean culture, and adjustment to a low socioeconomic lifestyle creates

>2 Byul Kim (defector student) in informal interview with the author, June 2014.
53 Ja Ryong Oh (defector student) in informal interview with the author, July 2014.
>* Survey on Defector Youth, 72.
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disharmony in family relations and defector may lose trust or turn away from an
important source of support during a critical period of transition.

According to statistics 36.7% of defector youth live with both parents, 53.5% live
with a single parent, and 3.4% live alone. Of youth that live with one parent, 84.8% live
with a single mother and 42.1% live with a single father.’® Of those who live with both
parents, one parent is in many cases a stepparent. Defector youth also often experience
death within the family or separation of family members before coming to South Korea,
creating feelings of guilt and anguish, which become a significant burden to bear during
their adjustment to South Korean society. Defector families face significant challenges
even in cases of reuniting in South Korea. Children often find that their parents are
remarried and conflicts with stepparents and half/step siblings prompt children to keep
their emotional distance and/or avoid the home altogether. Many defector youth choose
to attend boarding alternative schools to avoid family conflicts at home.

Long working hours also prevent most defector parents from being a part of their
children’s lives and providing them emotional support during this time of adjustment.
Student KB, who was interviewed, shared that she often felt loneliness and neglect when
her father was not there to support her. “I was alone on my middle school graduation day.
No one was there to tell me I did a ‘good job.””*® This lack of time with children also
prevents parents from engaging their children and experiencing the “living culture” of
South Korea together (family time going to the movies, shopping, camping, etc.).

Cultural and generational gaps also add barriers to defector children’s social

adjustment. The North Korean parents tend to raise their children in an authoritative and

> Ibid., 68.
°% Kim Byul (Defector Student),
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unyielding manner, which children are quick to compare with the more communicative
and receptive parents of their South Korean peers. In addition to being marginalized in

the classroom, “children come back home from school to a culture of North Korea.”’

Children also suffer from being victim of “compensation mentality,”*®

where they are
constantly reminded of what their parents sacrificed to bring to South Korea and are
made to feel guilty and in debt to their parents. This creates a relationship where it is
difficult to seek help or support when needed. These many types of family conflict and
failure to form positive relationships as a result of the process defection negatively affect
defector youths’ confidence levels in achieving their aspirations.”

Lack of schooling throughout their years in North Korea and in third countries
create an education gap that is difficult to reconcile when placed into the high standard
and competitive school system in South Korea. This section discussed the significant
psychological affect of families on the adjustment of defector youth in schools, signifying
a need for counseling or support for the defector family as a whole as well — which is
missing from the support given to defectors. Throughout their entire educational and
defection journey, defector students find themselves isolated and marginalized as
“outsiders” or “criminals” by their social settings. These experiences of marginalization
from a quality education in North Korea and a home to call their own in third countries
are reiterated in South Korea as students are constantly reminded of their struggle of

academic achievement and affected by personal family complications. Without being

provided the specific academic and psychological support that defector youth need, an

> Changho Lim (Founder and Principal of Jangdachyun School) in informal interview
with author (July 2014).

>* Ibid., 180.

> Ibid., 181.
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accumulation of these cases of maladjustment and marginalization can make it easy for
defector youth to hit a breaking point, give up, and drop out of school. The next section
will delve into the deficiencies in the current South Korean resettlement system to

support the healthy social adjustment of defector youth.
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Part 4: South Korean Defector Policies and Programs for Youth

Using the previous section as background to the types of challenges defector
youth face, this section of the thesis will examine the shortcomings of the South Korean
resettlement policies and programs in place for this demographic of defectors.
Inadequacy and lack of long-term vision and educational structure going forward,
instructor expertise, and streamlined nation-wide system will be discussed. The language
and stipulations under the North Korean Refugees Protection and Settlement Support Act
and the specific programs and benefits provided by the Ministry of Unification and the
implications on the adjustment of defector youth will be examined to highlight these

deficiencies.

LEGAL OBLIGATION

According to the Ministry of Unification, “North Korean Refugee” or “residence
escaping from North Korea” is defined as “a person who his/her domicile, immediate
family, spouse, workplace, and so on in the area north of the Military Demarcation Lines
(hereinafter referred to as ‘North Korea’), and who has not acquired any foreign
nationality after escaping from North Korea.”® One of the Basic Principles of the Act
states that the “Minister of Unification shall ascertain the actual conditions of residents
escaping from North Korea for protection, support, etc. of residents escaping from North
Korea and reflect the result thereof on the policies.” Based off of this principle, the state

has the obligation of providing support “to persons eligible for protection, including

% Manual for the Resettlement Support for North Korean Refugees (2013), 5.
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protection, education, employment, accommodation, medical care, and support for
minimum living standards, and endeavors to secure financial resources in a stable way.”®'
The Minister of Unification is responsible for formulating and implementing a master
plan for the protection and settlement support of defectors including “matters related to
education necessary for the protection and settlement.”®* Article 15 states that the
Minister of Unification “may provide... adaptation education in addition to basic
education,” and Article 24 gives the Minister permission to provide “support necessary
for education in consideration of [defectors’] age, academic capability, and other

99 ¢¢

educational conditions,” “subsidize expenses incurred in the operation of schools
providing elementary and secondary education,” and “secure experts for education of
persons eligible for protection.”® Article 24-2 further gives the Ministry of Unification
permission to establish and operate preparatory school for defectors upon entering South
Korea. However, despite these laws that give the ministry the authority to provide
adjustment education that is tailored to factors such as “age, academic capability, and
other educational conditions” and “secure experts for education,” the Ministry of

Unification falls short in leading and effectively building a centralized educational

structure and programs for defector youth that incorporate these much needed elements.

%! Ministry of Unification, “North Korean Refugees Protection and Settlement Support
Act.” http://elaw.klri.re.kr/eng_service/lawView.do?hseq=32024&lang=ENG (Accessed
April 1, 2015).

2 Tbid., Article 15.

 Ibid., Article 24.

30



LONGTERM VS. SHORTERM SUPPORT

The most glaring shortcoming of the Ministry of Unification’s resettlement
program is ironically its most accomplished aspect — short-term support. Upon arrival to
South Korea and after interrogation by the National Intelligence Service, defectors live at
a “resettlement support facility” called the Hanawon where they receive basic education
and an orientation to South Korean society for twelve weeks. °* As shown in Table 5
below, the Hanawon provides 392 hours of instruction with the objectives of regaining
emotional stability, overcoming cultural differences, and finding motivation to become
socially and economically independent. The hours of education are broken down as
follows: 157 Hours of career guidance and vocational training, 138 hours of
understanding Korean society, 51 hours of initial resettlement support, and 46 hours of
emotional stability and health care. Once assigned a city to resettle in, defectors are
provided another four weeks (80 hours) of education and follow-up support by Hana
Centers, who take accountability for defectors moving into their area and providing
resettlement assistance and community orientation.

Both programs focus on issues such as emotional stability and work on tangible
skill sets to aid adjustment; however, defectors are expected to learn about an entirely
different society and be prepared to be self-sufficient in only three-four months’ time. In
addition to this short timetable, defectors are not given practice or hands on experience at
social skills, as time at the Hanawon are spent largely separated by gender and age when

in the classroom. Most importantly, the defectors are physically isolated from the very

% Ibid., Article 10.
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society they are learning to adapt to. The location of facility is located on the outskirts of
Seoul (Anseong, Gyeonggi Province) and strictly guarded from anyone coming in or out.
Table 5 shows the Hana Center curriculum, which appears to be very comprehensive
ranging from topics of job searching, managing psychological health, and help with
planning what comes after resettlement; however, program is also myriad of information
to soak in within 80 hours. These 80 hours include assistance in the one-time help
processes of moving into homes, figuring out how to shop for groceries in the local
community, and setting up cell phone accounts. Also, a glaring hole in these programs is
the lack of instruction and guidance given to the adjustment process for defector youth
and parents on decisions about selecting the educational options available and counseling
students to choose right type of school when they leave the Hanawon. Many defector
students choose to go to the Hankyoreh School, an alternative school for North Korean
defector youth close to the Hanawon, because students are sent there for school during
their orientation and is consequently the only institution they know of.

“After the Hanawon I went straight to Hankyoreh School. I didn’t know of any other
choice; it was the only school I knew of. That’s why I chose to go.””

“At the Hanawon I didn’t know of schools that prepared you for the qualification exam.
They send students to a separate school when at Hanawon, so I came to think that this
was the only option for me. I enrolled here because I didn’t know any other details.”*°
These narratives of interviews with defector youth show that they were not given
guidance on long-term education goals, educational options, and counseling on where

their academic level best fit after Hanawon. Programs at the Hanawon and Hana Centers

provide a short-term one-in-all program to jumpstart their new lives; however the

% Han and Yun (2009), 186.
% Tbid.
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difficulties and challenges to sociolocultural and psychological adjustment do not

conveniently go away once defectors graduate from these programs.

Table 5. Highlights of Resettlement Support Programs (Education related excerpts
extracted from Ministry of Unification North Korean Refugee Resettlement Manual)

Classification Program Description
Education for 392 hours over 12 weeks at Hanawon
*seven classes based on age and gender:
Preschooler, kindergartener, grader, teenager, adult
Basic Education male, adult ferpale, and §§ni0r classes *Four areas
covered: emotional stability & health care, better
Social understanding of South Korea, career counseling &
Adaptation basic vocational training, and initial resettlement
Education support

Community
orientation education

Education for four weeks and 80 hours and follow-
up support at Hana Centers nationwide
*Understanding of community, educational
guidance, health promotion, employment, and
economic education

Training

Special admission and
school transfer

Special admission and transfer to colleges (based on
college-specific special admissions outside and
normal fixed quota)

Support for school

Tuition for middle and high schools and national
and public universities exempted; 50 percent of

ees tuition subsidized for private universities
Provision of scholarships, operation of leadership
programs for college students, support for
. alternative educational facilities (e.g. alternative
Other (Foundation)

schools, after-school learning centers), and
provision of distance-learning English programs and
home-study workbooks

Table 6. Hana Center Curriculum for Initial Intensive Education (extracted from Ministry
of Unification North Korean Refugee Resettlement Manual)

Category

Subject

Details

Initial Support
for Resettlement

Education on daily
life

Introduce basic matters and systems necessary for
daily living:e.g., buying goods, bank transactions,
laws, economy, crime prevention education on
sexual violence, etc.
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Introduce the local community, resettlement
support institutions, and other important
Understanding the | institutions in the community; visit institutions in

local community the community: e.g., city hall, provincial office,
employment support center, and medical
institutions

Special lecture on | Introduce roles of protection officers and initial
protection officers | meetings with them

Identify daily checkpoints and plan for daily living;
Motivation to Work | Explain motivations and purposes of getting a job

(and working)
Career path Explain types of and needs for occupations and
finding and Understandine Life introduce life at work: e.g., interpersonal
vocational & relationships, problem-solving methods, and
preparations communication training
. . Explore and visit vocational training institutions;
Vocational training . ;
prepare resumes and practice interviews
Provide self-knowledge and self-esteem promotion
Self-knowledge programs; Raise awareness of psychological health
and teach how to manage
Personal — — -
Competenc Communication Teach standard language, pronunciation, foreign
p Y Skills languages, and ways of communication
Development — = - —
. visit volunteer activity and social welfare facilities
Social and cultural | . . .7, e
. in the community; visit cultural facilities in the
experiences .
community
. Meet with exemplary senior North Korean refugees
Success stories . ;
or South Koreans; show videos on success stories
. _ Identify aspirations, problems, and capabilities
Life Planning Initial counseling | based on personal data from Hanawon and in-depth
interviews
Professional Propose possible life paths through individual in-
counseling depth interviews

The biggest form of assistance that the South Korean government provides and
defectors utilize in regards to educational support is financial support. According to
Article 24 of the Resettlement Support Act and Articles 44, 45, 46, and 47 of the
Enforcement Decree of the Act, those eligible for support are middle and high school
students under the age of 24 who have been admitted or transferred to a high school or
lower grade level, four-year university and teacher’s college students under the age of 34

or younger, community, cyber and continuing education students, are supported
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financially for eight semesters for up to six years from the date of the first admission or
transfer of academic institute. Support for these categories of students include support for
admission fees, tuition, school operating support fees, and dormitory fees. Students who
attend private institutions are provided 50% of costs.®” Although efforts to make
education accessible through financial support is implemented, there are restrictions to
what types of schools government funding is available for, creating the problem of
defector youth nothing able to attend an alternative school or other institution that better
serves his or her needs as a student. The age restriction also puts an expiration date to the
eligibility of receiving financial assistance and pressures defectors to complete their
education by a certain time despite varying experiences of education before entering

South Korea.

LACK OF A CENTRALIZED SUPPORT SYSTEM

After leaving the Hanawon, defector youth and their parents are left to face the
South Korean education system and are not provided guidance by a centralized structure
or streamlined program that focuses on their educational adjustment and development.
Students have to navigate choosing between public schools, private schools, alternative
schools, and programs for taking the equivalent of the GED and all of the procedures that
come with enrolling in school. Throughout the Ministry of Unification’s resettlement
manual and Resettlement Support act, there are loose and vague standards and processes,

which ultimately affect the quality and efficacy of support given to defector youth.

%7 Ministry of Unification (2013), 55.
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To prove defectors have completed a certain level of education in North Korea,
they must request educational attainment recognition, which is needed when enrolling
into public schools and applying for jobs and universities. The process of receiving
educational attainment recognition demonstrates a lack of standards across both national
and local government programs and policies, which ultimately disservices the academic
adjustment of defectors. The Ministry of Unifications’ Manual for Refugee Resettlement
explicitly states that “it is impossible to provide evidentiary documents for educational
attainment obtained in North Korea;” however, it is then stipulated that the Ministry of
Unification “ascertains facts” when defectors request educational attainment recognition
and requests documentation from the South Korean Ministry of Education.®® Once the
request is complete, the authority for transferring defector youth into public schools is
then given to the superintendent of local municipalities. The process of how and at what
grade level students are placed into schools varies by municipalities. Some schools are
designated a quota of defector students by the superintendent, and the headmaster of
schools can also determine educational attainment recognition and placement according
to school regulations.

These laws and stipulations demonstrate disorganization and lack of clear
standards and a common process across the national and local governments. Different
decisions can be made about in processing educational attainment recognition and
placing students into schools varying upon the standards and process set into place by the
Ministry of Unification, Ministry of Education, local governments, and the schools. The

process of requesting educational attainment recognition is an arbitrary process as well. If

% Manual for the Resettlement Support for North Korean Refugees (2013), 56.
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a defector was eager to start higher education with little education experience, it is only
against the defector’s word to deny a request for recognition of educational attainment.
Such instances do happen as defector youth often wish to begin their studies with peers of
the same age or start working jobs.

“In North Korea I attended school until the fourth grade or so... but on paper I've
graduated (middle school).”” — Defector student (over age 20)

The above narrative demonstrates the ability to easily get by the system without a more in
depth and complete assessment of defector’s academic background poses as a detriment
to addressing and providing individual academic needs. This allows students to enter into
the education system at academic levels they are not ready for, and unless schools or
local governments have their own methods of academic assessment, the decision makers
of enrolling defector students are also blind and unaware to the specific academic needs

of students, which can lead to misplacement creating more academic challenges.

LACK OF EXPERTISE AND SPECIALIZED EDUCATION

There is a lack of experts and professionals who are able to adequately assess and
properly counsel defector youth.”® From the author’s past experience working with the
Hana Center in Daegu, colleges and universities have a separate application process for
defectors, but more often than not there was no representative at these institutions to give
specific guidance for defector related school regulations. The lack of professionals
represented within the education system suggests that defector youth are not provided

with structured guidance on education overall. The North Korean Refugees Protection

% Han and Yun (2009), 171.
% 1bid., 81.
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and Settlement Support Act gives that the Minister of Unification permission to secure
experts for education of persons eligible for protection and providing adaptation
education in addition to basic education; however, these stipulations have not been
utilized to extent to help defector youth further adjust to the academics. Even basic
training or orientation for teachers on general knowledge and background of defector
youth and their academic needs and sensitivities are not standardized or required
practices.
“In high school, the school and teacher sends home a lot of material like letter to
parents, but when you fail to bring it back filled out by your parent students are punished.
My mother is out of country, and you can’t ask someone else to fill things like that out for
you. My mother even told my teacher the situation before she left. The time I spend
having to clean as a result of punishment is time I should spend studying. Those 30
minutes really do help. I still have to come to school and clean because I have not turned
in the form.”"”"
Per the narrative above, in situations where instructors are insensitive or lack basic
knowledge about the challenges that defector youth faces, feelings of marginalization by
defector students are exacerbated. This example also shows the negative impact of
instructors when they lack background knowledge about defector youth and how their
experiences affect their schoolwork and relations with students and teachers. The lack of
expertise and even general knowledge of the needs of defector youth ultimately results in
a lack of education tailored specifically to the academic and psychological needs of the
students.

The failure to officially incorporate alternative schools specifically for defector

students also demonstrates the failure to understand the necessity of specialized

education. Alternative forms of education are not acknowledged as a formal part of the

" bid., 179.
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South Korean education system, deterring defectors from choosing a school that
potentially will better serve their needs. There are about fifteen alternative schools that
exist for defector youth within South Korea, and these schools focus on “filling the gaps
in the education that children receive in the North” providing a discrimination/bullying-
free learning environment, more attentive and tailored instruction, and building social
skills. > Most alternative schools are funded by NGOs and very few are able to award
recognized diplomas at the end of their programs. Despite the existence of these types of
schools, which can potentially serve as tools for the government to develop specialized
schools or programs, there is lack of funding and official acknowledgement by the
government to build, accredit, and further develop and maintain these types of
institutions. The lack of official recognition by the government deters students from
attending alternative schools because students would not be able to receive financial
support and a middle or high school diploma. 81.2% of survey respondents who attend
public schools stated that they are provided school fees and tuition by the government;
however, only 32.6% of survey respondents who attend alternative schools responded
that the government provided school costs.”® Despite recent government policies to
increase funding for alternative schools, these schools still face major challenges of
reaching their target audience and retaining students.’

These limitations corner defector youth to making a decision between attending

public or alternative schools. Alternative schools are not without their disadvantages,

2Strangers at Home, 27.

7 Tbid., 64.
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however. Attending school with other defector youth isolates students from interacting
and forming relationships with South Korean friends and peers. Despite the academic
challenges, one advantage of attending public schools is the opportunity to socially
integrate into South Korean culture and quickly pick up the language. However, the
official accreditation of alternative schools has the potential of opening opportunities to
easily collaborate with public schools to further balance alternative education to better
incorporate social integration of defector youth as well.

Not only will the defector youth benefit academically from instructors who have
expertise or training to effectively engage and appropriately implement specialized
education for defectors, but acquiring and utilizing professionals within the offices of the
Ministry of Unification, Ministry of Education, local governments, and universities who
have expertise in the educational needs of defector youth could positively influence the
overall structure of the education system to become more centralized and based on long-

term goals.
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Part S: Interview Insights — Alternative Schools for North Korean Defectors
This portion of the thesis will present information gathered about the different

types of alternative schools within South Korea through informal interviews with four
defector students. These students currently attend the Jangdaehyun School, a newly
opened alternative Christian boarding schools for defector youth in the city of Busan. The
students were chosen based on their experience with attending a different alternative
school or public school before coming to the Jangdachyun School. An interview
conducted with Professor Changho Lim, the principal and founder of the school, was also
conducted. His vision and motivation for establishing an alternative school and his
experiences and insights on the state of education for defector youth was discussed. This
section serves to provide an insider’s point of view on the challenges that defector youth
face even within alternative schooling and the positive and negative aspects of their
education experience in South Korea.

Professor Lim, a pastor and professor at Koshin University, has extensive
experience working with North Korean defectors in the Busan city area of South Korea.
In 2007 he founded the Jangdachyun Church (named after a Christian church that existed
in Pyongyang until the early 1900’s), a Christian community for North Korean defectors,
and then founded the Jangdachyun School, which opened in 2014. The two things
Professor Lim saw defectors struggle with the most were finding work and worrying
about their children’s education. Parents are unable to help their children with
schoolwork or other difficulties they have as they have no experience with the South
Korean education system and have no network or support system to turn to for reliable

information or assistance. When problems arise, defector parents have the tendency of
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moving and transferring their children to different schools, further disrupting their
education. In order to reprieve parents from this distress and seeing the problems of
existing alternative schools, Professor Lim eventually opened a school that would provide
the tailored education students need, an environment where students’ confidence and self-
esteem are developed, and a safe place where students’ can psychologically recover from
emotional trauma. The school’s main vision focuses on “training the leaders of
unification,” and uses the topic of unification to give the students a purposeful and
empowering goal. Constantly talking about and discussing unification and what will
come after it, naturally gives the students a feeling of ownership of the unification
process, which in turn encourages the students to naturally accept and be proud of their
identities.

“The government does not do enough,” stated Professor Lim. The government
prefers to solve the issue through sending defector students to public schools, believing
that doing so will encourage students to “hurry up and adapt.” The fundamental problem
with this attitude is the way defector students are forced to part with and erase their
country of birth and identity as North Koreans as they are told their lives until now serve
no added value to their new social environment. Defectors are socialized into thinking
that their background is shameful and embarrassing, which affects their prospects and
attitude in academic achievement. It is one thing to teach democratic values and the
values of unification, but there will inevitably be difficulties if “South Korean-ization” is
forced upon students. Therefore, it is important to accept and acknowledge defectors’
identities in order for them to strive — a concept discussed in the literature review.

Focusing on building a confident North Korean identity serves as part of the backbone of
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the Jangdaehyun School’s curriculum, which boosts the moral of the students and
encourages academic performance.

However, other alternative schools such as Hankyoreh, per students interviewed,
lack a focus on the healthy psychological development of students like the Jangdachyun
School. Hankyoreh School was the first school for North Korean defectors established
and is a government acknowledged institution accredited to issue middle school and high
school diplomas and receives government funding. It is a boarding school not too far
from the Hanawon and usually has around 200 enrolled students at a time. Both JBM and
JRO first enrolled at Hankyoreh after completing their Hanawon programs, and both
students ended up dropping out from the school less than a year later. The physical
location of the school was similar to the feeling of isolation from civilization at the
Hanawon and there are only other North Korean students to socialize with. Despite an
easier curriculum designed for defector youth, the number of students who attend prevent
individual attention and tailored education for each student. JMB attests that grades do
not matter and the certificates of graduation are handed out based on completion of hours
in school. JBM received his completion of middle school certificate after doing only one
year of middle school study. JBM and JRO discussed how students are not motivated to
do well, are left to sleep during class, and how teachers were not often present outside of
class and difficult to approach. Delinquent activities of students in their dorm rooms such
as drinking, smoking, getting into fights, and sneaking out were commonplace, and
teachers usually stepped in to punish or reprimand these behaviors. JRO felt that he could
only approach a teacher “in his dreams” and JBM mentioned that the instructors engaged

in a lot of crisis management when students got in trouble.
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Other alternative schools, however, do provide defector students with their
academic needs, but factors such as financial support affect the accessibility of these
schools. After graduating from a public middle school, KB enrolled in a small Christian
boarding school (also an alternative school, but not defector focused) of about ninety
students. Three other students at this school were North Korean defectors. Because of the
influence of strong Christian values, KB felt a difference in how she was treated by other
students, but she struggled with the school material (she felt it was the equivalent of
“college level material in North Korea”); however, she was able to receive one-on-one
help from teachers when she needed it. Despite this positive environment, KB had to drop
out due to the monthly tuition expenses. KB worked part time to earn some of this
money, but in the end it was difficult afford without government assistance.

About 15 students attend the Jangdachyun School and they are split into two
classes — one middle school class and one high school class. Although the age range
varies slightly by class, the small size of the classroom enables instructors to give more
attention to each student. There are 5 full time teachers who live with the students at the
school and about 20 part time instructors who come to the school to teach their classes —
resulting in a student to teacher ratio Professor Lim is proud of. Professor Lim
emphasized the importance of the quality of instructors for the students. “Teachers make
up 90% of a student’s education... if the instructor cannot engage and understand the
needs of the students; students simply don’t learn. "> Although the majority instructors at
the Jangdaehyun School are not experts or trained professionals who have extensive

experience working with North Korean defectors, Professor Lim sought out and chose

75> Changho Lim (Founder and Principal of Jangdachyun School) in informal interview
with author (July 2014).
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instructors who believe in the importance of unification and have a genuine interest in the
academic and social development of the defector youth. Three of the five full-time
instructors previously worked at an alternative school for delinquent and homeless youth,
bringing in knowledge of special needs education. At the time the interviews were
conducted, the Jangdaehyun School was not yet accredited by the government, but as of
2015 the institution was granted the authority to issue middle and high school diplomas to
its students.

All four students interviewed stated that teachers at the Jangdaehyun School were
easily approachable and particularly inclined to counsel and give students advice. KBM
did not think he could ever learn English and did not know the alphabet before coming to
the school; however, with the help of instructors during after school hours he is now able
to read simple words. The availability of the full-time instructors and volunteer teachers
also come to help after school studying are particularly helpful with students who need a
slower pace of learning or for students who wish to move ahead with topics they excel in.
However, student KB points out that not all students who attend the Jangdaehyun School
have experienced public school or another type of school that are not as receptive and
responsive to the students’ needs. She expressed concern that these students will have a
difficult time after leaving the school and finding the harsh reality of South Korea, where
most people are not sympathetic to defectors. Despite the many extracurricular activities
the Jangdaehyun School tries to engage the students with outside of school, the students
are well protected from discrimination, marginalization within the classroom or home,

and other social issues defector youth encounter in reality.
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These comparisons of different institutions certainly show the unique problems
that alternative schools face, and there clearly is a challenge in balancing between
providing defector youth with a tailored education while advancing their academic
achievements (obtaining diplomas) and social adjustment with the general South Korean
community. The government-funded Hankyoreh School is accessible to all defectors and
is can easily provide diplomas that are needed for jobs and college application, but fails at
providing academic content that effectively engages defector students and assisting
healthy social adjustment. The alternate school that KB attended cost approximately 600
dollars a month out of pocket, but was much more effective at assisting with the one-on-
one attention that KB needed. A few more years may have to pass before assessing how
students perform at the Jangdaehyun School; however, the combination of smaller
classrooms, big ratio of hand picked instructors to students, and importance in lifting the
emotional and psychological spirits of the students through a meaningful vision and goal,

presents a hopeful outlook on how the development of the students will be affected.
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Part 6: Conclusion & Policy Implications
“Defectors get generous support from the South Korean government, but government
relations with North Korea are always on the verge of conflict. Isn’t this fundamentally
contradictory? "

This thesis discussed the significance of psychological and sociocultural
adjustment for defectors, the specific adjustment challenges defector youth go through,
and how the South Korean government has not effectively delivered on their obligations
to support defectors psychologically and socioculturally. Adjustment issues largely stem
from defectors’ past experiences in North Korea and third countries before coming to
South Korea. The consequences from the lack of adequate and consistent education,
dangerously moving across borders illegally, and complications within the family
certainly affect the academic performance and ability of defectors to integrate in South
Korea. Despite these drawbacks, South Korea’s current resettlement process does not
adequately support defector youth as it lacks long-term vision, a centralized education
structure specifically for defectors, and expertise and specialized schools/programs. On
top of psychological insecurities that stem from marginalization, defector youth further
suffer from deficiencies of the resettlement policy that affect the academic development
and hinder social integration of defector students. The stark contrast between what the
South Korean government promises to provide for the well-being of defectors and its
deficiencies in resettlement policies raises questions about bigger policy implications on
national security and unification.

A potential reason behind the South Korean government’s slow progress to

develop a more comprehensive resettlement system across the board for all defectors

76 Han and Yun (2009), 199.
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stems from the government’s focus and priority on national security issues. Social
adjustment of North Korean defectors is simply not the number one priority for the South
Korean government given the security issues revolving North Korea. Maintaining stable
relations with the North and preventing (or rather managing) nuclear threats, military and
political provocations have been the center of attention pushing aside other issues such as
North Korean defectors. However, the issue of defectors should pose as an immediate
and significant security concern to the South Korean government. This inattentiveness to
adjustment issues has the potential to grow and threaten the stability of South Korean
society as the number of defectors continues to increase over time. Financial support and
benefits will only increase if defectors are not properly assisted to become self-sufficient.
This lack of attention to resettlement issue also undermines the current Park Geun-hye
administration’s efforts to re-galvanize support for the unification of the Korean
peninsula.

The shortcomings of the South Korean government’s policy towards North
Korean defector resettlement pointed out in this research paper poses a problem in
credibility in the current government’s newfound interest and commitment to unification.
President Park Geun-hye stated in her speech on unification that the “ultimate objective
of reunification is to improve the quality of the lives of people in South and North

77 and the goals of the Ministry of

Korea...[and] build a happy Korean Peninsula,
Foreign Affairs’ Unification Policy Goals for 2015 state that South Korea will lead

“changes in the situation on the Korean Peninsula and its surrounding region,” build

77 "South Korean President Park Geun-Hye Answers Questions." The Washington Post,
May 8, 2013. Accessed April 25, 2015. http://www.highbeam.com/doc/1P2-
34621969 .html?
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(133

trust’ infrastructure for a peaceful unification of the Peninsula” and strengthen “the
global network for unification.””® Although the ultimate objective of unification is to
improve the quality of the lives of both North and South Koreans, the MOFA goals do
not incorporate nor acknowledge work to be done with the resettlement of defectors. This
is concerning because the current resettlement system does not currently show the ability
of the South Korean government to adequately improve the quality of life for the 26,717
North Koreans currently residing within its borders. This demonstrates that South Korea
is far from prepared for unification. Prioritizing the improvement of the livelihoods of
defectors should be utilized to change perception or realistic development towards
unification, but the topic of defectors is simply missing from the current discourse on
unification.

Unification will undoubtedly amplify all of the existing economic and social
challenges that North Koreans defectors face today in South Korea and instability is
expected, but the lack of initiative and push for finding effective solutions to the
successful integration of defectors within South Korea today raises concerns for the
government’s aptitude, capability, and vision of managing such a change in the future.
“The social adjustment of defectors is particularly important because it tests the
likelihood of achieving social integration between South and North Koreas in the post-
unification era.””” Professor Lim, the principal of the Jangdaehyun School, also refers

North Korean defectors to a “litmus test” for South Koreans to practice and figure out

78 Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of Korea. "MOFA Policy Briefing for the Year
2015 (“Trustpolitik with the Global Community to Usher in the Unification Era”)."
January 9, 2015. Accessed April 25, 2015.
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how to successfully lead unification in the future. The effectiveness and content of the
South Korean government’s defector policy today reflects on the government’s readiness
for unification in the future, therefore, the South Korean government should prioritize
improving the resettlement system in order to also successfully achieve the goals of
unification.

There are certainly large-scale national security and policy implications of the
existing challenges to healthy and successful adjustment of defector youth in South
Korea; however, there certainly is potential for improvement. School dropout rates have
been falling throughout the years and despite lackadaisical government support for
alternative education, dedicated NGOs and Christian groups in South Korea are actively
committed to providing support to improving the livelihoods of not just youth but all
defectors. Defectors themselves also have a positive outlook on their future prospects.
According to surveys, defector youth and their parents do not regret coming to South
Korea, and have high hopes and aspirations of a better life in their new environment.
Defector youth are willing to study and work hard to succeed.® Engaging with these
motivations and nurturing these aspirations through robust support and assistance by the
South Korean government and community has the potential to yield big results and better

prepare for the future.
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