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Abstract 

EXPLORING INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE OF SOUTH KOREAN ENGLISH 

LANGUAGE TEACHERS FOR NORTH KOREAN REFUGEE STUDENTS 

Hyejin Yoon, Ph.D. 

George Mason University, 2023 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Rebecca K. Fox 

 

The objective of this research is to gain a deeper insight into the cultural awareness and 

intercultural competence (IC) of South Korean (SK) English Language (EL) teachers for 

North Korean refugee (NKR) students. This study employs a qualitative methodology to 

explore two research questions: how the SK EL teachers of NKR students perceive 

culture, and how they understand and practice IC. Six teachers from four private 

alternative schools volunteered to participate in the study. The data were collected 

through individual face-to-face interviews, artifacts, documents, and researcher memos. 

Seven principal themes emerged from the overall data: 1) Culture is multidimensional 

and complex, 2) Culture plays a variety of roles in our lives, 3) Differences and 

similarities between cultures result in various emotions, 4) Defining IC, 5) Showing 

diversity in attitudes towards other cultures, 6) Showing understanding of IC in diverse 

ways, 7) Initiating diverse actions of IC, each of which was also comprised of several 
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sub-themes. The first three themes address the first research question, which sought to 

first understand teachers’ perceptions of culture. The last four broad themes that emerged 

from the teacher data serve to respond to the second research question, which sought to 

understand more about how the teachers defined, perceived and/or practiced IC. Five 

conclusions have emerged from the findings: 1) SK teachers showed their IC as being 

curious about and having a favorable regard for other cultures, 2) SK teachers expressed 

IC as understanding of positionality and cultural imbalance, 3) First-hand experience 

fosters the development of IC, 4) Reflection and action come together in developing IC, 

5) SK teachers expressed their IC as flexibility and understanding with regard to cultural 

ambiguities. In line with the conclusions, this study highlights the need for teachers, 

school leaders, and education policy makers to consider the importance of IC 

development across contexts in SK. This study suggests a number of implications 

emerging from the findings that are relevant to policy, practice, and future research 

initiatives.   
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Chapter One  

The world’s regions and countries have close ties with one another in most areas 

of human activity such as politics, economics, society, culture, and education (Baylis et 

al., 2017; Beck, 2018; Knight, 2015; Pieterse, 2015; Popkewitz & Rizvi, 2009; Satyanath, 

2006; Suarez-Orozco & Qin-Hilliard, 2004). The formation of interconnections among 

nations and people is commonly indicated by using the term globalization (Yergin, 

2002). The increasing interaction of people through the internet, the media, and 

international travel have also brought about cultural globalization.  According to the 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), cultural 

globalization is “the dynamic intermingling of cultures resulting from increased contact 

and communication among people and cultures around the world” (UNESCO, 2018, p. 

25). Due to the transmission of various cultures, multicultural society has become one of 

the characteristics of 21st century. 

South Korea (SK) is rapidly becoming a multicultural society. Since the mid-

1990s, in line with its economic growth, SK has been undergoing a change in its social 

situation. According to a press release of Korean Ministry of Government Administration 

and Home Affairs and National Statistical Office (2022), the total number of foreign 

residents living in SK on November 1, 2021, was 2.13 million which is 4.1% of the total 

population. This is a 400% increase compared to 2006, and it is continuing to accelerate. 
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Except for the exceptional situation in which the number of foreigners entering SK has 

decreased due to the recent COVID-19 impact, it can be seen that the number of 

foreigners residing in SK has steadily increased from the past to the present. After 2021, 

the population of students with diverse cultural backgrounds, known as multicultural 

students, is expected to reach 3.5% of the total student population (see Figure 2; Korea 

Ministry of Education, 2022a).  

 

 

 

Figure 1.  

Foreign Residents in South Korea 
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Figure 2.  

 

Multicultural Students in South Korea 

 

 

 

In addition, due to the continuous inflow of North Korean refugees (NKRs), the 

cultural diversity of residents in SK has been promoted further. One reason for the 

increase in NKRs is the difficult economic and political situation in North Korea (NK), 

which has led many to flee the country in search of better opportunities and living 

conditions. In addition, the increasing availability of information and communication 

technologies has made it easier for NKs to learn about conditions outside of their country 

and to plan their escape (Cho, 2017; Lee & Ku, 2015). Viewed from outside SK, it may 

seem that the SK society is monocultural; however, in actuality, the division between SK 

and NK has created a strong dichotomy. Due to the Korean War Armistice Agreement 

signing, SK and NK have maintained different political stances, thus destroying their 

cultural and linguistic unity (Jang, 2021; Lee, 2009). The sharp difference in political 
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philosophy has divided the Korean peninsula into two parts along the 38th parallel so that 

SK and NK have been in a prolonged conflict, ceasing political, economic, and cultural 

interchanges for over 70 years.  

As a result, the two nations have formed dissimilar values and attitudes to life 

(Yang & Kang, 2007) and have not experienced mutual exchanges until now. This has 

resulted in a cultural divide between NKRs and citizens of SK. SK citizens often have 

difficulty understanding the lifestyle of NKRs and vice versa. This has caused the two 

sides to form their own separate cultures, with SK becoming increasingly diverse as more 

NKRs enter the country (Koh, 2017; Yang & Kang, 2007).  

Background of the Problem 

Responding to the world’s trend of globalization and the influx of NK defectors, 

at the national level, interest in multiculturalism has increased in SK. The government 

has implemented several initiatives to help NKRs adjust and integrate into their new 

home. These initiatives include providing job training and language education, as well as 

setting up support groups and mentorship programs to help NKRs learn about the new 

culture and society. In accordance with newly enacted policies such as The 

Comprehensive Plan for Multicultural Families, which was launched in 2012 to promote 

the social integration of multicultural families, the SK government has implemented 

various initiatives to support multicultural residents and promote multiculturalism. These 

include building multicultural centers with substantial budgets across the country and 

introducing a range of educational programs aimed at achieving successful multicultural 

education in schools for teachers and students. 
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NKR Students, Who Are They?  

Despite various attempts by the SK government to prepare for a multicultural 

society, SK multicultural education is, however, being criticized in various ways. One of 

the criticisms is that many educators and researchers have characterized NKRs’ children 

in the same way as those born in international marriages, despite the fact that these two 

groups of children have different backgrounds and experiences. 

The group of NKR students has a unique character. The distinctive trait that 

identifies young NK immigrants from other students from multicultural backgrounds is 

the barely conceivable pain that they experienced during the process of fleeing from 

North to South Korea (Korea Education Development Institution, 2013). The pain 

described in the next paragraphs is a crucial factor that educators should consider when 

they interpret the various educational challenges that are connected to the students and 

their learning. It is because that the traumatic events negatively affect the formation of 

NKR students’ cultural identities. Hence, the intercultural competence (IC) of teachers 

who engage and interact with the students is strongly required so that they are 

appropriately and effectively able to support the young NKRs who bring not only various 

cultures but also deep scars into classrooms.  

The Korea Ministry of Education identifies NKR students as those who were 

either born in NK or were born in third countries, such as China, to at least one parent 

who is a NKR. As a matter of fact, when the SK government provides educational 

support for NKR students, this also includes SK-born students whose parent(s) are NK 

refugees (Korea Ministry of Education, 2021). Until the early 2000s, the majority of 
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young NKRs in SK were born and raised in NK. However, since the mid-2000s, there has 

been an increase in the number of NKR students who were born in a third country before 

coming to SK. In 2012, the SK Ministry of Education reported that 35.5% of NKR 

students were third-country-born, but by the end of 2022, this proportion had risen to 

69.2% (Korean Ministry of Education, 2022b). This change can be attributed in part to 

the tightening of border security under the Kim Jong-un regime, which has made it more 

difficult for families to escape together. As a result, many NK women have fled to third 

countries like China and had children there before eventually making their way to SK. 

Thus, in SK, the number of NKR students born in third countries is increasing, and these 

are among the students who are likely to be in classrooms of teachers like the participants 

in this study.  

According to the report (Korea Hana Foundation, 2022b) on NK refugees’ 

motives for fleeing from the North, 22.6% of them answered “hatred the surveillance and 

control of the NK regime,” 21.4% of them answered “food shortages and economic 

difficulties” and it was followed by “giving a better environment to families /children” 

(12.9%), “finding families who defected from NK first” (9.6%), and then “making more 

money” (9.4%; p. 27). Statistics released by the Korea Hana Foundation (2022b) also 

show that the number of NK women entering SK has increased steadily compared to NK 

men, accounting for 75.5% of the total, as women. The reason is that women have an 

advantage in defecting from NK over men. In general, the NK authorities punish NK 

defectors very severely, but the punishment for women is relatively weak compared to 
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men. In addition, NK women have more advantages in hiding and fleeing, such as getting 

married to men from third countries (Lee, 2010; Oh, 2006). 

Even so, it is reported that the process of defecting from NK is very difficult for 

NK women. According to the study (Oh, 2006), NK women stayed in China and other 

third countries for an average of 5 years and 2 months, during which they were more 

likely to have experienced human trafficking, sexual violence, forced marriage and 

childbirth (Lee, 2010). NK women who risk their lives to cross the NK border and remain 

stateless in third countries such as China and Russia suffer from fear of repatriation and 

the threat of human trafficking. As a result, NK refugee women form de facto marriages 

with local men to survive or give birth to children while being trafficked for sexual 

exploitation. It is estimated that there are 10,000 to 25,000 stateless children born to NK 

women in China (Choi et al., 2011). The children of these women constitute part of the 

population of students who will be in the classrooms of teachers such as those who 

participated in this study. 

Children of NK women born in third countries often do not have legal status in 

China or Russia because of their mother’s unstable status. Moreover, considering most 

NK refugee women are sold to local men who have not been married due to physical 

disabilities or poverty, the young NK children born in those situations are likely to be 

placed in an unfavorable educational environment. Further, most NKR children born in 

China do not speak Chinese well because their mothers, who are NK refugees, do not 

speak Chinese fluently (Shin et al., 2011). All the more so, most NK refugee children 

have not been able to develop a stable relationship with their NKR mothers since only 
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after the NKR mothers were somewhat stable in SK, do they bring their children who 

were separated from them in a third country to SK. In the worst case, young NK children 

have often been exposed to extremely unstable psychological and emotional situations 

because they witnessed their NKR mother being forcibly sent to NK or experienced their 

NKR mothers’ escape from violence and abuse by their Chinese fathers and relatives 

(Shin et al., 2011). As such, they were born and raised in poor conditions in all respects 

of their lives and came to SK with deep scars.  

It is therefore important for educators to consider the pain and trauma that NKR 

students may have experienced. Traumatic events can negatively impact their cultural 

identities, making it crucial for teachers to possess IC when interacting with these 

students. Educators like participants in this study need to create a supportive and 

inclusive learning environment where NKR students can heal and thrive both 

academically and personally. By doing so, educators can help NKR students overcome 

their past traumas and achieve their full potential.  

Underachievement of NKR Students in Schools  

The academic challenges of NKR students has been well documented (Jung, 

2020; Korea Ministry of Education, 2021; Kwon, 2017; Park & Lee, 2016). As of 2022, 

the figure of third-country-born northern refugee students is more than two thirds of all 

NKR students (Korea Ministry of Education, 2022b) and the others are from NK. 

Although many private and non-profit organizations and the Korean government have 

supported refugee youths to help them adapt to new school environments, many NK 

teenagers still struggle with culturally unfamiliar circumstances. The Korean government 
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has been hiring NK adult refugees who used to be teachers in NK as educational 

supporters to deal with the culture shock that young NK students might experience in the 

South. The supporters engage in various activities such as after-school coordination, 

academic mentoring, and developing and running cultural experience programs. As a 

result, school dropout rates have gradually decreased by about 90 percent since 2008, 

from 10.8% in 2008 to 1.6% in 2022 (Korea Hana Foundation, 2022a). However, it is 

still alarmingly high because it is more than 3 times higher than the average for SK 

students.  

There are a variety of reasons why NK students have difficulty in adjusting to 

school life, but according to the report conducted by Korea Hana Foundation in 2020, the 

main reasons for school maladjustment are the challenges stemming from differences in 

language, lifestyle, and academic background. The Korea Hana Foundation survey of 456 

NKR students shows that as the most difficult problems with school life, 24% of students 

responded, “following curriculum,” 4% “making friends,” 2.5% “understanding Korean 

language,” and 1.8% “following the school rules” (Korean Hana Foundation, 2020, p. 

26). Moreover, 42% of students reported that they had difficulties with schoolwork. As 

reasons for the difficulties, 11.7% of the respondents mentioned “difficulty in 

understanding the contents of the textbook,” 9.0% mentioned “difficulty in doing 

homework,” 7.1% reported “difficulty in understanding what the teacher is saying,” and 

6.8% stated “difficulty in expressing my opinions” (Korea Hana Foundation, 2020, p. 

27).  
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One of the major reasons for NKR students’ underachievement is there appears to 

be an educational gap. In the process of defecting through a third country, NKR students 

born in third countries, or NKR students born in NK, experience an educational vacuum 

period. In a study conducted by the Korean Hana Foundation (2022a), 63.1% of students 

claimed to have never attended school in a third country. In most cases of NKR students 

born in a third country, the average age when they entered SK was 14-16 years old, and 

most of them lived in China before that. Often, NKR children grow up without a mother 

who leaves first to settle in SK and lack proper education as a result of poor 

circumstances. Hence, it turns out that most NKR students are finally provided with a 

proper education and various cultural experience when their mothers bring their children 

to SK (Korea Ministry of Education, 2021). 

English Language Education and NKR Students  

NKR students who have grown up in NK are generally able to adapt to certain 

subjects, such as Korean literature and mathematics, in SK schools because they have 

already learned them in NK (Kim & Chung, 2013; Shin et al., 2012). However, for 

children of NK refugees who were born and raised in third countries, all subjects in SK 

schools can be challenging due, in part, to their lack of proficiency in the Korean 

language (Park & Lee, 2016). Regardless of whether students are NK-born or third-

country-born, most of NKR students regard English as the most difficult language to 

learn among their regular subjects (Korea Education Development Institution, 2010; 

Korea Hana Foundation 2022a; Shin et al., 2012). Through national research conducted 

in 2022, the Korea Hana Foundation found that NKR students’ academic deficiency in 
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English was, along with mathematics and science, the major significant obstacle 

confronted at school. Compared to the 2020 survey results, the response rate increased by 

0.2% (p. 31). Building on the findings of national research conducted in 2022, which 

highlighted the academic deficiency in English as a major obstacle for NKR students, 

Kwon (2017) conducted in-depth interviews to identify the common factors that made 

NKR students struggle with learning English. Kwon (2017) was able to find three major 

themes from amongthe factors: personal, institutional, and socio-cultural factors. First, 

NKR students presented their personal reason, a lack of basic knowledge of English that 

was caused by an educational gap. Second, educational content was not effectively 

delivered to NKR students due to difficulties in communications that the students had in 

schools. Lastly, between NK and SK, noticeable differences of educational environments 

were challenging for NKR students to overcome. 

 Personal Factors. In Kwon's (2017) research, NKR students reported that 

learning gaps were a significant factor contributing to their underachievement in English. 

For those who entered SK without staying in a third country, they had never learned 

English before in NK. Even if they had taken English classes, the number of lessons was 

severely limited. According to Jo et al. (2013), NK students are only taught English once 

a week for an hour since 2008, and most NKR students reported not having experienced 

learning English in public education institutions until the first year of junior high school. 

Additionally, NKR adolescents who spent several years in third countries may suffer 

from severe learning shortages. During their stay, they were often illegal aliens and 

subjected to physical and psychological suffering, making it difficult for them to access 
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educational opportunities, including EL education, causing them to be excluded and 

marginalized.  

Persistent socioeconomic disadvantage in NK, intermediate countries, and SK has 

been found to have a negative impact on NKR students’ English education, according to 

the Korea Ministry of Education (2021). Specifically, given the well-established 

relationship between parents’ socioeconomic backgrounds and students’ academic 

outcomes in SK, the low socio-economic status of NKR students’ parent(s) can be seen 

as a key factor contributing to their underachievement in English learning. Furthermore, 

as noted by Jo et al. (2013), limited access to quality and reliable information regarding 

English education is another personal factor affecting NKR students' English learning. 

For NKR students born and raised in third countries, their lack of proficiency in Korean 

language has led to difficulties adapting to mainstream education in SK (Kwon, 2017). 

Socio-cultural Factors. According to Oh (2008), NKR students’ anti-American 

sentiment is a result of the Juche1 ideology education they received in NK. This anti-

American sentiment often impedes the motivation and opportunities for NKR students to 

learn English, as the language is seen as a symbol of American cultural influence. 

Additionally, NKR students, especially those born in third countries, struggle to 

understand the language used in SK classrooms, resulting in a lack of comprehension of 

 
1 North Korea’s political ideology. Juche means “self-reliance.” Many of its ideas are borrowed from 

Marxism, while other elements include Confucianism, Japanese imperialism, and traditional Korean 

nationalism. As the name implies, North Korea is a country that must remain independent and distinct from 

the world, relying solely on its own strength and guidance from a near-godlike leader to succeed. 
Through Juche ideology education, North Korean authorities are encouraging North Korean citizens to feel 

anti-American, touting the U.S. as threatening North Korea’s political independence. 
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the class content. This language barrier also hinders their ability to learn English, as noted 

by Jung (2020). Furthermore, the academic stresses experienced by NKR students in SK 

differ from those in NK.   

In North Korea, it was hard for teachers to force us to study English, but in South Korea it 

was so good at first that teachers did not compel us to do homework and they treated us 

kindly and gently. Over time, I learned how important English is here. And then, I had to 

make preparation for paper-based exams where there are a lot of things that I couldn’t 

understand (from  Gwon’s (2017) study).   

In contrast to the oppressive attitudes of teachers in NK, NKR students in SK face 

frustration due to the lack of tailored learning content that meets their needs (Lee, 2014), 

resulting in underachievement in English (Kwon, 2017). 

Institutional Factors. According to Han (2013), there is a distinct difference 

between NK and SK in English education. In terms of educational purposes, in SK, 

students learn the language under the aim of the national curriculum: “Students will 

develop their ability to communicate in English to expand their intellectual capacity and 

knowledge and to raise their ability to cope with the changes in the times as future leaders 

(Korea Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology, 2011).” The language use 

ability, namely communicative competence is highlighted. The national curriculum 

strongly emphasizes learner-centered education composed of process-based and task-

based activities. However, a unified goal has underpinned the educational curriculum in 

NK; learning Juche ideology, party policies, revolutionary traditions, and communist 

education content is given priority (Jo, 2013). The NK authorities stated in the 2013 

revised curriculum that the purpose of foreign language education is to have 
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communication skills that can be used in everyday life at the same time as the 

development of science and technology. However, in reality, it seemed that English 

educators were not responding to the NK national English education goals emphasizing 

communication skills. Through the narratives from interviews with NKR students and 

NKR teachers (Kwon, 2017), it was revealed that NK teachers stick to traditional 

teaching methodologies, which are known to be less efficient. They emphasize rote 

memorization without scaffolding and do not encourage students to collaborate with one 

another. The concept of ‘communicative competence’ appears not to be revealed in the 

English education sites. Owing to the old-fashioned way of teaching and learning, it is 

not very surprising that students are likely to lose interest in learning English. The 

existing gap between NK and SK's English education environments is likely to be the 

cause of NKR students’ frustration in English classrooms (Han, 2013). Finally, due to the 

lack of exposure to internet-related culture and limited introduction to other cultures in 

NK English textbooks, there has been little shift in their worldviews. Moreover, the 

negative connotations associated with cultures and societies of English-speaking 

countries may cause students to have an inhibition about English language (EL; Lee, 

2020).      

Statement of Problem 

The primary objective of education is to equip individuals with the necessary 

skills and knowledge to become productive members of society, capable of sustaining 

themselves and contributing to societal development. This objective relies on a profound 

comprehension of human nature and is closely connected to practical realities. The 
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critical role of teachers in facilitating this process cannot be overstated, as the quality of 

education is believed to hinge largely on the caliber of teachers. Despite the ample 

research conducted on the adaptation, characteristics, and identities of NKR adolescents 

at the national level (Korea Hana Foundation, 2022a; Korea Ministry of Education, 

2022b; Korea Ministry of Unification, 2020), there has been a noticeable paucity of 

research regarding the pedagogical practices of teachers who bear the responsibility of 

educating NKR students.  

The present concern in SK school environments is the growing problem of NKR 

students' academic underperformance (Shin et al., 2012). In this context, it becomes 

imperative to champion the cause of minority students by implementing a systematic 

framework of social support. This is because such students are frequently confronted with 

various difficulties, such as bias, linguistic hindrances, and cultural disparities, which can 

impede their educational attainment. By establishing a system of social support, these 

students can receive the necessary guidance and resources that would facilitate their 

academic success.  

In line with this idea, it is essential for teachers to have the ability to create a 

welcoming culture in the classroom, provide an environment in which students can 

exercise their potential abilities, and provide tailored learning contents. Moreover, 

teachers with IC are urgently needed for successful interactions with students from 

different cultural backgrounds (Carignan et al., 2005; Coulby, 2006; Cushner & Mahon, 

2009; Kwon, 2021). As interculturally competent agents, teachers would create a more 

structured and supportive learning environment, which would benefit all students, 
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especially those from underprivileged backgrounds who may lack the resources and 

guidance they need to do well (Banks, 2004; Gay, 2002; Le Roux, 2002; Villegas & 

Lucas, 2002). By providing the right guidance and support, teachers can help these 

students reach their full potential.  

In addition to being relatively privileged as mainstreamers, teachers might 

consciously or unconsciously suppress minority students’ cultures through subtle 

discrimination. In some instances, discrimination may manifest as disregarding or 

belittling particular forms of language, dress, or behavior in the classroom. This can 

create a hostile learning environment and make minority students feel unwelcome and 

excluded from SK school cultures. In the SK context, teachers, especially EL teachers, 

are considered privileged, as described in the next chapter on “Traditional and cultural 

regard for teachers in SK.” Consequently, it is crucial for SK EL teachers to possess 

cultural sensitivity and IC to interact with students from minority cultural backgrounds 

equally and impartially. Therefore, I am proposing a study to examine the beliefs of SK 

EL teachers regarding culture, as well as their perceptions and practices of IC. 

Purposes of the Study 

In choosing this research topic, I adopted Maxwell’s (2013) approach to defining 

research goals. According to Maxwell (2013), research goals are divided into three 

dimensions, namely personal, practical, and intellectual (scholarly). Based on these three 

dimensions, I was able to narrow down my research topic to one that would be both 

personally and intellectually stimulating. I also took into consideration the practical 

implications of the research, such as the resources available and the time required for the 
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research. Personal purposes are unofficial things such as thoughts and experiences that 

motivate a researcher to conduct a study. For instance, curiosity about a certain topic and 

the desire to change a situation. In terms of practical purposes, they are aimed at 

accomplishing something – meeting a need or achieving a goal. Administrative, policy, 

or practitioners’ needs might be included in these purposes. Intellectual purposes are 

based on scholarly inquiry, focusing on understanding something, that is, gaining insights 

into what and why questions regarding status quo (Maxwell, 2013). These three types of 

purposes support researchers to reify study questions as well as justify research studies. 

The following sections address these purposes in the current study. 

Personal Purpose. One beautiful day in 7th grade art class in SK, I was trying 

hard to draw a great work but feeling all fingers and thumbs. The teacher wandering the 

classroom stood beside me and stared, then whispered, “You are hopeless.” Her hurtful 

words stayed with me for a long time, stunting my creativity. This teacher’s insensitive 

remark led me to assume a hostile attitude toward all teachers, resulting in a poor rapport 

between myself and teachers in my early school life. However, during my process of self-

discovery at university, I decided not to let one teacher’s opinion shape my understanding 

of myself. Partly because of this teacher, I became curious, then interested and finally 

committed to a career in education. The reason why I want to dedicate my life to develop 

teachers’ education is that I hope to give a priceless present‒a good teacher‒to young 

students and also to discover and offer pathways to beginning teachers so that they can 

become good and perhaps great teachers. 
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What is a good teacher? and how can I help prospective teachers develop their 

professional life and teaching style to be a good teacher? Holding the questions in my 

heart, I started my PhD study in the US and where I had never been before to become an 

expert in teacher education. However, before delving into those questions, I had to 

overcome many and various hardships that I have never experienced before in my life. 

Living and studying in an unfamiliar circumstance and in a foreign language were far 

more challenging than I expected. Before long, I realized that most of the challenges 

seemed rooted in cultural differences; I could observe that people here were using a 

different toolkit in their lives such as a language, values, skills, ways of thinking, and 

ways of decision-making. Amidst a sea of otherness, I became aware of my identity's 

stark contrast with the dominant culture that surrounded me. I found myself constantly 

pondering questions such as “Who am I?” and “Why do I feel so different from them?” 

Furthermore, I couldn’t help but question my own beliefs, wondering why I perceived 

myself to be wrong while considering others to be right. In the process of thinking and 

reasoning to discover answers, the concept of culture naturally floated to the surface of 

my cognition. It was true for me that culture or cultural dimensions of human interactions 

are subconsciously obtained and internalized through engaging and interacting with 

individuals from one's own cultural background (Sorrells, 2020).  

Furthermore, I could acknowledge that due to the subtlety of culture, culture 

could be utilized by people of a dominant group and operate as a form of hegemony 

without letting the public know (Sorrells, 2020). In order to stand up to oppression, 

mankind had to make tremendous efforts to find the cultural hegemony (Hall, 1989). 
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Based on the arguments of Sorrells (2020) and Hall (1989), teachers from 

major cultural groups could make a variety of mistakes by judging their minority students 

based on their cultural standards, due to a lack of understanding of the power of culture. 

Teachers’ deep passion and love for teaching do not justify their lack of awareness of the 

cultural gaps between them and their students. 

When I was in a teacher education program as a pre-service teacher in Korea, I 

had learned that English had to be taught as an international language and the major 

purpose of the learning and teaching English was to communicate with others from 

different countries in international or intercultural contexts. When I taught English at the 

secondary level schools, I attempted to practice my knowledge by integrating cultural 

components into my language classrooms. The teaching practice stimulated my curiosity 

about what intercultural communication looks like and what global citizenship is. These 

curiosities that I held as a practitioner drove me to have enthusiasm and excitement as a 

researcher of EL teacher education in Korea. Throughout the process of my PhD study, I 

have been noticing that my researcher identity is intricately intertwined with my 

practitioner identity as a former teacher of English in Korea.  

Upholding my identity as a researcher and a future teacher educator, I 

reformulated my initial and general question, what are good teachers?, into a concrete 

inquiry, what qualities are required of EL teachers who teach a global language to 

students from various cultures?, emphasizing the self-reflective ability of teachers more. 

Through this study, first and foremost, I hope to better understand what IC is as a novice 

researcher. Furthermore, I would like to find a way as a prospective teacher educator for 
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how I can support SK EL teachers to be interculturally competent. This is so that they are 

able to identify blind spots with regard to cultural and power gaps among educational 

stakeholders. As I zoom out, I may see that this study is ultimately for the sake of NKR 

students for they will become the biggest beneficiary from the high quality of education 

of teachers. Thus, throughout this study, I would like to understand how SK EL teachers 

perceive culture and how they understand IC and practice IC in their teaching and 

interaction with the young NK refugees.   

Practical Purpose. Globalization provides not only a ubiquitous but also a 

complex context for us. The dynamic and diverse context of globalization challenges 

people by making them interconnected and interdependent in multicultural societies. To 

successfully cooperate and communicate with one another in multicultural settings, 

language is essential, because it plays a crucial role in people exchanging their 

perspectives, convictions, and cultures (Seelye, 1993). As a global language, English is 

no longer only for people who are native speakers; rather, it is an international language 

used for communication between people from various languages and cultures (Crystal, 

1997; McArthur, 2003; Pennycook, 2017; Tam, 2004). In international and intercultural 

communication settings, however, one of the serious obstacles to the more successful use 

of English is a lack of adequately perceiving communication partners’ cultures and 

understanding the power dynamic existing between interlocutors (Park, 2015). It is 

because lack of knowledge of culture and power can cause various misunderstandings 

and conflicts.   
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Globalization creates many challenges for EL teacher education, including the 

need for educating pre- and in-service EL teachers to have IC. It is essential that the 

qualities of teaching professionals be refreshed and refocused in order to fulfill new tasks 

in international language education. Zhao (2010) argues that a new generation of teachers 

is required which means that teachers should be “… able to act as global citizens, 

understand the global system, and deliver a globally oriented education” (p.429). 

Moreover, Kramsch (2004) defines a language teacher as a trans-cultural go-between 

who can lead a more globally oriented language education. In a similar sense, language 

teachers are intercultural mediators who acquire knowledge of how to interact with 

people from other cultures (Byram, 1997). Also, Levy and Fox (2015) contend that on 

top of content knowledge, teachers should demonstrate their expertise in culturally 

pertinent pedagogical skills and have a language proficiency in a language beyond their 

first and understand linguistic diversity and theories of second language acquisition. 

When teachers have this knowledge, then, they are able to guide students to be free from 

the misbelief regarding English ownership and students who learned the language as their 

second/foreign language to empower themselves to be equal in communication with 

native speakers as global citizens.  

The trend of emphasizing IC in language classes is reflected in the curriculum of 

EL teaching in Korea. In the section on English education in the 2009 revised version of 

the Korean National Curriculum, English is defined as a global language and a part of a 

toolkit enabling effective communication among people with different cultural 

backgrounds. The modified EL education curriculum is meaningful in that it highlights 
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the necessity of cultural education in developing communication strategies, which is 

distinguished from traditional aspects of education in Korea. Thus, as Korean education 

reforms are implemented, it will be important to understand how EL teachers in SK 

perceive and apply IC in their teaching and interactions with students. Accordingly, this 

study aims to delve into the SK EL teachers’ comprehension of IC as well as their 

cultural sensitivity.  

Intellectual Purpose. Due to the force of globalization, people carrying their own 

cultures are catapulted into settings where they need to interact one another. We could 

understand, through a wide range of studies, that multicultural interconnectedness has a 

complex nature that can threaten the peace of our communities. Additionally, different 

cultures can have different ways of solving problems, and if they are unable to come to a 

consensus, it can lead to disagreement and tension. Cultural misunderstandings are 

occurring, and the IC of global citizens matters. According to Bennett’s (1993) IC theory, 

cultural bias, and discrimination result from ethnocentric tendencies. Low IC of society 

members leads to tension and conflict between cultures. Because of that, IC as an 

imperative attribute figures prominently in the conversation regarding global citizenship.  

A great body of literature has addressed the challenges and complexities of 

intercultural activities of human beings in the global context, yet there are only a few 

researchers who have paid attention to intercultural conflicts and the role power plays 

between communication stakeholders. It is because across and within cultural groups, a 

magnification of inequalities impacts on intercultural relationships (Dervin & Hahl, 2015; 

Sorrells, 2020). Moreover, in SK, it has not been long since scholars began to an have 
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interest in IC in the education field. In particular, most of the studies done in the past 10 

years with regard to IC in education have examined textbooks and curriculum, examined 

factors that affect IC development, and explored some cases of IC education. These 

studies also explored ways to develop programs, instructions, and assessment tools for IC 

growth. 

Additionally, the researchers mainly limited the recipients of IC education to only 

K-12 students without considering that teachers needed to develop their IC as well. Eight 

studies in the past 10 years have been conducted on teachers’ IC in SK (Jang, 2016; Jang 

& Lim, 2016; Jung, 2018; Kang, 2018; Kim 2014; Ko, 2014; Kwon, 2021; Shin, 2018) 

and only four studies were about EL teachers (Jang & Lim, 2016; Kim 2014; Ko, 2014; 

Shin, 2018). One examined pre-service elementary EL teachers’ perceptions of 

integrating cultural education into English education to foster intercultural 

communicative competence (ICC; Ko, 2014). Kim (2014) suggested five pedagogical 

activities to develop the ICC of Christian EL student teachers. In their study, Jang, and 

Lim (2016) sought to understand Korean EL teachers’ and Native-English teachers' 

perceptions, practices, and professional competences in terms of ICC. Lastly, Shin (2018) 

investigated overseas programs for pre-service English teachers’ global-multicultural 

competence and suggested strategies for improving the programs. While each of these 

studies examines ICC in a SK context, I could not find any research with regard to the IC 

or cultural sensitivity of SK EL teachers who are working with NK refugee youth. 

The assumption that school teachers might be one of the most influential factors 

that affect the adjustment and academic success of young NK immigrants turned out to be 
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true through 5-year first-cycle and 3-year second-cycle longitudinal studies of NK 

migrant youths’ education (Kang et al., 2014; Kim & Kim, 2018). However, still missing 

are descriptions of SK EL teachers’ actual experiences of attempting to be effective EL 

teachers in their instruction for NKR students. The current lack of research concerning 

SK EL teachers’ perceptions and practices on IC prevents us from fully understanding the 

key issues at the core of teachers’ professional development as cultural mediators in SK. 

Also, given the huge gap in achievement in English between SK and NK students (Shin 

et al., 2012), it is highly recommended that SK EL teachers be culturally prepared to 

serve this underrepresented group of students appropriately. Accordingly, I designed this 

research to investigate how SK EL teachers understand culture as well as how they 

perceive and practice their IC in the context of working with NK immigrant youth. The 

following research questions capture the nature of this research, which I have examined 

through the use of qualitative approaches. 

Research Questions 

Considering the research purposes established by recognizing the research problem, 

this study aimed to understand how SK EL teachers viewed culture. The study explored 

participants' perceptions of cultural gaps that might have existed between them and their 

students. Furthermore, the study examined how participants practiced their IC when 

addressing intercultural conflicts and tensions. The goal of the study was to gain a better 

understanding of the perception of culture among the SK EL teachers and their 

understanding of IC. Based on these purposes, the overarching research questions that 

guided this study were the following: 
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1) How do South Korean (SK) English language (EL) teachers of North Korean 

refugee (NKR) students perceive culture?  

2) How do SK EL teachers of NKR students define, perceive, and practice 

intercultural competence? 

Significance of the Study 

The findings from this study will hold significance for participating SK teachers 

of English for NKR students by helping them understand their own perceptions of culture 

and how they understand and practice their IC when interacting with NKR students, 

which will hopefully and in turn contribute toward their expanded IC development. The 

study will provide insight into how educators in SK working with NKR students might 

better connect their cultural competence with their teaching strategies to better 

accommodate the needs of NKR students and thus also potentially contributing to their 

overall achievement. This has the potential to improve the learning environment for 

students and teachers by creating an environment of mutual respect and understanding. 

In addition to benefiting EL teachers in SK, the study will also provide the 

foreign/world language (FL/WL) professions with different entry points to examine the 

assumptions they may hold about their role as teachers for immigrant students and a 

window into how a specific subset of SK educators perceive and enact IC. The research 

will provide FL/WL teachers with resources to better understand the cultural and 

linguistic backgrounds of their students, allowing them to better serve their needs.  

As a result of this study, teacher educators will also be able to reflect on current 

world practices and understandings about IC, as well as reflect on their own practices by 
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gaining a better understanding of others’ perspectives and practices. By exploring the 

perspectives and practices of teachers from an Eastern culture, FL/WL education stands 

to gain a better understanding of different approaches to IC and how the understanding 

and awareness can be applied to interactions with immigrant students. This could help 

teachers and teacher educators in SK create more culturally sensitive classrooms, which 

could lead to overall improved learning outcomes for immigrant students. 

Furthermore, this study contributes to the broad literature on FL/WL education, 

and specifically IC, by providing an Eastern perspective from one group of teachers on 

culture and IC, as well as empirical findings from SK’s multi-cultural classrooms in 

terms of EL teachers’ IC. This research provides insight into how SK EL teachers engage 

with students from multicultural backgrounds and supports the idea that SK EL teachers 

should focus on increasing their IC in order to better serve their immigrant students. It 

also adds to the existing body of research on culture, language, and IC by presenting an 

Eastern perspective on these topics. 

Summary 

Explaining the unique characteristics of NKR students’ multicultural 

backgrounds, and their academic underachievement in SK school settings, my statement 

of the problem emphasizes the need for SK EL teachers to become culturally and 

interculturally competent in order to meet the academic and personal needs of NKR 

students. I also presented the reasons for my research from a personal, practical, and 

intellectual perspective to provide the rationale for investigating the perceptions and 

practices of SK EL teachers of NK immigrant students regarding how they perceive 
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culture and practice IC. In the following chapter I present the literature review and 

theoretical framework grounding this study.   
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Chapter Two 

The present chapter adopts a comprehensive approach to exploring the literature 

on culture and intercultural competence (IC) to lay the foundation for the research 

conducted with South Korean (SK) teachers of North Korean refugee (NKR) students. To 

accomplish this aim, the chapter proceeds in five distinct sections. The first section 

begins by delving into the broader literature on culture, which serves to illuminate the 

participants’ cultural sensitivity. The second section examines the concept of IC/ICC, 

providing a knowledge that informs me understanding of the topic. In the third section, 

various IC models and frameworks are presented, which offer a perspective on the 

participants’ IC. The fourth section provides a detailed description of the social status of 

SK Enlgish language (EL) teachers, highlighting the potential power imbalances between 

SK EL teachers and NKR students. This section is crucial for outlining a portrait of 

interculturally competent teachers from a critical perspective. Finally, in the fifth section, 

several empirical studies on teachers’ IC in SK are presented. These studies demonstrate 

the significance of language, teacher education, and empathy in IC and offer a 

springboard for future research in this area.  

Cultural Sensitivity and IC 

This study aimed to investigate the perception of culture among EL teachers in 

SK in order to gain insight into their cultural sensitivity. Understanding culture is a 

crucial part of developing cultural sensitivity, as it allows individuals to recognize and 

understand the cultural differences that exist between different groups of people (Kim & 
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Kim, 2018). Through the investigation of participants’ perceptions of culture, a deeper 

understanding of their IC was gained, as it has been shown that an individual’s cultural 

sensitivity can meaningfully impact their IC. Cultural sensitivity refers to the awareness 

and understanding of cultural differences and the ability to appreciate and respect these 

differences (Bhawuk & Brislin, 1992; Kim & Kim, 2018).  

Bhawuk and Brislin (1992) suggest that cultural sensitivity is a vital component of 

IC. As discussed in more detail in the IC section below, IC refers to the ability to 

communicate and interact effectively with people from different cultural backgrounds 

(Chen & Starosta, 1997; Deardorff, 2006). IC and cultural sensitivity were positively 

correlated in a study conducted by Chen et al. (2015). According to the study, culturally 

sensitive individuals were better able to adapt to different cultural norms, communicate 

effectively with people of different cultures, and avoid misunderstandings and conflicts. 

According to researchers (Chen et al., 2015), cultural sensitivity is an essential 

component of IC. Korean expatriates in the United States were also investigated by Kim 

and Kim (2019) regarding cultural sensitivity, intercultural communication competence 

(ICC), and cross-cultural adjustment. The study found that cultural sensitivity was 

positively associated with ICC and cross-cultural adjustment, suggesting cultural 

sensitivity could be a significant factor in promoting successful cross-cultural adaptation 

among Korean expatriates. Considering the highlights of the crucial role of cultural 

sensitivity in developing IC and effective communication with people from different 

cultural backgrounds, it is important to explore how the SK EL teachers’ perceptions of 

culture so that we understand their cultural sensitivity and IC. 
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What is Culture? 

Across many disciplines, scholars have studied the subject of culture for a long 

period of time. Due to the complex and often ambiguous nature of culture, as well as its 

many connotations across disciplines, there are a variety of different meanings and 

definitions attached to the term: there were over 150 definitions of culture identified in 

the 1950s (Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952). According to Brody (2003), there were 

hundreds of definitions of culture at the beginning of the 20th century. The reason why 

culture has been regarded so important in the history of human beings is that it is 

impossible to understand human society without understanding culture. 

The word culture originated from the Latin cultura which means to care. There 

are many words which stem from the term cultura such as agriculture. The word has 

meanings related to care: cultivating, feeding, breeding, and raising. In Korean, we use 

the term moonhwa 문화, borrowing Chinese Characters 文化. 文means letters and 化

means to change. According to the meaning of the Korean word 문화, culture is closely 

connected human beings’ communication activities with languages, and it means through 

the interactions, members of society can influence one another.  

Concept of Culture 

Anthropologists identified culture as a system of shared meaning, which is passed 

down through symbols representing beliefs, traditions, and values (Geertz, 1973). 

However, scholars of cultural studies challenge the notion of culture as a stable and 

coherent entity, instead seeing it as a site of contestation where meanings are constantly 

negotiated (Grossberg et al., 1992). They focus on the relations of power and the context 
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where cultural practices are situated historically and politically. By taking a cultural 

studies approach, individuals can analyze power hegemony and find the cultural 

uniqueness of each person. Ultimately, cultural studies encourage individuals to construct 

cultural knowledge within their subjective contexts, challenging and changing cultural 

meanings at the micro-level. The knowledge of the two different approaches to concept 

of culture guide me to investigate the SK EL teachers’ attitude toward the culture of NKR 

students. 

Anthropologic Concept of Culture. Anthropologists identify culture as a system 

of shared meaning. From generation to generation, the system is passed down through 

symbols that represent and stand for any aspect of the culture including beliefs, traditions, 

and values. Geertz (1973) defined culture as a system. Within the system, there are large 

arrays of symbols with which people communicate and understand social phenomena. 

Paige’s (2005) definition is “Culture refers to values, beliefs, attitudes, preferences, 

customs, learning styles, communication styles, history/historical interpretations, 

achievements/accomplishments, technology, the arts, literature, etc.—the sum total of 

what a particular group of people has created together, shared, and transmitted” (p. 43). 

Culture allows people to convey expressions and understand meanings in their own lives 

through symbols such as words, images, ideas, people, and actions (Sorrells, 2020). For 

example, the Bald Eagle is the national symbol of the United States, conveying meanings 

of freedom, strength, and power. The assigned meaning of symbol constitutes culture and 

the symbols are interrelated with one another to create a system of meanings. Therefore, 
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culture functions in defining situations, attitudes, values, and goals, providing a behavior 

pattern, and molding the personality of individuals.   

Cultural Studies Concept of Culture. Focusing on the political dynamics of 

culture, an academic field, cultural studies, analyze contemporary culture. Cultural 

studies researchers are in general interested in ways how cultural practices are related to 

the system of power. In this sense, the field of cultural studies is distinct from the 

discipline of cultural anthropology. Traditional anthropologists view cultures as systems 

of shared meanings and sets of discrete and stable entities. A cultural anthropologist, 

Geertz (1973) defined culture as “an historically transmitted pattern of meanings 

embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in a symbolic form by 

means of which men communicate, perpetuate and develop their knowledge about 

attitudes towards life” (p. 89).  

 Challenging the positivists’ objective approaches, scholars of cultural studies such 

as Grossberg et al. (1992) consider culture as a site of contestation where meanings are 

constantly negotiated. Cultural studiest place a greater ehphasis on the relations of power 

and the context where cultural practices are situated historically and politically in 

understanding culture (Sorrells, 2020). The anthropological concept of culture as a stable 

and coherent entity is criticized by people in cultural studies. It is because the perspective 

privileges only certain forms of culture shared and agreed and neglects cultural inequality 

and differences. In this sense, it is clear that the perspective of cultural studies originated 

from Marxist theories of class struggle and exploitation. Sorrells (2020) points out that 

when examined through the perspective of cultural studies, the concept of culture moves 
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away from being solely an expression of local communities. Instead, it is seen as a tool of 

power that operates within a broader system of control. Byram (1997) supports 

Christensen’s (1994) viewpoint in which the pattern of meanings is likely to be that of the 

dominant group and the culture is too static to allow for negotiation within social groups. 

Christensen counters the representation of a society’s culture, because a dominant group 

probably possesses the culture and makes others believe that it is national despite the fact 

that only a limited group of people can access the culture called national. The insightful 

interpretation of cultural studies encourages individuals to tackle the given knowledge on 

culture and be agents for constructing cultural knowledge within their subjective 

contexts. Researchers of cultural studies such as Grossberg et al. (1992) argue that 

cultural meanings are not necessarily shared and determined, rather the meanings 

continue to be challenged, negotiated, and changed at micro-level, individuals in a 

society. It is important to understand how SK EL teachers navigate the cultural conflicts 

between their dominant culture and the NKR students’ minority cultures in SK.     

Functions of Culture 

Among many cultural notions, it is useful to examine the one of Hall (1989), 

because he was an original thinker whom many scholars consider to be the founder of the 

study of intercultural communication. He introduced a concept which he regarded as 

potentially threatening to harmonious relationships among people, focusing on the micro-

level of human interaction. According to Hall (1989), mankind has been adding to their 

weaknesses by evolving various “extensions” (p. 25), cultural elements such as 

languages, mechanical systems, and social structures that affect how one perceives one’s 
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culture. Humans are caught in a trap called “extension transference” (p. 28), thus, culture 

is lived in an unconscious way. Hall used “extension transference” to explain the 

phenomenon, underlining how one loses consciousness or awareness of one’s culture. 

Once the extensions are internalized, the author explained cultural influences on humans’ 

political acts, decision-making, prioritizing and ways of thinking are not consciously 

understood. Culture plays such a prominent part in every aspect of our lives, and it is easy 

for us to be hoodwinked into believing that our convictions are true and universal when 

in fact certain assumptions we make may not be true for other cultures. As a result, 

human beings marginalize themselves and lose their ability to control their culture. So 

long as direct conflicts do not occur in intercultural and interethnic encounters, culture 

does not easily come up to the level of consciousness. It is in the background and is 

extraordinarily subtle. Hall (1989) argued that through a process of rigorous analysis, 

“identity-separation-growth” (Hall, 1989, p. 227), mankind should make efforts to find 

the original identities that have been lost and marginalized. As a result of Edward T. 

Hall’s insights regarding the functions of culture, I was able to gain a greater appreciation 

of the participants’ cultural awareness, which is a necessity in multicultural classes. 

Dimensions of Culture 

Culture has been viewed as a multidimensional concept. Bennett (1998) identified 

culture as having two layers, Upper-Case Culture and Lower-Case culture. The first is 

“Culture writ large” with a capital “C” (p. 2) such as social, economic, political, and 

linguistic systems. By means of understanding those objective cultures, people are able to 

increase their knowledge regarding the cultures. On the other hand, subjective culture, 
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“culture writ small” with a small “c” (p. 2) can generate competence, because subjective 

culture refers to the psychological features such as the patterns of beliefs and acts and 

values of people. Hall (1989) was a pioneer in identifying different communication 

methods in different cultures. He developed the concept of ‘high context communication’ 

and ‘low context communication’ for understanding behaviors across cultures. A broad 

understanding of the importance of cultural dimensions in society has been further 

expanded and explored in detail by Hofstede (1984, 2001, 2011). He developed value 

indexes—measures of traits that appear in cultures. According to Hofstede, each index 

can be regarded as a continuum. Organizations and societies can be placed along each 

index. Given that all individuals exhibit various degrees of their own cultures, 

categorizing people based on dimensional models and then assuming people’s ways of 

communicating is an oversimplification. Hall and Hofstede’s insights contribute to my 

understanding of the SK EL teachers’ cultural awareness.  

What is IC/ICC? 

Historical Overview on IC/ICC  

Since the 1950s, many scholars from various fields such as business, engineering, 

health care, religious organizations, tourism, policing, military, and education have 

attempted to conceptualize the tenets of IC. In the United States, the term intercultural 

communication was conceptualized and introduced through Hall’s (1959) important 

book, The Silent Language. During the Cold War era, the US ambassadors to allies such 

as France and Italy could not speak in the national language of the countries where they 

were designated, whereas 90 percent of all Russian diplomatic staff were able to 
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communicate with the national people in their indigenous language (Rogers et al., 2002). 

As a result, the US government felt the necessity of training political representatives to 

become interculturally competent so that they could play a crucial role in solidifying 

diplomatic relations. Hence, a number of scholars studied regarding IC, intercultural 

effectiveness, and intercultural adaptation (Deardorff, 2009). According to scholarly and 

practical objectives, experts have conceptualized IC in diverse ways, using various 

terminologies. 

Although the academic areas, language education and IC, have overlapping 

aspects that connect them with each other, some interculturalists leave language concerns 

to experts in the linguistic field. Given the essential role of an individual’s linguistic 

proficiency in communicating, it is a fallacy to discuss successful education of IC with 

the exclusion of language issues. This is an important detail that serves to inform me 

about ways to analysis the SK EL teachers’ IC and how they view the language issue of 

NKR students in class. Therefore, we should rethink how to educate interculturality for 

people by means of establishing education goals for an individual to understand others 

and be understood by others linguistically as well as to develop IC, which is comprised of 

knowledge, attitudes, and skills.     

The field of language education has generally focused on the linguistic aspects of 

communication, specifically communicative competence. However, as intercultural 

communication became increasingly important, the cultural components of language 

began to be recognized and incorporated into language education, leading to the parallel 

development of these two fields. However, although Hymes’ (1972) sociolinguistic 
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competence and Stern’s (1983) socio-cultural competence were introduced to the 

language education field, “the link with the cultural sphere has been lost because … 

language teaching has been influenced above all by speech act theory2 and discourse 

analysis3, where the linguistic predominates” (Byram, 1997, p. 9). Moreover, scholars did 

not address socio-cultural components as thoroughly as the sociolinguistic until “a 

framework of reference for language learning and teaching introduced a more nuanced 

vision” (Byram, 1997, p. 8). Actually, those observed were fluent fools (Bennett, 1997), 

namely “individuals … who are fluent in other languages, perhaps dilettantes intrigued 

by linguistic systems, without knowledge of the cultures they represent. … also, 

individuals who have entered other cultures to varying degrees without host language 

knowledge” (Fantini, 2012, p. 269). Lusting and Koester (1996) argued that in order to 

make intercultural communication occur more effectively, interlocutors should be 

equipped with IC. It was because there was “the crucial link” between culture and 

communication (p. 27). In 1997, Byram developed his intercultural communicative 

competence model, influenced by Van Ek’s (1993) communicative competence model 

comprised of six competences: linguistic, sociolinguistic, discourse, strategic, socio-

cultural, and social competence, emphasizing personal and social development as well as 

the communication skills of learners. As a result of the insights, I gained a better 

 
2 Speech act theory explores how words are used not only to convey meaning but also to perform actions. It 

focuses on how language is used to perform actions like making requests, giving orders, promising, and 

apologizing.  
3 Discourse analysis is the study of language beyond individual sentences, analyzing how language 

constructs meaning and shapes social reality in different contexts. Discourse analysis draws from various 

disciplines to investigate language use in various contexts, such as media, politics, and everyday 

conversations. 
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understanding of how SK EL teachers express aspects of IC by understanding NKR 

students’ limited proficiency in Korean, which is the language of instruction. NKR 

students, especially NKR students born in third countries, often encounter linguistic 

difficulties. Therefore, SK teachers should also be aware of this, as the participants in this 

study have documented.   

Conceptualization of IC/ICC  

In terms of the concepts, models, and frameworks of IC and ICC, some 

researchers have not actually differentiated between IC and ICC. In order to avoid 

confusion, I will use the terminologies that scholars have adapted in their studies.   

 Spitzberg and Cupach (1984) and Kim (1991) explained the conceptualization of 

human competence—motivation (affective, emotion), knowledge (cognitive), skills 

(behavioral, actional; Deardorff, 2009) to include context. Kim (1991) suggested that IC 

as a concept must be anchored with a person as his or her capacity to deal with the 

various intercultural contexts regardless of the particular cultures being engaged in the 

encounter. In intercultural contexts, cultural disequilibrium occurs, and the phenomenon 

is the catalyst of the IC developing process (Tylor, 1994). Tylor (1994) conceptualized IC 

as a transformative process in which individuals could learn ways to deal with cultural 

disparities through activating cognitive orientations, learning strategies, and evolving 

intercultural identity. It appeared that most SK EL teachers were moving through their 

own transformation process when it came to dealing with cultural conflict in this study. 

The participants experienced changes in their values and beliefs about NKR students’ 

cultures. 
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Chen and Starosta (1996) mentioned that IC was useful in developing “an 

awareness of cultural dynamics” and discerning “multiple identities in order to maintain a 

state of multicultural coexistence” (p. 364). In addition, Chen and Starosta (1997) 

considered IC as a behavioral aspect of effective intercultural interaction. Based on their 

argument, to interact with others in an effective manner, people need intercultural 

awareness (cognitive), intercultural sensitivity (affective), and intercultural competence 

(behavioral; Chen & Starosta, 1997). According to Byram (1997), intercultural 

(communicative) competence is comprised of five savoirs: Savoir (knowledge), Savoir- 

être (curious and opened attitudes), Savoir-comprendre (skills of interpreting and 

relating), Savoir-apprendre/faire (skills of discovery and interaction) and Savoir 

s’engager (critical awareness). Byram (1997) emphasized the importance of appropriate 

language using as communication interlocutors negotiated linguistic and cultural 

differences. For more than 50 years, scholars have been interested in IC and have made 

numerous attempts to define the term, yet a consensus on a single definition has not been 

reached (Deardorff, 2006). However, in terms of the commonalities between various 

definitions, a majority of theorists recognize that IC is related to four dimensions: 

knowledge, attitudes, skills, and behaviors (Perry & Southwell, 2011). Based on 

participant statements, this study discovered that participants’ IC appeared to have three 

components: knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors/actions. 

In 2006, Deardorff produced a meaningful Delphi study. She sought to determine 

a definition of IC and appropriate measurement tools for IC based on the agreement of 

intercultural scholars. Deardorff developed a consensus from a panel of prominent 
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intercultural experts with regard to a definition and components of IC. Through the 

Delphi process, the top-rated definition of IC was “the ability to communicate effectively 

and appropriately in intercultural situations based on one’s intercultural knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes” (Deardorff, 2004, p. 194). When it comes to common elements of 

IC, there are three components that highlight the underlying importance of cultural 

awareness, not only one’s own but also others’ cultures: “awareness, valuing and 

understanding of cultural differences; experiencing other cultures; and self-awareness of 

one’s own culture” (Deardorff, 2006, p. 247). This insight led me to explore the 

participants’ understanding of culture, so that I could understand how the teachers are 

culturally sensitive.  

Re-conceptualization of IC/ICC  

An increasing number of scholars who are in the field of IC/ICC are posing 

questions on the positivistic approach to social interactions. Positivists tend to understand 

communication as a process of exchanging information or knowledge, which could be 

comprehended objectively. The modern, unlike post-modern, idea deceives people into 

accumulating knowledge of the target language and culture, and honing skills of 

translating between the target and native languages and cultures in order to become 

interculturally competent (Shi-xu, 2001). However, that is overly simplifying the 

complicated phenomena of miscommunications or misunderstandings that occur in 

intercultural communications. As a result, scholars in the field of intercultural 

communication began to explore the concept of IC/ICC through a different paradigmatic 

lens. That is, the study of IC/ICC will continue to confront the challenge from other 
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paradigms such as the dialectical approach which emerged from the critical paradigm 

(Chen, 2017).  

According to Shi-xu (2001), communication is a collaborative social activity that 

is situated within a wider cultural and historical setting, and therefore, inherently linked 

to power differentials that exist within that context. According to Shi-xu (2001), a 

communication breakdown is not totally attributed to the lack of relevant knowledge and 

skills; rather, it is closely related to the existing unequal power relations. It is because 

“intercultural communication does not take place in a power vacuum” (Shi-xu, 2001, p. 

286). Intercultural communication is a social practice through which individuals 

construct and find meanings. These meanings are dependent on historical and political 

“background context”, rather than “foreground expression” (Shi-xu, 2001, p. 285). 

Hence, the theorist inspires people to consider the power dynamic between interlocutors 

and to challenge the current discourse of discrimination and exclusion so that they can 

embrace themes of social justice and equality. In this respect, Dervin and Hahl (2015) 

define IC as a the capacity to critically examine both the implicit and explicit 

assumptions underlying cultural claims, as well as the power dynamics they might 

conceal. This understanding of IC enabled me to analyze the data from the SK 

EL teachers to find out if the teachers were aware of the existence of unequal relations 

between their and their NKR students’ cultures.   

Models of IC/ICC 

This section presents four models of IC relevant to the study at hand. Despite the 

fact that there are many more models of IC described in the literature (Matveev & Merz, 
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2014; Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009), the first three models I discuss in this section are 

the most relevant to this study and have been cited in IC studies referenced. My 

understanding of the SK EL teachers’ IC was further enhanced by the last model by 

Sorrells presented in this section about the teachers’ critical and reflective thinking and 

acting.  

Deardorff’s Pyramid Model 

Deardorff (2006) sought to gain intercultural scholars’ consensus on a definition 

and components of IC by employing the reiterative grounded theory method, the Delphi 

methodology. As one of the findings of the inductive study, the researcher was able to 

develop a compositional model of IC, relying on the conceptual perspectives and theories 

of the experts who participated in this study. Deardorff's (2006) pyramid model simplifies 

the extensive list of IC components by arranging them within a framework that includes 

different levels. The model asserts that having components of the lower levels is a 

prerequisite for reaching the higher levels, with attitude serving as a fundamental starting 

point, as noted by Byram (1997). The model lists not only fundamental elements, but an 

implicit ordering of them (see Fiqure 3); knowledge and skills follow attitudinal 

dispositions and effective and appropriate behaviors in intercultural situations are 

considered as consequences of achieving intercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes 

(Spitzberg & Changon, 2009).    
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Figure 3.  

Deardorff’s (2006) Pyramid Model of Intercultural Competence 

 

 

 

Bennett’s Developmental Model  

Bennett (1993) conceptualized a developmental model of IC. The Developmental 

Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS) is used as a framework for understanding 
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cognitive development, not attitudes and behavior, that learners come to experience in 

intercultural situations. Teachers should carefully reflect on their perspectives to detect if 

unintentional and subtle prejudices are promoted in their classes. The DMIS could be an 

effective tool to understand a teacher’s world view, because through the DMIS stages, the 

level of cultural competency and sensitivity among teachers could be measured (Van 

Hook, 2000). The assumption underlying the model of DMIS is that as the experiences of 

cultural disparities become more sophisticated, one’s IC increases. In the DMIS model, 

there are a total of six stages along the continuum of intercultural sensitivity. The first 

three stages, denial, defense, and minimization, are ethnocentric. People who are 

dominated by ethnocentrism consider their own cultures as a center, so they tend to 

interpret phenomena based on their own cultures. The remaining three stages, 

acceptance, adaptation, and integration, are ethnorelative (see Figure 4). People who are 

oriented to ethnorelativism are inclined to understand their own culture as it relates to 

other cultures, and their behaviors are context-bound. Although Bennett’s DMIS model 

did not contribute significantly to studying the participants’ understanding and practice of 

IC, the findings emerging from my study revealed that several participants' attitudes 

appear to be oriented toward ethnorelativism, part of Bennett’s (1993) model. 
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Figure 4.  

Bennett’s (1993) Development Model of Intercultural Sensitivity 

 

 

Byram’s Intercultural Communicative Competence Model 

A model that includes commonalities with co-orientational models was developed 

by Byram, Nichols, and Stevens (Byram, 1997, 2003; Byram et al., 2001). Byram, a 

British linguist whose work is largely in the domain of world language education, paid 

attention to interactions between two interlocutors who have different “social identities” 

(Byram, 1997, p. 32). He asserted that successful interaction could be judged by the 

effectiveness of information exchange and by the maintenance of human relationships. In 

addition, unlike other types of models that are primarily concerned with psychological 

characteristics, Byram (2008) argued that the “intercultural speaker” (p. 57) needs both 

IC and linguist/communicative competence.  
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Figure 5.  

Byram’s (1997) Factors in Intercultural Communication 

 

 

Byram (1997) placed an emphasis on open and curious attitudes (Savoir-être) 

toward others’ meanings, beliefs, and behaviors under conditions free from any types of 

pre-assumptions, no matter whether those are positive or negative, which could hinder 

mutual understanding. When it comes to knowledge (Savoir), there are two broad 

categories: “knowledge about social groups and their cultures in one’s own country, and 

similar knowledge of the interlocutor’s country on the one hand; knowledge of the 

processes of interaction at individual and societal levels, on the other hand” (p. 35). With 

respect to the first category of knowledge, it is acquired through both formal and informal 
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processes of socialization. The declarative knowledge should be complemented by the 

second category of knowledge—procedural knowledge of how to act in specific contexts. 

The skills of interpreting and relating (Savoir-comprendre) are abilities to identify 

ethnocentric perspectives and notice in which areas interlocutors misunderstand each 

other due to their ethnocentrism. The skills of discovery and interaction (Savoir-

apprendre/faire) enable people to acquire new knowledge of a culture and to operate 

intercultural knowledge, attitudes, and skills so that they are able to interact with those 

whose culture is unfamiliar in complex ways. Lastly, Savoir s’engager is ability to 

evaluate documents and events in ones’ own and other cultures critically and to mediate 

in intercultural exchanges in accordance with explicit criteria (see Figure 5).  

 Byram (2003) made a valuable contribution to the development of a more precise 

IC model (see Figure 6) by identifying the distinctions between being bicultural and 

being intercultural. Bicultural individuals possess the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to 

interact effectively and appropriately in two cultures, but may experience conflict and a 

sense of not belonging in either culture (Byram, 2003, p. 55). In contrast, intercultural 

individuals excel at mediating between different cultures by negotiating and reconciling 

differences in values, beliefs, and behaviors. They are flexible in their identity, enabling 

them to integrate aspects of various cultures into their performance. The best intercultural 

mediators/speakers are those who are able to understand the relationship “between their 

own language and language varieties, and their own culture and cultures of different 

social groups in their society, on the one hand, and the language (varieties) and culture(s) 

of others, between (inter) which they find themselves acting as mediators” (Byram, 2003, 
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p. 61). Byram’s model contributed to the understanding of one aspect of the participants’ 

IC, that of Savoir-être (curiosity and open-attitude).   

 

 

         

Figure 6.  

Byram’s (2003) Intercultural Communicative Competence Model 
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Sorrells’ Critical Social Justice Model of IC 

Sorrells (2020), who calls for a new movement in the field of IC, introduces 

intercultural praxis in her book, Intercultural communication: Globalization and social 

justice. The praxis, which is constituted within six interrelated points of entry, presents a 

process of critical and reflective thinking and acting. The author developed the 

framework expecting all stakeholders of communications to navigate the complicated and 

challenging intercultural spaces. The purpose of engaging in the intercultural praxis is to 

raise cultural awareness and critical analysis and increase the sense of social 

responsibilities with regard to intercultural interactions. The theoretical framework is not 

only about intercultural communication per se, but practical ways of “being, thinking, 

analyzing, reflecting and acting” (Sorrells, 2020, p. 15).  

There are six interrelated ports in the intercultural praxis: inquiry, framing, 

positioning, dialogue, reflection, and action. Inquiry is a port of entry for intercultural 

praxis (see Figure 7). It refers to a willingness to know, to ask, and to learn. An 

individual who has a curious inquiry about culture is willing to engage with others from 

different cultural backgrounds. While it sounds simple, the inquiry of this praxis urges 

people to take risks in challenging their own cultural norms and being tackled about their 

own cultural values by others. By virtue of embracing a curious inquiry toward cultural 

differences and a willingness to suspend any types of judgement on other cultures, people 

are able to step through one of the doors of entry into intercultural praxis.  

In terms of framing, it connotes a person’s view of himself/herself, others, and the 

world. The frames tend to constrain a person’s flexibility so that they take a rigid attitude 
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toward the different cultures of conversation partners. Hence, Sorrells (2020) argues that 

we need to be aware of the frames of reference from which we view and experience the 

world. Another important aspect of framing is being aware of the local and global 

contexts that influence intercultural interactions. Interlocutors should be equipped with 

capabilities to narrow and broaden their frames. By doing so, they could not only 

understand the micro-level differences in communication styles, but also look at the 

interactions within historical/current patterns of inequities between communicators and 

global relations of power (Sorrells, 2020). The author summarizes the framing as follows:  

As we zoom in and foreground the micro-level of intercultural communication, 

we need to keep the wider background frame in mind as it provides the context in 

which meaning about the particular is made. Similarly, as we zoom out and look 

at larger macro-level dimensions, we need to keep in mind the particular local and 

situated lived experience of people in their everyday lives. (p. 18)   

As another point of entry into intercultural praxis, positioning denotes how 

geographical positioning would be related to social and political positions. The globe is 

stratified based on culture, race, class, age, gender, nationality, religion, and physical 

abilities and the hierarchical categories place us socially, politically, and materially in 

relation to each other and in relation to power (Sorrells, 2020). It is important for 

interlocutors to recognize how their positionalities impact their perceptions and 

interpretations. Sorrells (2020) encapsulates the positioning, mentioning “Positioning … 

directs us to interrogate who can speak and who is silenced; whose language is spoken 

and whose language is trivialized or denied; whose actions have the power to shape and 
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impact others and whose actions are dismissed, unreported, and marginalized (p. 18).” 

Awareness of one’s positionality guides a person from power to use his/her privilege to 

intervene in situations where social prejudices and systemic inequity occur (Sorrell, 

2020). The notion of positionality is directly connected to societal interactions between 

the SK EL teachers and their NKR students. 

When it comes to dialogue, the original meaning of it is a stream of meaning 

through and between people and dialogue that results in new understandings (Bohm, 

1996). Due to the differences in power and positionality, intercultural dialogue entails 

tensions. According to Sorrells, “cognizant of differences and the tensions that emerge 

from these differences, the process of dialogue invites us to … engage with points of 

view, ways of thinking and being, and beliefs different from our own” (p. 19). Therefore, 

the purpose of dialogue is not changing, persuading, and conquering but inviting, 

cooperating, and coordinating. The participants in the dialogue accept that they may not 

fully understand or may not reach a common agreement. In the intercultural praxis, 

reflection is a key feature.  

According to Sorrells, reflection is central to the other points of entry: inquiry, 

framing, positioning, and dialogue. To be able to consciously observe oneself and then 

critically analyze intercultural relationships is required for successful framing and 

positioning, as well as sustaining dialogue. Sorrells emphasizes action in order to 

complete the concept of intercultural praxis. The first five points of entry, inquiry, 

framing, positioning, dialogue, and reflection, serve as catalysts for action which is the 

sixth entry of Sorrells’ IC model. She argues that critical and reflective understanding us, 
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others, and the world should be followed by responsible action to make the world more 

socially just, equitable, and peaceful.  

 

 

 

Figure 7.  

Sorrell’s (2020) Intercultural Praxis Model 
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Power Imbalance in Intercultural Relationship 

According to Sorrells (2020), developing intercultural competencies “enable us to 

use our multifaceted identity positions and shifting access to privilege and power to 

identify allies, build solidarity, imagine alternatives, and intervene in struggles for social 

responsibility and social justice” (p. 237). In the light of Sorrell’s argument, when 

teachers are in intercultural situations, the key and fundamental competency is 

understanding the intercultural relationships within the historical, social, geographical, 

and political contexts as well as challenging the hierarchical system of power existing 

within the interpersonal connections. Therefore, in an effort to explore SK EL teachers’ 

IC, I could comprehend what types of power forces might be present between SK EL 

teachers and NKR students and to what extent the teaching practitioners are aware of 

their positions of power. I could also see that how well they understood their positionality 

within the culturally imbalance situations. Lastly, it is possible to identify in what ways 

they engage in their responsibilities for social justice as well.     

Traditional and Cultural Regard for Teachers in SK  

South Korea is known as one of the countries that regards teachers more highly 

than other European and Anglo-Saxon countries. There is a longstanding cultural value in 

Korea that teachers and the teaching profession have been regarded as an honorable job. 

The high regard for the teaching profession is rooted in Confucianism. Confucian 

emphasized that decedents had to respect a king, teachers, and parents equally by 

saying 군사부일체(君師父一體) which means that the favors of king (군, 君), teachers(사, 

師), and father(부, 父) are equivalent(일체, 一體). The Confucian respect for teachers is 
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reflected in a Korean old admonition that “선생님의 그림자도 밟지 않는다” means 

“Don’t even step on the shadow of teachers.” The words illustrate well the traditional 

relationship between teachers and students in Korea. Although Korean traditional values 

and beliefs are changing rapidly, teaches have a relatively high status in Korean society 

(UNESCO, 2017).  

In addition, due to the value system of Korea that prioritizes academic learning 

over practical learning (Kim, 2015), teaching connected to academic learning requires 

higher education (Sorensen, 1994). Hence, the profession that attracts highly qualified 

people is socially recognized and monetarily rewarding. Based on the social consensus 

regarding the value of teachers, teacher education institutions were able to continue to 

produce a highly qualified teacher pool despite the economic collapse in 1997. During the 

economic harsh time, the SK government did not hesitate to maintain salary and benefits 

for school teachers (Lee et al., 2018).  

 South Korea could be considered to be one of the countries which has achieved 

economic growth in the fastest way in the world during the past half century. Morris 

(1996) regarded developing human resources through education as a major factor in 

Korean economic achievement. Besides, education has played a decisive role in upward 

mobility in Korea. The researcher, Cho (2017) found that higher education served as a 

mediator variable explaining social mobility of Korea. The social phenomenon creates 

considerable enthusiasm for education among the members of society. In this context, the 

popularity of teaching occupations among parents and students is not surprising.   
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Occupational Prestige and Socio-economic Status of Teachers in SK 

Social studies scholars have been considering occupational prestige as an 

important theme so as to understand the hierarchy of a society (Kye & Hwang, 2017). 

Kye and Hwang (2017) indicated that, within a spectrum that judges were the first and 

manual workers the last, middle school teachers’ occupational prestige scores have been 

increasing over the past 30 years. Moreover, the Varkey Foundation (2018) ranked 

teachers’ social prestige, placing SK in sixth place behind China, Malaysia, Taiwan, 

Russia, and Indonesia among 35 survey countries. Occupation plays a crucial role in 

determining the socio-economic status of a person in a modern society. In terms of 

teacher salaries in SK, although teaching starters received a bit lower salary than the 

OECD average, the salaries that experienced teachers who had career histories over 15 

years received were much higher than the OECD average.  

The Role of English as Cultural Capital and its Influence on the Social Status of EL 

Teachers in SK 

According to the logic of globalization, the global language, English is recognized 

as a must-learn by Koreans. The tremendous enthusiasm for learning English drives 

Korean people to be obsessed with English. The particular passion for English among 

Koreans can be traced back to the period between 1945 and 1948, when SK was under 

the governance of the US military; at that time, ordinary people observed that English 

was owned by people from special elite classes such as politicians and entrepreneurs. 

Since then, the prestige of English has continued to this day in Korea. In Lee (2007), the 

positioning of English as cultural capital is classified into five major types: a survival 
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skill, a symbol of class distinction, a fundamental qualification for global citizenship, a 

tool for national competitiveness, and a fetishized product. Given the status of English in 

Korea, EL teachers indicated high satisfaction with the recognition they received (Park & 

Lee, 2017).   

However, Yun (2001) argues that the excessive dominance of English has resulted 

in a complex internal conflict for non-native speakers, where they may simultaneously 

feel oppressed and worshipful towards the language, and experience feelings of 

inferiority and superiority. Moreover, Kim (2015) indicated that the danger of the 

phenomenon that English acts “a mechanism for suppression on institutional dimension, 

beyond individualistic psychological behaviorism. … English is no longer a reality, but 

an ideology as a mechanism of power” (p. 120). Such insights are important for me to 

consider in discussions of the SK EL teachers’ IC, particularly in multilingual and 

multicultural contexts where the use and prominence of English may have unintended 

consequences such as limiting the cultural expression of NKR students. 

Considering the power gap generated by dominant vs. nondominant cultures, high 

vs. low socio-economic status, and nativeness vs. non-nativeness between 

communication and interaction counterparts, SK teachers who are teaching a global 

language, English within multicultural contexts should be qualified with IC. As the first 

adults outside the family whom young NKRs trust to turn to for help, SK teachers should 

understand how to advocate for NK immigrant students effectively and appropriately and 

how to support them to become proficient and confident global citizens.  
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Empirical Research on Teachers’ IC in SK 

In terms of educational scholars’ interest in IC, it has not been long in Korea. 

Most of the research regarding educational stakeholders’ IC has been conducted within 

the last decade. In many cases, discussions on IC have been made in the fields of 

multicultural education and Korean language education. When it comes to empirical 

research on teachers’ IC in Korea, I tried to find it by using the Korean keywords “교사 

(teachers) AND 영어교사 (English teachers) AND 문화 (culture) AND 다문화 

(multicultural) AND 문화 간 (intercultural) AND 상호문화 (intercultural)” and English 

keywords “teachers AND English teachers AND intercultural AND multicultural AND 

cross-cultural.” Since there is no Korean word equivalent to the English term 

“intercultural,” I chose these two words “문화간” and “상호문화” that most commonly 

used by researchers in almost the same context. Since I found that scholars were using 

cross-cultural competence, multicultural competence, and IC interchangeably, I decided 

to adopt searching keywords not only “intercultural”, but also “multicultural” and “cross-

cultural.”  

Teachers’ perceptions on teaching culture and teachers’ IC level were explored by 

the following researchers. In Ko’s (2014) study, pre-service elementary teachers’ 

perceptions of integrating cultural factors into EL education were examined. According 

to the results of this study, before the student teachers took the ‘intercultural 

communication’ course, they demonstrated their low awareness of ICC and their interests 

and knowledge about teaching culture were limited. However, the researcher found that 

the course was conducive to developing their IC and promoting interests in teaching 
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culture in their language classes. The researchers, Chung and Bae (2013) examined the 

level of IC of early childhood teachers and their perceptions of barriers to developing 

their IC. After IC level test by using IDI instrument, researchers found that 59 teachers 

fell in the ethnocentric side of Bennett’s (1993) IC continuum such as the denial, defense 

and minimization stages. According to the results, the teachers considered language 

differences as a remarkable challenge in communicating and interacting with 

multicultural children and their families. Understanding the findings of these studies is 

important for informing and contextualizing this research that aims to explore teachers’ 

IC in diverse educational settings. 

 The following empirical studies explored factors that affected teachers’ IC in 

Korea. One of the earlier studies regarding teachers’ IC attempted to explore the 

components of cross-cultural competence (Won, 2009). The quantitative study using a 

survey method with 54 participants who were teaching Korean as a second language 

found that instructors’ teaching years and education level influenced the instructors’ IC. 

Won (2009) emphasized that cross-cultural interaction between teachers and students 

went beyond mere language education. Na and Kim (2016) extended Won’s (2009) 

study. They conducted a quantitative study to suggest ways to incorporate intercultural 

education into Korean language and cultural education. To achieve the study’s goal, 183 

Korean language teachers were surveyed, and the researchers found that the teachers’ 

level of intercultural awareness was high. In terms of factors connected to the level of 

intercultural awareness, the amount of teaching experience had a proportional 

relationship with intercultural awareness. The teachers who worked for university-
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affiliated Korean language institutions showed a higher level of understanding of 

intercultural education than those working in multicultural centers. In addition, teachers 

who had prior teaching experience in multicultural centers demonstrated a lower level of 

understanding of intercultural education. Lastly, Korean language teachers who received 

training in multi-cultural/intercultural education tended to understand intercultural 

education better. Cultural empathy mattered to Park and Cho (2016). They deemed 

cultural empathy as an important factor that influenced the formation of a multicultural 

mind. They analyzed the correlations between cultural empathy and cultural sensitivity, 

between cultural empathy and understanding of multicultural education, and between 

cultural empathy and attitudes toward multicultural education. After analyzing surveys 

that 165 early childhood student teachers completed, they found that cultural empathy 

was a significant indicator for their multicultural sensitivity, understanding and attitudes 

in a positive way. The insights from these empirical studies are important in multicultural 

classes in schools because they provide information on the factors that influence teachers’ 

IC, such as teaching experience, education level, and training in multi-

cultural/intercultural education. They also highlight the importance of cultural empathy in 

the formation of IC, which can positively impact SK EL teachers’ understanding and 

attitudes toward NKR students. 

The ways to improve teachers’ IC were studied by the following researchers. For 

the purpose of the study, to suggest pedagogical activities to foster Christian pre-service 

English teachers’ ICC and to prepare them to be Christian intercultural communicators, 

Kim (2014) presented five activities: culture shock storytelling, observation of L1 
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culture, intercultural sensitizer exercises, analyzing critical incidents, and interviewing 

people from different cultures in English. Shin (2018) examined overseas programs for 

pre-service English teachers’ global-multicultural competence. Based on the findings, the 

researcher argued that the following key points should be considered when designing a 

sustainable overseas education program for improving teachers’ IC: 1) online-based pre-

program education and related overseas education program database construction, 2) 

systematic operation, ‘pre-program education → overseas program → evaluation’ 3) 

sociocultural-based connections among overseas programs. The pedagogical activities 

suggested by Kim (2014) and the key points identified by Shin (2018) provide valuable 

insights and practical recommendations for developing effective interventions and 

programs aimed at improving teachers’ IC, which can inform and guide me to suggest 

future research in this area. The empirical studies on teachers’ IC in SK revealed a 

research gap.   

Summary 

 In this chapter, I began with what culture is as an approach to understanding IC. 

Considering the highlights of the crucial role of cultural sensitivity in developing IC and 

effective communication with people from different cultural backgrounds, it is important 

to explore the SK EL teachers’ perception of culture so that we might come to understand 

their cultural sensitivity and IC. In addition, I addressed the concept of IC/ICC and 

various models of IC so that I might develop a deeper understanding of the participants’ 

IC. Moreover, considering the possible power dynamics between SK EL teachers and 

NKR students and the extent to which participants are conscious of their cultural 
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positions in relation to NKR students, I provided a description of the social status of SK 

EL teachers. Lastly, I examined empirical research that has been conducted regarding 

teachers’ IC in SK. By doing so, I found a research gap from which I could develop my 

research topic.  
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Chapter Three 

The current lack of research concerning South Korean (SK) English language 

(EL) teachers’ perceptions and practices on intercultural competence (IC; Won, 2009) 

prevents us from fully understanding the key issues at the core of teachers’ roles as 

cultural mediators in Korea. Also, given the distinct cultural gap between SK and North 

Korea (NK; Korea Hana Foundation, 2014), and the achievement gap that exists between 

students learning English who are from SK and NK (Shin et al., 2012), SK EL teachers 

need to be culturally prepared to serve appropriately this underrepresented group of 

students who are NK students living in SK. Hence, this study was designed to explore SK 

EL teachers’ understanding of culture and how these teachers understand and might be 

practicing their IC in the context of working with NK immigrant youngsters as well as in 

their lives. In this chapter, I describe the purpose of the study, research questions, and 

research design including the process of selecting settings and recruiting participants, 

descriptions of participants, data instruments, data collection, and data analysis 

procedure. Also, I explain which strategies I employed to check the validity of the study 

and how I addressed validity threats. 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore SK EL teachers’ beliefs 

regarding the concept and functions of culture and their perception and practice of IC in 

their classroom, as well as in their lives. In particular, I used the critical and social justice 

model of IC (Sorrells, 2020) to investigate the participants’ perception and practice of IC. 

A case study approach was selected as the design to explore how individual teachers 
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perceive culture and perceive and practice IC. This study investigates individual data 

collected by using interviews, artifacts, and documents. From these data, teachers’ 

perceptions of culture and their perceptions and practices of IC are explored.  

Given the unique and often sensitive circumstances of SK teachers who have NK 

students who have arrived in SK in their classes, this intrinsic and exploratory case study 

addressed the following research questions (RQs): 

1. How do SK EL teachers of North Korean refugee (NKR) students perceive 

culture?  

2. How do SK EL teachers of NKR students define, perceive, and practice IC? 

Research Design 

This study is designed to seek general ideas about awareness of culture and 

practice of IC of SK EL teachers who are educating young NK refugees. This qualitative 

case study focuses on how exemplar teachers perceive culture (RQ 1) and how exemplar 

teachers perceive and practice IC (RQ 2). The complex and multilayered topic of SK EL 

teachers’ perception of culture and their IC had not been addressed in research. Thus, a 

qualitative case study approach was needed and appropriate. According to Duff (2008), 

due to the case studies’ exploratory nature, new territory can be opened up for future 

research. Yin (2009) mentioned that a case study “investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon (‘case’) in depth and within its real-world context, especially when the 

boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clear or evident” (p. 15). 

Therefore, I decided to adopt a case study method for my research for which the 

distinctive need starts from “the desire to understand complex social phenomena” (Yin, 
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2009, p. 4). In light of this study’s purpose to understand the case, this study can be 

defined more specifically as an intrinsic case study. According to Stake (2006), an 

intrinsic case study’s primary goal is to understand a specific case. The concept of IC is a 

relatively new term for SK teachers and scholars since it has not been long since SK 

scholars began to have interest in IC in the education field. Nonetheless in SK, only a 

limited number of studies have been conducted concerning the IC of teachers who teach 

English. Moreover, there have been very few studies to date that have tackled the IC of 

SK EL teachers who work with students who are from NK. This research is an 

exploratory case study that seeks to explore a phenomenon featured by a lack of 

preliminary studies in the field (Yin, 2009). 

I designed this study to explore and understand how SK EL teachers who taught 

NKR youths perceived culture and practiced IC. To accomplish the purpose, I should 

specify inclusion and exclusion criteria for participation. Hence in this study, the case 

was defined based on the following criteria and boundaries; 1) teachers were SKs 2) 

teachers were teaching EL to NK immigrant youths, and 3) teachers were teaching NK 

immigrant youths at secondary education schools in SK. Six teachers from four schools 

who met the inclusion criteria agreed to participate in this study. The small sample size 

allowed me to investigate the case deeply (Stake, 2006). 

Context and Settings 

 As of April 2020, 2,725 NK immigrants are being educated at 1,237 educational 

institutions nationwide in SK. Among young NK immigrants, 7.5% of students who had 

dropped out of public schools or who had entered SK after school age chose alternative 
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schools. For NK defectors, 89% of all students were in general elementary, middle, and 

high schools and 11% were in alternative education facilities (see Table 1).  

 There are 12 alternative schools nationwide with 11% of NKR students. Among 

the 12 alternative schools, nine schools are supported by one of the government agencies 

which are the Ministry of Unification, the Ministry of Education, or a government-funded 

organization, which is the North Korean Refugees Foundation (externally known as 

Korea Hana Foundation). The remaining three are independently operated without 

financial support from any government organizations. Among the nine schools funded by 

a government institution, four are accredited and five are unaccredited (see Table 1).  

 For this study, I contacted school leaders who were gatekeepers of 12 alternative 

schools via email or phone call. Four of them, school A, B, C, and D, expressed their 

intention to allow me to contact and interview their EL teachers. It was a reasonable 

choice for me to contact only alternative schools since I was not able to access the 

information of public schools where NKR students had registered. The three of the 

schools, B, C, and D, were located in Seoul, the capital of SK and the other one, school 

A, was located in a provincial area. Schools B and D were funded by a governmental 

organization, and were not accredited. The other schools, A and C, were operating 

independently and providing accredited education programs (see Table 2). The NKR 

students who registered at school A and C had the option to choose between an 

accredited program and an unaccredited program.  
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Table 1  

Number of NKR Students by School Type  

 
Public schools Private 

alternative 

schools 

Total 
Elementary Middle High Others* 

Number 

of 

students 

741 782 738 176 
288 2725 

2437 

Note. *Public schools operate for special purposes such as special education and 

vocational training. 

 

 

Table 2  

Alternative School Types and Number of Schools  

 
Financial Status*  

Total 
Dependent Independent 

Accreditation Accredited Unaccredited 
Accredited 

(Partial**) 
Unaccredited 

12 
Number of 

schools 
4 5 2 1 

Participating 

schools 
• B, D A, C • 

Note. * The independence of the school’s financial status was determined by whether the 

school was financially supported by government agencies. ** The schools are partly 

funded by the government but have some degree of independence in their operation. 

 

 

Participant Recruitment  

After receiving approval from George Mason University’s Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) in September 2019 (see Appendix A), I went to SK to collect data in 
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January 2020. After arriving in SK, I tried to contact potential schools and participants 

via email about the study. One of six participants was introduced to me by an 

acquaintance of mine, so I met her and interviewed her first in early February 2020.  

Recruitment entailed several challenges and took a considerable amount of time 

because of several factors. Since most alternative schools had participated in a number of 

studies and were constantly receiving research proposals from a number of external 

researchers or research teams, they were tired of participating in studies. For example, I 

found that one school leader’s previous experience with researchers in his school had 

been negatively impacted by what he perceived to be an irresponsible attitude on the part 

of the researchers who had studied the school. According to the school administrator, 

once the researchers collected the information they needed, there had been no further 

contact or follow-up. Because of this, he was anxious that the information of the school 

and students would be leaked to the outside world, putting students at risk. Hence, the 

school leader had a strong sense of responsibility for the safety of their students. The 

individual mentioned that because most alternative schools for NK children had similar 

experiences, they might have similar thoughts and concerns about exposing their schools, 

especially their students, to the outside and refused to participate in this study.   

With his advice in mind, when I contacted other schools, I expressed my 

sincerity first that I was aware of the concerns that school officials might have and that I 

respected them. In order to convince the school leaders, I explained details about this 

research in earnest ways and emphasized that I would collect data related to their EL 

teachers. Additionally, I drew their attention to the fact that this study was approved after 
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strict IRB verification at George Mason University and explained that it would be 

different from past studies in which they may have participated, and which had not gone 

through IRB verification. Lastly, I presented the strategies I would use to address ethical 

issues that concerned the leaders: 1) anonymizing the schools, teachers’ names, and 

students’ names, 2) not describing the schools in detail to avoid being able to trace them, 

and 3) adopting the member checking method to review the transcripts.   

From mid-May, I received emails from three principals indicating a willingness to 

participate in the study and providing an approval for me to reach out to the school’s EL 

teachers. I carefully approached a teacher from the list of names that was given by the 

school leader via email (see Appendix B). The teacher whom I interviewed helped recruit 

the next teacher for the study. Before the interview, I contacted the identified teacher to 

confirm her interest and provide her with an opportunity to ask questions about the study 

via phone. All interviews were conducted individually and face to face. They were 

conducted at the time and place chosen by the participants. 

Recruitment was also challenging due to the criteria needed for participants. In 

order to address the research questions appropriately, all participants needed to be SKs 

who taught English as a foreign language in SK. Furthermore, all of them needed to be 

teachers who worked with NKR adolescents. Additionally, I conducted this study in 

secondary level schools for young NKRs in SK.  

Participants 

Six teachers from four private alternative schools consented to participate in the 

study. Four teachers from three schools were teaching English full-time, and two were 
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part-time teachers from a school. Here, full-time teachers means teachers who were 

employed for a full week each week of the school year, working from 8:00 AM to 4:00 

PM at school every weekday, while part-time teachers visited schools on the scheduled 

days of their English classes.  

In a pre-interview questionnaire, there were questions about whether the 

participants had been educated about culture and IC, any visiting experience in English-

speaking and/or non-English-speaking countries, how long they had been teaching 

English, and the length of time they had been teaching English to NK immigrant students 

(see Table 3). In order to retain anonymity, all teachers are referred to by pseudonyms. 

 

 

Table 3  

Description of Participants 

 Ayoung Bohee Chamin Dakyung Eunjoo Hwajin 

Gender Female Female Female Female Female Female 

Age 36 28 29 50 52 60 

Country of 

citizenship 

South 

Korea 

South 

Korea 

South 

Korea 

South 

Korea 

South 

Korea 

South 

Korea 

Native 

language(s) 
Korean Korean Korean Korean Korean Korean 

Additional 

language(s) 

spoken 

English English English English English English 
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First-

generation 

college student 

No No No No Yes Yes 

Education, 

Field of study 

Masters, 

English 

literature  

Bachelors, 

English/ 

Internatio-

nal studies 

Bachelors, 

English 

language 

education 

Bachelors, 

Education 

Masters, 

Educational 

philosophy 

Bachelors, 

English 

literature 

Bachelors, 

Education 

Length of 

English 

teaching 

period 

6 years 
3 years  

10 months 

2 years  

7 months 

5+ years 

(1:1tutoring 

for years) 

25 years 14 years 

Length of 

teaching NK 

students 

6 years 10 months 7 months 5 years 
3 years 6 

months 
9 years 

Schools School A School B School B School C School C School D 

Type of 

employment 
Full-time Full-time Full-time Part-time Part-time Full-time 

Experience of  

PD on culture/ 

IC (how long) 

Yes 

(whenever 

needed) 

Yes 

(2 years) 

Yes 

(5 months) 

Yes 

(5 months) 
N/A N/A 

Experience of 

E-S* countries 

(how long) 

Yes 

(10 years) 

Yes 

(2 years) 
N/A 

 Yes 

(2 years) 

 Yes 

(1 year) 

 Yes 

(9 years) 

Experience of 

nonE-S** 

countries 

(how long) 

N/A 
Yes 

(1 year) 

Yes 

(2 years 4 

months) 

N/A 
 Yes 

(9 days) 

 Yes 

(6 months) 

Note. * E-S means English-speaking. **nonE-S means non-English-speaking. 

 

 

Demographics of Participants 

 The participants’ demographic information was collected via a pre-interview 

questionnaire (see Appendix C). Below is a description of each participant’s 
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demographics at the time of this study. Noteworthy is the diversity of the participants in 

terms of age, teaching experiences, and foreign countries experiences.  

Participant 1: Ayoung  

Ayoung, who had lived in the United States for 10 years, was teaching English to 

NKR students since 2014 in a same school. Besides teaching jobs, she had been in a role 

as a liaison between the school and other external organizations including international 

agencies. Even though she had not received formal education regarding culture and IC 

through official education programs, she said that the school’s principal and senior 

teachers occasionally educated teachers in the form of formal workshops. Further, when 

necessary, personal counseling was carried out between senior teachers and Ayoung in 

order to address challenges caused by cultural differences between SK employees and 

NKR students at the school. 

Participant 2: Bohee  

Bohee has been involved in a global citizenship education organization for two 

years. During the professional development period, she had learned about the topic of 

culture. In terms of experience abroad, Bohee had lived in New Zealand for two years to 

learn EL. She had also been in Ghana for one year to provide educational services and 

traveled to Southeast Asia. She has a total of three years and 10 months of working 

experience in English Education and had been working as an English teacher with NKR 

youths at school for 10 months.  

Participant 3: Chamin  
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Chamin has been teaching English to NK immigrant students for seven months. 

Before that, she had been in China teaching English at a kindergarten for two years. She 

had been involved in a teacher training program regarding multiculturalism for six 

months. She was in charge of connecting those who wanted to volunteer with school 

children and cooperating with a church to teach the Bible to the children there. She had 

never visited or stayed in an English-speaking country, but during her two years in China, 

she was exposed to the culture of English-speaking countries through her international 

roommates and schoolmates, as well as Chinese culture throught Chinese friends. On 

missionary trips, she had visited various countries for relatively short periods: Israel for 

three weeks, Palestine for three weeks, India for a month, and Turkey, Japan, and Taiwan 

for two weeks respectively. 

Participant 4: Dakyung  

Dakyung had been introduced to the concepts of culture and IC from an 

educational and cultural anthropology course that she took for a semester as an 

undergraduate student. She had lived in the US for almost two years due to her husbands’ 

study and had not been to other countries. After years of one-to-one private English 

lessons, it was her first experience teaching English at a formal school. At the time of the 

study, she had been teaching English to young NK immigrants for five years.  

Participant 5: Eunjoo  

Eunjoo had never been exposed to or received education about culture and IC 

before. She had been in the United States for six months twice and visited Germany for 9 
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days once. She has 25 years of teaching experience as an EL teacher and had been 

teaching English to NKR adolescents for 3 years and 6 months. 

Participant 6: Hwajin  

Hwajin was a vice principal at a school and had also been teaching English to 

young NK students for nine years. She had 14 years of teaching experience overall as an 

English teacher. She had lived in the United States for nine years due to her husband’s 

studies. She had also lived in a non-English speaking country, Japan, for six months.  

Data Collection 

Data for the study included: a) individual face-to-face interviews, b) artifacts, c) 

documents, and d) researcher memos. The qualitative data were collected from several 

sources in order to triangulate the data and to be able to deeply understand the beliefs and 

perceptions of the participants about culture and IC: 1) explore SK EL teachers’ 

perception of culture, functions of culture, and cultural hierarchy and 2) understand SK 

EL teachers’ perceptions and practices involving IC in the context of interacting with 

NKR students.   

Individual Interviews. The data were collected through interviews that explored 

their past and present stories and experiences and to understand more about areas for 

future research. According to Yin (2009), in case-study research, interviews are 

considered critical components. Hence, one-to-one interviews were employed as the 

primary data collection instrument for the first phase of this study. I conducted an in-

depth interview with each participant in person in Korean which was the native language 
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of both the interviewees and the interviewer. The in-depth interviews lasted at least 54 to 

115 minutes (see Table 4).  

It was a semi-structured interview that was well-suited to a qualitative case study 

(Hancock & Algozzine, 2017). The semi-structured interview strategy provided me with 

a balance between a focused and flexible interview. Since I intended to use the interview 

skill and prepared a set of questions beforehand (see Appendix D), the interview could be 

focused. Due to the semi-structured nature of the interview questions, I was able to add 

prompts and further questions based on each participant’s initial response. In that sense, 

the method had flexibility (Yin, 2009). Hence, I was able to keep the balance between 

focused and flexible characteristics by using this data collection method.  

Prior to the interview, I sent the consent form (see Appendix E) and the pre-

interview questionnaire (see Appendix C) via email to provide a chance for the 

participants to review those documents. The initial interview was conducted in early 

February 2020. At the interview site, I explained the study, answered any questions from 

the participants, obtained signatures on the consent forms and collected the pre-interview 

questionnaires. I interviewed the teachers in Korean, which was the first language for 

both, so that I was able to understand them well.  
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Table 4  

Information of Interview 

Participant 
Language of 

Interview 

Date of 

interview 

Place of 

interview 

Length of 

interview (min.) 

Ayoung Korean 
February 6, 

2020 
At a cafe 89 

Bohee Korean July 20, 2020 At school 69 

Chamin Korean July 23, 2020 At school 54 

Dakyung Korean June 17, 2020 At school 73 

Eunjoo Korean May 29, 2020 At a cafe 86 

Hwajin Korean May 20, 2020 At school 115 

 

 

Researcher Memos. While listening to interview audio records and reading 

interview transcripts, I wrote brief memos concerning what I perceived to be meaningful, 

which allowed me to brainstorm categories and relationships between the data (Maxwell, 

2013). Immediately after each interview, I completed a summary sheet as part of my 

researcher log/memoing including an overview of the main points of the interview, initial 

thoughts, and follow-up questions (see Appendix F) that arose in the middle of the 

interviews. The interview summary sheet was a narrative based on the key phrases I had 

taken down and a description of the participant’s non-verbal reactions, such as facial 

expression, gesture, and emotion. I tried as much as possible to keep the original 

language of the participant in the summary sheet to ensure the accuracy of message. I 

continued to write my ongoing reflections and interpretations throughout the study.  
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Artifacts. In addition to conducting interviews, I asked participants to bring 

artifacts such as photographs, video clips, or artwork to the interview that best describe 

their perceptions of what culture was and how culture had influenced their lives at hand 

(see Appendix E). Researchers can benefit by using artifacts as a data gathering method 

that already exist at the time of the data collection, because the data do not change and 

make an intrusion upon the research setting how the presence of the researcher might 

(Merriam & Grenier, 2019).  

One participant brought a video clip, three participants brought pictures, and two 

participants brought artwork that was created by their NKR students (see Table 5). The 

artifacts were used when interviewees answered the first research question that was 

designed to explore SK EL teachers’ perception of culture, functions of culture, and 

cultural hierarchy.  

Documents. Yin (2009) argues that researchers can collect convincing evidence 

by utilizing a variety of authentic documents to add further understanding. In addition, 

Yin (2009) explains the usefulness of using documents to “corroborate and augment 

evidence from other sources” (p. 81). Private and authentic records are potentially useful 

sources of information, since the records include “any material produced by an individual 

that provides insights into the person’s beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors” (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2014). Given this case study’s aims of understanding participants’ knowledge, 

attitudes, and skills of their IC, participants’ private documents are compelling sources of 

evidence.   
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For this study, documents included syllabi, teaching materials such as class 

activity sheets, textbooks, and class teaching power point project proposal template, mark 

schemes, and project reports written by teachers. Before individual interviews, I 

requested selecting and submitting documents related to teaching language and culture. It 

is important in a case study for a researcher to know which types of documents have 

pertinent information to the research interests and use them to acquire specific details to 

corroborate data from other sources (Yin, 2009). Hence, this study focused on the cultural 

components of the documents. For example, Dakyung brought her teacher diary in which 

she recorded what occurred in her classes and her reflections on her classes and students. 

Among various information from her diary, I focused on ones that were related to her 

lessons on culture.  

 

 

Table 5  

Information of Data 

Participant Interview Artifact Documents 

Ayoung Yes Video clip 

• Syllabi for two semesters, 

• Class activity sheets 

• Class PPT 

Bohee Yes 
Picture and 

Artwork 

• ‘Culture Day’ project report 

• ‘Culture Day’ project proposal 

template 

• ‘Culture Day’ project proposal 

examples 

• Project mark schemes 

• Project presentation mark schemes 
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Chamin Yes 
Picture and 

Artwork 

• ‘Culture Day’ project proposal 

template 

• Project mark schemes 

• Project presentation mark schemes 

Dakyung Yes Picture 
• Teaching diary 

• Textbook 

Eunjoo Yes Picture • Class activity sheets 

Hwajin Yes Artwork • Project report  

 

 

Transcribing and Translating Interviews. Referring to Creswell’s (2009) 

qualitative data analysis process, I started transcribing each interview verbatim in Korean 

as soon as the interviews were completed. At the data analysis phase, I translated the 

transcribed interview from Korean to English. Interviews were transcribed manually. 

While transcribing, I annotated the information from the interview summary sheets and 

my ongoing thoughts in the brackets. After transcribing the interviews, follow-up check-

points were conducted via phone or email to confirm when voice recordings were 

interrupted by noise or when I needed to clarify the interviewee’s intentions of her 

statements.  

The interviews were conducted in Korean, so the transcription of interviews 

occurred in Korean first. In order to ensure the accuracy of transcriptions, a member 

checking strategy was employed. According to Creswell (2009), member checking is “a 

process in which the researcher asks one or more participants in the study to check the 
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accuracy of the account” (p. 267). After the participants checked for the transcripts in 

Korean, all data were prepared in written form.  

Due to the difference between the language used to interview and the one used to 

quote for this study, I translated meaningful segments of the interview data from Korean 

into English. In the light that translating everything the participants said was 

overwhelming to me, I determined to analyze data in Korean, the native language in 

which the interviews were conducted to find meaningful chunks and categorize them into 

themes and then translated the quotes. The reason why I did not translate the interview at 

the first stage was “the issues associated with translating from one language into another 

are much more complex than transcribing because they involve more subtle issues of 

connotation and meaning” (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 111). Given the medium of 

language for the interview was Korean which was the first language for both sides, the 

participants and me, analyzing data in the language was a reasonable decision. After 

transcribing and translating, I read and reread the transcripts in order to gain a full 

understanding of the participants’ viewpoints. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis entails a process of bringing order, building structure, and finding 

meanings to the collected data (Rossman & Rallis, 2016). Before the process of data 

analysis in earnest, the initial step, reading all the written form of records of interview, 

artifacts and documents, was required (Emerson et al., 1995).  

While listening and reading, I wrote brief memos about thoughts on emerging 

concepts and patterns between data (Maxwell, 2013). Maxwell (2013) provides three 
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main groups of qualitative data analysis strategies such as memo writing, categorizing 

strategies, and connecting strategies. He explained the strategies specifically, saying: 

I want to emphasize that reading and thinking about your interview transcripts and 

observation notes, writing memos, developing coding categories and applying 

these to your data, analyzing narrative structure and contextual relationships, and 

creating materials and other displays are all important forms of data analysis. (p. 

105)  

The data analysis was started one by one from the early stage of data collection 

and continued throughout the study. The analytic memos occurred throughout the data 

analysis, since “memos not only capture your analytic thinking about your data, but also 

facilitate such thinking, stimulating analytic insights” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 105). 

Additionally, interview summary sheets that I created right after each interview served as 

initial analytical records and those were referred to at the stage of transcribing audible 

data.   

Coding. Coding was conducted after transcribing all the interviews. The coding is 

not completed once but takes place in a continuous cycle through several review 

processes (Saldana, 2016). The iterative process for coding, with the transcripts, I read 

and reread them as well as all documents. This repetitive process familiarized me with 

the data. With numerous readings of the data, analytic ideas, and insights were noted and 

themes started to emerge from different categories. I used the qualitative data analysis 

tool, Taguette to conduct open and focused coding works.  
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Open Coding. A list of emic codes was generated in an inductive way from 

participants’ statements and etic codes in a deductive way from my understanding. First, I 

did open coding which is opening up the text to reveal diverse ideas and meanings 

contained therein (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). As an important initial step, open coding 

allowed me to have opportunities to identify and develop meaningful analytic units, emic 

codes. Through continuous cycles of open coding, initial categories began to be generated 

and relationships existing between the categories began to be suggested.  

Focused Coding. At the completion of the first level of coding, a second level of 

coding, focused coding was conducted (Charmaz, 2006). Focused coding is the process 

of merging and improving the categories generated at the initial level of coding. In 

addition, I did focused coding which circled back to find additional codes that might 

align with the themes and categories from various IC frameworks. After, I provided 

direct quotations corresponding to the themes as evidence, the direct quotations allowed 

me to capture the exact thoughts and to provide rich details to the reader.  
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Figure 8.  

Data Analysis Procedure and Outcomes 

 

 

Through the above two levels of continuous coding, I analyzed the data closely. 

Figure 2 displays the procedure and outcomes of data analysis. At the end of the coding 

process, I looked at the entire data set and took the step of checking for missing parts 

once again. I took a step back with more holistic perspective and had an opportunity to 

understand the data in a context. The effort to see the big picture of the data guided me to 

identify new connections (Maxwell, 2013). Then, themes that were generated from the 

data were finalized after going through the thematizing stage (Boellstorff et al., 2012). 

The thematizing phase of coding occurred where I searched categories from data and then 

developed higher level of themes continued for me to generate representative themes 

across data (Boellstorff et al., 2012).  

Collecting Data: 
interviews / 

Artifacts 
/Documents

Transcribing: 
Transcript / Memos

Open coding: Emic 
codes

Focused coding: 
Etic codes

Findings: Themes / 
Sub-themes

Translating: Quotes



83 

 

Validity Checks 

The concept of validity in qualitative research is complicated and much debated. 

Maxwell (2013) and others define validity as “the correctness or credibility of a 

description, conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other sort of account” (p. 122). To 

ensure validity in qualitative studies, there are eight possible validity tests introduced by 

Maxwell (2013): 1) intensive, long-term involvement, 2) rich data, 3) respondent 

validation, 4) intervention, 5) searching for discrepant evidence, 6) triangulation, 7) 

quasi-statistics, 8) comparison. The author, however, cautioned against simply including 

the approaches as though they were magical spells to dismiss validity threats. In this 

particular study, the strategies chosen were thoughtfully selected and chosen for specific 

reasons. Among the eight methods, I used rich data with triangulation and respondent 

validation with member checking. As an additional strategy, I used the critical friend 

approach. 

I used the method of triangulation of qualitative data sources to increase the 

validity of my study. According to Patton (2002), triangulation within qualitative 

methods is: 

1) comparing observation with interviews 2) comparing what people say in public 

with what they say in private 3) checking for the consistency of what people say 

about the same thing over time 4) comparing the perspectives of people from 

different points of view 5) checking interviews against program documents and 

other written evidence. (p. 559)  
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As a result of using multiple data resources such as interviews, artifacts, documents, and 

researcher memos, I was able to triangulate data during analysis to determine the validity 

of my findings, examine for patterns and discrepancies, and illuminate data from sources 

that addressed the research question (Patton, 2015). 

I also checked the validity of the study through the member checking strategy. 

The transcription of the interview data and my interpretation were emailed to the 

participants for feedback so that the transcriptions were accurate. Maxwell (2013) 

supports this concept saying:  

This is the single most important way of ruling out the possibility of 

misinterpreting the meaning of what participants say and do and the perspective 

they have and what is going on, as well as being an important way of identifying 

your own biases and misunderstandings of what you observed. (p. 111)  

According to Creswell (2007), member checking is “a process in which the researcher 

asks one or more participants in the study to check the accuracy of the account” (p. 267). 

Participants’ feedback helped me identify my biases, correct misunderstandings, and 

improve my interpretations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Maxwell, 2013). 

Finally, I employed a critical friend strategy to check the validity of the study. 

Costa and Kallick (1993) describe a critical friend as “a trusted person who asks 

provocative questions, provides data to be examined through another lens, and offers 

critiques of a person’s work as a friend” (p. 50). Under the original passage from 

interviews, I placed a translation version of the quotation from the interviewees. Then, I 

invited a critical friend who has Korean as her first language and English as her second 
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language to review whether the translation was accurate. She also reviewed whether the 

meaning of participants’ speech was well translated and whether the themes and quotes 

were well aligned. 

Validity Threats 

The first limitation of the study might come from researcher bias. Presumptions 

based on my experiences as an SK EL teacher might have influenced my judgment of the 

participants and caused me to overlook ideas that did not meet my expectations. To 

overcome this bias, I took Greene’s (2007) suggestion of having an “appropriate balance 

of participant and observer roles, lengthy time on site, keen perceptive acuity, and 

reporting of observations in rich, descriptive contextualized detail” (p. 167). I needed to 

focus more on reading the actual data, including transcripts, artifacts, documents, and 

researcher memos in order to see what was included in the data. In addition, by using 

descriptive and analytic notes, I was able to distinguish between my objective view as an 

outsider (researcher) and my subjective view as an insider (SK EL teacher).  

In qualitative research, reflexivity is another common threat to validity, in addition to 

researcher bias. Maxwell (2013) defines this as “the influence of the researcher on the 

setting or individuals studied” (p. 124). Reflectivity is a serious issue when conducting 

interviews, since “what the informant says is always influenced by the interviewer and 

interview situation” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 125). It is possible for participants to try to 

provide the “right” answer by not voicing their own opinions. To mitigate this threat to 

validity, I compared what the participant said in the interview with other data, such as 

artifacts and documents submitted by the participant.  
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Finally, the interview was conducted in Korean. The translation of language 

might create certain misunderstandings, which cannot easily be measured or observed. 

Marshall and Rossman (2006) stated that “the issues associated with translating from one 

language into another are much more complex than transcribing because they involve 

more subtle issues of connotation and meaning” (p. 111). To reduce this threat to validity, 

I included native concepts in their original language and culture in the form of footnotes 

in my data analysis so that I could offer a faithful and illuminative way to present my 

findings. Additionally, I translated these concepts into understandable English 

terminology for fellow educators. I also sought a critical friend’s opinion regarding the 

accuracy and credibility of the translation.  

Ethical Considerations  

I went through the rigorous procedure to receive IRB approval from George 

Mason University prior to the conducting of any research activity. The IRB monitors 

social science research involving human participants. The purpose of IRB review was to 

assure that appropriate procedures were taken to protect the rights and welfare of people 

participating as subjects in the study. Upon IRB approval from my university, the 

potential school principal’s approval was sought by me, because the private alternative 

schools’ top decision-maker are principals. All external institutions or researchers are 

required to obtain approval from the principal, prior to contacting the insiders of the 

school with the private contact information given by the principal.  

Since the school leaders had a strong sense of responsibility for the safety of their 

students, they were anxious that the situation of their stories about schools and students 
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would be exposed to the outside world, putting students at risk as I explained in the 

section on participants recruitment above. Hence, I was committed to veiling information 

that could identify schools and students by anonymizing their names, and not describing 

the schools in detail. Additionally, the interview transcripts were reviewed by 

interviewees.  

Upon the leaders’ approval, I was able to contact the EL teachers individually via 

email. It was entirely up to the teachers to participate in the study after reading the email 

explaining the details of the study. In some cases, after a teacher had an interview, the 

teacher encouraged her colleagues to participate in this study. Then, the colleagues 

consented to participate in the study. Therefore, there was no external pressure from 

school administration for teachers to consent. Teachers consented to participate in this 

study before any interviews were conducted and were provided with an explanation in 

person that their participation should be voluntary and that they had the right to withdraw 

from the study at any time.  

Summary  

Chapter three presents the research methods employed to conduct this qualitative 

study. Research methods include research context and setting, recruitment, participants, 

data collection, data analysis techniques, validity checks, validity threats, and ethical 

considerations. The next chapter will present the findings from the data collected to 

answer the two research questions raised in the previous chapter.  
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Chapter Four 

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to explore how South Korean (SK) 

English language (EL) teachers of North Korean Refugee (NKR) students perceive 

culture and perceive and practice intercultural competence (IC) in their intercultural 

interactions with NKR students. This is an important area of investigation because 

research has suggested that teachers’ cultural proficiency influences their attitudes toward 

multicultural students and skills to interact with immigrant students (Carignan et al., 

2005). In this chapter, I present the themes and sub-themes that emerged from the data in 

order to answer the following two research questions:   

1. How do SK EL teachers of NKR students perceive culture?  

2. How do SK EL teachers of NKR students define, perceive, and practice IC? 

Data were drawn from six interviews and the conversations associated with (an) 

artifact(s) of personal choice that each participant brought. The artifact(s) such as 

photographs, video clips, or artwork helped the participants explain culture. Before 

presenting themes and sub-themes associated with the two research questions, in the 

section on themes and sub-themes, I first share the list of all themes and sub-themes as 

well as from whose statements the themes emerged; I also report how many times the 

themes appeared across the data. The frequency is broadly seen how it is said yet is not 

used as a single way to analyze as frequencies can sometimes be misleading. 

Nonetheless, it is another data point to review and consider within the context of the 

actual statements. Through the summary, readers are able to understand how participants 
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perceive culture and IC and understand which ideas or topics recur frequently across the 

statements from the participants at a glance. After introducing the themes and sub-

themes, a detailed presentation of the findings is organized by research questions with 

quotes in both Korean and English in order to accurately illustrate the actual words of the 

participants.   

Themes and Sub-themes 

Seven principal themes emerged from the overall data: 1) Culture is 

multidimensional and complex, 2) Culture plays a variety of roles in our lives, 3) There 

are differences and similarities between cultures, 4) Defining IC, 5) Showing diversity in 

attitudes towards other cultures, 6) Showing understanding of IC in diverse ways, 7) 

Initiating diverse actions of IC, each of which was also comprised of several sub-themes. 

The first three themes are related to the first research question, which sought to first 

understand teachers’ perceptions of culture. The last four broad themes that emerged 

from the teacher data primarily address the second research question, which sought to 

understand more about how the teachers defined, perceived and/or practiced IC. 

After several iterations of analysis, I saw that the themes appeared to fall into a 

logical pattern that reflected both how many times a particular theme was mentioned and 

also made logical sense in the way these themes lent themselves in response to the 

research questions. Thus, I arranged the themes and sub-themes according to the number 

of sub-themes that emerged from the data. For example, eight sub-themes emerged under 

the theme Culture is multidimensional and complex and 6 sub-themes emerged under the 

theme Culture plays a variety of roles in our lives. Hence, I ordered Culture is 
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multidimensional and complex as the first major theme and presented Culture plays a 

variety of roles in our lives as the second one. Second, for sub-themes, prevalence and 

recurrence were also the criteria used in determining the arrangement order for reporting 

the data. For instance, among the eight sub-themes of the main theme Culture is 

multidimensional and complex, Culture is visible and/or invisible was the first ordered 

because it occurred across the largest number of participants and most frequently 

emerged across the data set. As mentioned above, the frequency of statements was used 

in data analysis as one of the data points to review and consider within the context. Also, 

I organized participants associated with sub-themes, which means the participants 

addressed the sub-themes during their interviews. The main themes, sub-themes, 

participants, and frequency was addressed are organized in Table 6.   

 

 

Table 6  

Theme and Sub-theme Arrangement 

 Theme Sub-theme Participants Frequency 

1. Culture is 

multidimensio

-nal and 

complex 

1.1 Culture is visible and/or invisible  

 

Ayoung, Chamin, 

Dakyung Eunjoo 
29 

1.2 Culture consists of levels: national, 

familial, and individual 

Ayoung, Chamin, 

Eunjoo, Dakyung 
18 

1.3 Culture is changeable, but difficult to 

change 

Ayoung, Bohee, 

Eunjoo  
7 

1.4 Culture forms one’s identity Ayoung, Chamin, 

Eunjoo 
5 

1.5 Culture is comprehensive Ayoung, 

Dakyung, 

Hwajin,  

4 

1.6 Culture is unconscious Chamin, Eunjoo 8 
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1.7 Culture is unique Bohee, Chamin 4 

1.8 Culture is ambiguous Dakyung 1 

2. Culture plays 

a variety of 

roles in our 

lives 

2.1 Culture gives a sense of belonging and 

comfort 

Bohee Eunjoo, 

Hwajin 
12 

2.2 Culture makes connections between people Ayoung, Chamin, 

Hwajin 
9 

2.3 Culture instills confidence Bohee, Chamin,  

Hwajin 
7 

2.4 Culture acts as a toolkit in life Bohee, Chamin 
4 

2.5 Culture helps us overcome challenges Dakyung 
1 

2.6 Culture heals wounds Chamin 
1 

3. 

 

There are 

differences 

and 

similarities 

between 

cultures  

3.1 Different cultures may result in negative 

emotions  

Bohee, Eunjoo, 

Dakyung, Hwajin 

13 

 

3.2 Different cultures may result in positive 

emotions  

Bohee, Chamin 

Eunjoo 

9 

 

3.3 Similar cultures may result in positive 

emotions  

Ayoung 
1 

4.  Defining IC 4.1 Never learned about IC Ayoung, Bohee, 

Chamin, 

Dakyung, 

Eunjoo, Hwajin 

6 

5. Showing 

diversity in 

attitudes 

towards other 

cultures  

5.1  Being curious about and interested in 

NKR students’ culture  

Ayoung, Bohee, 

Chamin, Dakyung  36 

5.2 Being patient by suspending judgement 

and seeing the context 

Bohee, Chamin, 

Eunjoo 14 

5.3  Being flexible to change Ayoung, Hwajin 6 

5.4  Being respectful by legitimating NKR 

students’ thoughts and emotions 

Eunjoo 
4 

6. Showing 

understanding 

of IC in 

diverse ways 

6.1 Knowing that there are different 

perspectives to take options. 

Eunjoo, Hwajin 
13 

6.2  Knowing one’s position is determined in 

relation to others  

Ayoung, Bohee  
12 

6.3 Knowing that cultural superiority comes 

from social categories   

Ayoung, Eunjoo 
10 

6.4 Knowing that one has more influence on 

others because of one’s social position  

Ayoung  
2 

7. 7.1 Applying cultural curiosity or 

understanding to make a difference  

Ayoung, Bohee, 

Dakyung, Hwajin  17 
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Initiating 

diverse 

actions of IC 

7.2 Staying in conversation even when it is 

difficult, painful, challenging, and/or 

ambiguous 

Ayoung, Bohee, 

Chamin,  9 

7.3 Listening to NKR students actively, 

involving empathy and respect in 

conversation   

Ayoung, Chamin  

4 

 

 

Research Question 1: How do SK EL teachers of NKR students perceive culture?  

In responding to RQ1, the following themes and sub-themes emerged to convey 

the perceptions of the SK teachers. Through these findings, I was able to understand how 

the SK teachers in this study perceive culture itself, first its nature and characteristics, 

second, culture’s functions, and third, as bearing differences and similarities. The themes, 

sub-themes, participants who addressed the themes, and how many times the sub-themes 

recurred across data were organized in Table 6, and the following sections address the 

supporting documentation across participants. Representative quotes are provided in both 

Korean and English in order to provide the participants’ actual words and consider the 

concepts in Korean and English equivalents.  

Theme 1: Culture Is Multidimensional and Complex 

The initial interview opened with a question about the definition of culture. While 

some teachers provided their definition of culture without hesitation, others found it 

difficult to define. Yet, all of them addressed it in their own way. In the latter case, I 

asked questions in various ways to explore how they thought and felt about culture. Thus, 

in response to the questions, all participants shared their experiences and/or thoughts 

regarding culture. The following sub-themes emerged and will be explained further in the 
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passages: a) Culture is invisible and/or visible, b) Culture consists of levels: national, 

familial, and individual, c) Culture is changeable, but difficult to change, d) Culture 

forms one’s identity, e) Culture is comprehensive, f) Culture is unconscious, g) Culture is 

unique, and h) Culture is ambiguous.     

Culture Is Visible and/or Invisible. Through the interviews, it was found that 

teachers perceived culture through its visible and/or invisible aspect(s). Some teachers 

were aware of not only the seeable aspect such as eating habits and architecture but also 

the unseeable aspect of culture such as motives, values, and beliefs. While talking about 

culture, Ayoung and Eunjoo mentioned both aspects of culture. However, Dakyung paid 

more attention to visible culture. Unlike Dakyung, Chamin focused on the other aspect 

that was invisible.  

Eunjoo defined culture in a clear manner by using specific and explicit words 

such as 유무형(visible and invisible). She noted “문화라는 것은, 사람들이 살면서 

만들어 내는 유무형의 결과물이라고 생각해요. 우리가 문화라고 말하는 것들은 보이는 

그 사람의 태도, 안 보이는 그 사람의 생각과 같은 모든 것을 말해요 (I think culture 

contains tangible and intangible outcomes that people make in their lives. Culture refers 

to everything, like a person’s attitude that we can observe and a person’s thought that we 

can’t see).” Not only was Eunjoo aware of both aspects of culture separately, but also 

presented the idea that the two aspects were connected so that the visible cultural 

components were reflecting the invisible aspect of culture. The participant provided 

clothing as an example, saying. “그 사람의 생각과 (사회적) 배경과 기후와 같은 그 

사람에 대한 것이 옷으로 나타나잖아요. 문화란 사람들의 생각이 반영된 옷과 같다고 
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이야기 할 수 있을 거 같아요 (Through a person’s clothing, a lot of information is 

revealed such as the person’s values, social background, and the geographical 

environment where the person resides. I think you can say that culture is like clothes that 

reflect people’s thoughts).” Ayoung thought that her NKR students’ languages, lifestyles, 

behaviors, and appearances were reflecting their thoughts, mindsets, and various 

backgrounds from where they came. She mentioned “아이들의 사고방식, 언어, 자라온 

배경 이런 것들을 다 문화라고 말할 수 있겠다는 생각을 하게 되더라고요. 그 문화의 

영향을 받아서 이 아이가 지금 이런 겉으로 드러나는 현재 행동이나 모습이나 생활을 하는 

거구나 라는 생각을 하게 되었어요 (I thought that my students’ way of thinking, 

language, and background can be called culture. Culture seems to influence how they 

look, behave, and live).” When Dakyung was explaining her artifact, culture, I noticed 

that she perceived culture through the seeable aspect of it. For example, the picture (see 

Figure 4) that Dakyung brought to the interview site represents her perception of culture. 

She recalled Halloween costumes as American culture, saying “It was the first culture of 

the U.S. that I experienced.”  
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Figure 9.  

Dakyung’s Picture Representing the US Culture 

 

 

Unlike Dakyung, Chamin shared her experience with cultural differences, 

focusing on the unseeable part of culture. Specifically, she focused on Chinese 

ethnocentric culture, stated: 

저는 중국의 문화, 중화사상이 편하지 않아요. 중국의 자기 민족 중심, 집단 주의는 

제게 불편감을 줘요. ... 중국인들은 역사를 바라보는 눈이나 세계 정세를 보는 것이 

획일화 되어져 있는 것 같아요. 국수주의적인 면도 있고. 

I’m not comfortable with Chinese culture or Sinocentrism4. China’s ethnocentric 

collectivism makes me uncomfortable. It seems that Chinese people’s attitudes 

 
4 Sinocentrism refers to the belief that the ancient Chinese held that China was actually the center of the 

world. 
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toward world history and international affairs have become uniform. There’s a 

nationalistic side to it.  

Through her statement, it was revealed that Chamin perceived culture through the 

invisible aspect of culture.   

 There Are Cultural Layers: National, Familial, and Individual. During 

interviews, four teachers’ statements revealed that they believed that there are layers of 

culture. Ayoung, Chamin, Eunjoo, and Dakyung perceived culture as having three layers, 

which were national, familial, and individual. They identified the differences between the 

three layers of culture. Chamin and Eunjoo identified the differences between the 

national and individual levels of culture. The participants explained, using the metaphor 

of scents of air and clothes, that national-level culture differs among nations, just as 

individual-level culture differs between individuals. Chamin stated “문화란 냄새 같아요. 

… 어느 나라에 갔을 때 공항에서 나는 냄새가 다르고, ... 그리고 각 사람한테 나는 체취도 

다르잖아요 (Culture is like smells. … When I arrive at an airport in a foreign country, I 

feel it has a unique smell (of air). … It is like each person has a different body scent).” 

Eunjoo stated:  

[한 문화 안에서] 사람들은 입는 옷이 비슷하다고 이야기 할 수 있을 거 같아요. 

자세히 보면 각 문화 안에서 사람들이 다 똑같은 옷을 입는 게 아니라 각 사람의 

생각과 배경과 이런 모든 것들이 의상에 다르게 나타나요. 

I think we can say that people [from same culture] wear similar styles of clothes. 

If we look at the clothes closely, even if they are from the same culture, each 
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person has a different fashion style because one’s own thoughts and backgrounds 

are revealed in each person’s way of wearing.  

In addition to identifying national and individual levels of culture, Ayoung and Eunjoo 

identified their family culture separately. In Ayoung’s case, she considered her culture to 

be based on her family culture and national culture, saying “제 문화는 한국의 것이기도 

하고 기독교 가정에서 나고 자랐으니 기독교 문화이기도 해요 (My culture is both South 

Korean and Christian because I was born and raised in both cultures).” Similarly, Eunjoo 

distinguished the layers of culture. She believed that individual culture gathers and 

becomes community culture, and community culture gathers and becomes a nation’s 

culture. Eunjoo said “개인의 취향이 모여서 그 가정의 문화가 되는 거죠. … 그게[가족 

단위의 문화가] 합쳐지면 나라의 문화가 되고 아니면 지역의 특색이 되는 거 같아요. 

(Individual taste comes together and becomes the culture of the family. … I think it 

[family culture] becomes a national culture or a regional culture).” 

Culture Is Changeable, but Difficult to Change. Three participants – Ayoung, 

Bohee, and Eunjoo – spoke of culture as changeable. Eunjoo emphasized that culture is 

changeable, but sometimes it is hard to change. Ayoung was aware of the dynamic nature 

of culture and cultural fluidity through observing the process of her students’ cultural 

transformation, saying:  

(아이들이) 서양 문화에 많이 노출 (되어 있었어요). 북한의 국경지대에는 밀수도 

많고 하니까. 노출이 많이 될 수 밖에 없을 같아요. 우리 학교에 영어교사로 오신 

선교사님이 미국 분이셨고, 또 저도 미국에서 왔다고 하고 하니까 … 또 

미대사관에서 다양한 프로그램 지원해 주고요. 이 모든 것들이 아이들에게 좋은 
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경험으로 여겨지다 보니까, 아이들의 미국에 대한 생각이 변화 된 거 같아요. 

기존에 배워왔던 것과는 다르네.. 라고 경험을 통해 아이가 생각과 관점이 바뀌는 

것 같아요. 

The [NKR students] had been exposed to Western culture. There’s a lot of 

smuggling on the border of North Korea. I think they were bound to be exposed to 

it a lot. The native speaker English teachers at our school came from America, 

and I also came from America. Moreover, the U.S. Embassy supports various 

programs for students at this school. Since all of these are considered good 

experiences for my students, I think their thoughts (perspective) on America have 

changed. I think my students might think ‘It’s different from what I’ve learned 

about America in NK before.’  

Ayoung revealed her perception of the changeable nature of culture by saying that NK 

immigrant students’ experience of American culture changed their invisible culture, 

which is their perspective on other cultures and the value system regarding another 

culture. In Bohee’s case, she shared her own experience of changing her perspective on 

another culture, specifically NKR students’ culture, saying “북한 학생들을 만나면서 

그들의 문화에 대한 스테레오 타입이 깨져요 (Meeting North Korean students breaks the 

stereotype about their culture).” Eunjoo also perceived culture as undergoing change, 

saying “ 문화가 살아 있는 거 같아요. 고정되어 있기는 쉽지 않은 거 같아요. 왜냐면 

우리는 새로운 사람들을 자꾸 만나고 그 사람들과 상호관계를 하면서 지내기 때문에 

문화가 변할 수 밖에 없어요 (I think culture is alive. I think it’s not easy to fix. Because 

we continue to meet new people and interact with them, the culture is bound to 
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change).” On the other hand, Eunjoo mentioned the opposite statement as well, 

emphasizing that some prejudices tend not to change easily. She took her parents-in-

law’s case as an example.  

저희 시부모님은 제가 만두를 먹는 것을 보고 ‘만두가 음식이냐, 그걸 왜 명절에 

먹느냐’고 말씀하셨어요. 저의 문화를 무시하고 시댁의 문화에 대한 우월감을 

가지고 한 이야기죠. … 사람의 생각은 쉽게 변하지 않는 것 같아요. 한사람 

한사람의 생명에 대해 존중하는 가치관이 있어야 변할 수 있죠.  

My parents-in-law saw me eating dumplings and said, ‘Dumplings are not food, 

why do you eat them on holidays?’ They ignored my culture and spoke like that 

with a sense of superiority to my parents’ culture which was from North Korea. I 

don't think people’s thoughts change easily. They have to respect a person's 

lifestyle and accept the fact that every life deserves respect. Then, their thoughts 

can change. 

She stressed that although culture has a changeable property, it is not easy to change in 

the case of invisible culture such as a perspective on otherness that one person might 

have. 

Culture Forms One’s Identity. Teachers believed that culture forms NKR 

students’ identity, observing an identity crisis that NKR students suffer because they do 

not have a national culture to place their own identity. Eunjoo mentioned that NKR 

students had experienced various cultural changes during their escape journey. So, when 

they arrived in SK, they were likely to lose their national identity and were confused 

about who they were. Eunjoo stated:  
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탈북 여성이 브로커에게 팔려 만난 중국 남편과의 사이에서 아이들을 낳아서 

데리고 왔기 때문에 애네들은 정체성에 대해서 내가 한국인이야? 라는 생각이 

있어요. 그런 애들은 중국 문화에서 완전히 커서 여기와서 그야말로 ‘가나다라’ 

부터 배우는 애들이 있거든요. 탈북자 엄마를 쫓아서 여기에 왔지만 자기가 

북한인이라고 생각하지 않아요. 남한인이라는 문화적 아이덴티티도 전혀 없는 

거예요. 그런 애들은 되게 힘들어요. 

Because a North Korean woman gave birth to these [NK students] between a 

Chinese husband, whom she met after being sold by a broker5, NK students think 

‘Am I a Korean or a Chinese?’ Some students grew up in Chinese culture, so the 

kids even needed to learn Korean alphabets first. Their mothers are North Korean 

refugees, but my students do not consider themselves North Koreans. They don’t 

have a cultural identity as South Koreans either. It is a harsh situation for my 

students.  

Chamin shared her experience where she witnessed a student who was born to a NK 

mother and a Chinese father in China and appeared to be suffering from what she thought 

may be identity confusion. This student has newly established his/her own identity in SK. 

Chamin said:  

중국인 아빠와 탈북자 엄마 사이에서 태어난 학생이 있어요. (그 학생이) 어릴 때, 

엄마가 탈북자인지 몰랐나 봐요. 그냥 중국인줄 알았던 거 같아요. 현재는 

 
5 On the way to freedom, a NKR women was easily sold to a man in China. When a NK woman crosses the 

border to China, she needs a broker’s help, but in many cases, the broker sells a NK woman as a bride in 

China to a man. Eunjoo’s students were born to NK mothers and Chinese fathers and grew up in China 

until they arrived in SK. 
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한국에서 새로운 문화에 적응하며 살고 있고요. (그 아이가)… 이제 나름대로 [그 

학생이 남한에서] 정체성을 다시 확립하는 과정에 있었어요. 

There is a student who was born to a Chinese father and a North Korean refugee's 

mother. When he was young, he didn’t know that his mother was a North Korean 

refugee. I think he thought he was just Chinese. But now he stays here [South 

Korea] adjusting to new culture. He was in the process of re-establishing his 

identity [in South Korea].  

Chamin revealed her awareness of the connection between culture and identity by sharing 

that her NKR student reforms his new identity in the culture of SK, a third country which 

is not their parents’ countries. Similarly, Ayoung explained that a change in identity 

occurred, while explaining how NK refugee students were culturally adapting to SK. She 

also explained that Christianity appeared to have contributed positively to establishing 

NKR students’ new identity as children of God, mentioning: 

정체성 교육이 중요 하다고 생각해요. 교장선생님이 늘 강조하신 부분이기도 해요. 

(기독교 학교이다 보니까) 기독교가 아이들의 정체성을 건강하게 만들어 주는 

사례를 많이 목격했어요. 북한 사람이거나 중국 사람이거나, 한국 사람이 아닌 것에 

대한 아이들이 느끼는 정체성의 혼란으로 부터 자유롭게 할 수 있는 게 기독교 

신앙인 거 같아요. 

I think identity education is important. It’s also something that my school’s 

principal always emphasizes. I’ve seen a lot of examples of Christianity making 

children’s identities healthy. I think through Christianity giving new identity as a 
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child of God, children can feel free from the confusion of their identity about not 

being North Korean, Chinese, or South Korean.  

Considering that Christianity also has its own culture and cultural practices, this quote 

suggests that she is also aware that culture contributes to the formation of a person’s 

identity. 

Culture Is Comprehensive/Everywhere. Dakyung and Hwajin both shared that 

they viewed culture as comprehensive. For example, Hwajin described that “사람들이 

살면서 만들어 낸 모든 것이 문화라고 생각해요 (I think everything people have created in 

their lives is culture).” In a similar way, Dakyung mentioned that “문화란 어떤 공동체의 

생활방식, 개인의 생활양식 ... 전체적으로 다 문화라고 얘기를 할 수가 있어요 (Culture is a 

community’s lifestyle, an individual lifestyle... I can say that it’s all culture).” Through 

Ayoung’s statement, it was also revealed that she considers culture as comprehensive. 

When I asked her what she thought of the students’ culture, Ayoung replied, “아이들의 

고향, 뿌리, 가정환경 이런 것들이 다 얘네들을 만드는 요소다 보니까 얘가 갖고 있는 

문화는 모든 걸 포함하는 것 같다는 생각이 들었어요 (Students’ hometowns, roots, and 

family environments are all the factors that make them, so I thought that the culture 

includes everything).”  

Culture Is Unconscious. When Chamin explained culture, she compared culture 

to the air. Describing culture by using the attributes of air, the teacher wanted to explain 

the unconscious characteristics of culture. Chamin said: 
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문화는 공기 같은 거 같아요. 우리도 모르게 영향 받고 있고, … 문화가 있으니까 

(우리는) 그 안에서 살고 있고, 어떻게 보면 공기처럼 자연스럽고 그 안에서 

동화되어 살아가는 ... 그 안에 살고 있는 사람들은 문화를 못 느끼죠.  

I think culture is like the air. We’re influenced by it subconsciously, so… we have 

culture. We live in it. … In a way, it’s as natural as the air in which people lives. 

People are assimilated into their culture. The people live in it, but they don’t feel 

it.  

Raised in her conservative and strict family culture, Eunjoo also explained the 

unconsciousness of culture. The teacher stated that she did not even realize that she was 

suppressed by the patriarchal and authoritarian family culture when she was immersed in 

the culture. She shared that when she reached puberty, she was frustrated as she opened 

her eyes to see her parents’ repressive ways of parenting. However, she said that she did 

not dare to speak against the opinions of adults, and she must be a good daughter. 

저의 어머니 아버지가 굉장히 가부장적이고 유교적인 문화를 가지셨더라고요. 

어렸을 때는 잘 몰랐어요. … 그런 가정에서 컸으니까 많이 답답했죠. 그런데 (그게 

나에게 어떤 영향을 주는지) 몰랐어요.  

I realized that my parents had a very patriarchal and Confucian culture. I didn’t 

know the fact when I was young. I grew up in that type of family culture. It was 

frustrating, but I didn’t know (that how the culture influenced me). 

She stressed that when she was immersed in culture, she did not even know there was 

culture. 
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Culture Is Unique. Bohee and Chamin described culture as being distinctive and 

diverse. They explained that culture has its own uniqueness, so it varies among 

individuals and among societies. Hence, when culture with such uniqueness is existing 

side by side, diversity will be achieved. Bohee described cultures’ distinctiveness like 

brush touches in painting, stating:  

(그림의) 다양한 붓터치나 (세상의) 사람은 거기에 존재하는 것이 다 의미가 

있듯이 사실은 문화는 다 의미가 있다고 생각해요. 그렇게 모든 문화는 만들어진 

이유가 있고, 그렇게 각자 고유한 특성이 있어요. 그런 것들이 문화를 특별하게 

다양하게 만들어요.  

Just as any brushstrokes are meaningful in a painting, and all people in the world 

exist having their own meanings, I think any culture is meaningful. Culture is 

created for a reason, and it has its own characteristics. That makes culture unique 

and diverse.  

Chamin compared the uniqueness of culture to scent, recalling the memories of the 

unfamiliar something she smelled at the airport when she first went to Taiwan. She said: 

공기는 같지만 공기마다 냄새가 다르더라구요. 대만에 갔을 때 공항에서 맡았던 

익숙하지 않은 냄새… 어떤 다른 나라에 갔을 때에도 공항에서 나는 냄새가 다 

달랐어요. 사람한테 나는 체취도 다 다르잖아요. 

The air is same, but the smell is different for each air. The unfamiliar something, I 

smelled at the airport when I went to Taiwan…. Whenever I went to any other 

countries, the smell at the airport was different. It is like individuals have different 

scents.  



105 

 

Furthermore, she recounted that the smell carried by the air should be approached not by 

the concept of good or bad, but by the concept of familiar or unfamiliar, emphasizing that 

each culture is just different and distinctive from each other, mentioning: 

공기의 본질은 같지만 공기가 나르는 냄새는 달라요. 나쁜 공기 좋은 공기는 없는 

거죠. [이와 같이] 문화도 서로를 비교할 수 없어요. 공기 냄새가 다른 것 처럼 

문화도 다른 것 뿐이에요. 

The nature of air is the same, but the smell of air is different. There’s no good air 

or bad air. [Like this] Culture is incomparable to each other. Just like the smell of 

air, the culture is different and unfamiliar.  

Culture Is Ambiguous. As I described above in the sub-theme “Culture is 

comprehensive,” Dakyung considered culture comprehensive. However, unlike other 

teachers who perceived culture in the same way, she struggled with defining culture, 

thinking culture was too ambiguous. She was not able to finish her statement, saying 

“우리의 삶을 전체적으로 다 문화라고 얘기를 할 수가 있는데 ... 그렇다면, 문화가 아닌 게 

없어져 버려서 ... 그래서, 문화에 대해서 어떻게 얘기를 해야 되나 … 잘 모르겠어요 (All 

our lives are culture itself ... If you think of culture in that broad sense, there is nothing 

that is not culture ... How should I define culture … I don’t know).” Dakyung eventually 

failed to define a culture, saying “I don’t know,” even though she said culture is 

comprehensive. The concept of culture might have been so inclusive to her that a 

definition of culture was blurred in her head.  
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Theme 2: Culture Plays a Variety of Roles in Our Lives 

Through data analysis, it was found that all participants perceived that culture 

continued to be functional in our society in various ways. Even though they did not use 

the exact word function, they described how culture had been influencing them by using 

these expressions: “it (culture) makes people …,” “it (culture) forms …,” “due to the 

culture, I/we/they can … .” Therefore, it was clear that they were talking about functions 

of culture. I found six sub-themes under this primary theme: a) Culture gives a sense of 

belonging and comfort, b) Culture makes connections between people, c) Culture stills 

confidence, d) Culture acts as a toolkit in life, e) Culture helps us overcome challenges, 

and f) Culture heals wounds. 

Culture Ggives a Sense of Belonging and Comfort (or We can Feel a Sense of 

Belonging and/or Comfort in Culture). Through statements Hwajin and Eunjoo made, 

their belief that culture cultivates a sense of safety and belonging was revealed. Hwajin 

thought it was her responsibility as a teacher to help NK students adapt well to SK 

culture, so that they live with a sense of belonging as members of society. Hwajin 

mentioned:  

아이들은 여기에 소속되어 살아야 하기 때문에 그런 경험 (남한의 문화체험)들이 

중요하다고 생각을 해요. 아이들은 여기 남한에서 뿌리 내려야 하잖아요. 다른 

아이들 하고 우리 아이하고 너무 동떨어진 문화를 가지고 있으면 안 된다고 

생각해요. 이곳 아이들이 경험하는 거면 우리 애들도 경험해야 한다고 생각해요. 

그러니까 ... (아이들이) 여기에 속하도록 많은 다양한 경험을 하게 하려고 

노력해요. 
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I think those experiences (about SK culture) are important because [NK students] 

should belong to here. They have to settle down here, South Korea. I think they 

should not be apart from South Korean culture. My students should not be apart 

from SK students. If SK youths are experiencing something (about culture), I 

think my students should experience it as well. I mean... I try to get them to have 

a lot of different experiences to belong here.  

Similarly, while sharing her personal story, Eunjoo revealed her belief that when people 

go into culturally similar and familiar environments, they feel a sense of belonging and 

comfort. Ayoung said: 

결혼한 시댁이 굉장히 가부장적인 문화였어요. 시부모님께서 시집살이를 굉장히 

시키셨는데.. 아이러니하게도 그러한(친정과 비슷한) 분위기가 저에게는 좀 편한 

것들이 있었어요.어떤 면에서는 시댁 보다 더 억압적이고, 통제하는 것들이 더 

많아서 시댁의 시집살이가 오히려 더 편하게 느껴졌던 거 같아요. 우리 시댁 

부모님들이 며느리들에게 짐을 지우는 것들이 결코 가볍지는 않았어요. 그 짐들이 

굉장히 컸는데도 불구하고, 어떤 면에서는 내 집 같다 라는 느낌(소속감)을 

받았어요. 

My in-laws’ family culture was very patriarchal. My parents-in-law asked me to 

do 시집살이(Sijipssari)6... Ironically, the patriarchal culture which was similar to 

my pre-marriage family culture was comfortable for me. So, I think my in-laws’ 

family culture made me feel comfort. When I look back on those times, my 

 
6 시집살이(Sijipssari) is the term used for a woman living with her in-law family in SK, meaning a hard life 

under her in-laws’ strict supervision and with their constant interference. 
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parents-in-law shouldered heavy duties to their daughters-in-law including me. 

Despite the huge responsibilities, I felt a sense of belonging in a way.  

Even though Eunjoo hated her parents’ oppressive ways of treating her, ironically the 

similar culture practiced by her in-laws’ family was described by using the 

word 시집살이(Sijipssari) did not bother her. Rather she felt comfortable in that culture. 

In Bohee’s case, when she was surrounded by familiar environments, she said, she had a 

feeling of comfort. She stated:  

가나 갔을 때 (느꼈던 불안감)와/과는 다르게 뉴질랜드에 갈 때는 기대감과 설렘이 

있었어요. 아버지의 친구분께서 (유학생 대상의) 홈스테이 비지니스를 하고 계셔서 

거기로 갔었거든요. [문화적으로 익숙했죠.] 그래서 처음부터 문화적으로 

부딪치지는 않았던 것 같아요. 그리고 제가 영어유치원 다닌 후 영어 대화 공부를 

계속해 왔었거든요. 그래서 언어적으로 문화 충격을 느끼지는 않았어요. 

편안했어요. 

Unlike the anxiety I felt when I went to Ghana, I was excited when I went to New 

Zealand. My father’s friend was running a homestay business (for international 

students), so I stayed there. [In terms of culture, it was familiar surroundings.] So, 

I don’t think I went through culture shock. Moreover, I had learned English since 

I went to English kindergarten7. So, I didn’t feel any culture shock from using 

English language either. I felt comfortable.  

 
7 At an English kindergarten in SK, teachers are English speakers. Korean parents send their kids to let 

them be exposed to English at their early age. 



109 

 

The reasons why Bohee did not feel discomfort when she went to the different culture 

were because she stayed in the familiar Korean family culture and because her English 

proficiency was advanced. 

Culture Makes Connections Between People (or We Can Connect with Each 

Other by Sharing Culture). Answering my questions about how the teacher felt when she 

experienced her NKR adolescents’ culture, Ayoung expressed her thoughts that due to 

similarities between her and her students’ culture, she felt a sense of bonding with her 

students. On the first Teachers’ Day, which is May 15 in SK, at the surprise party 

prepared by NKR students for her, her students sang along to the NK song dedicated to a 

teacher. She said that the idea that NKs’ attitudes and perceptions toward teachers were 

similar to those of SKs made her feel more connected to the students. She said:  

교사를 존경하는 게 북한의 문화라고 생각이 되어지더라구요. ... 근데 그게 

거기(북한)만의 정서가 아니고 남한에도 있는 비슷한 문화라는 생각이에요. 그래서 

공감대가 형성되는 것 같았어요. … 북한의 스승의 노래를 아이들이 불러줬을 때 

스승을 생각하는 그 마음이 저 한테는 잘 와 닿았던 거 같아요  

I thought respecting teachers was the culture of North Korea. But I think it’s not 

just the sentiment of North Korea, but of South Korea that we share. That’s why I 

felt a sense of connection to them. … When the children sang the North Korean 

song for teachers, I think, their sincerity (towards me) touched me.  

In Chamin’s case, she shared her experience that culture connected NKR students. Through 

the project called “Capstone” (see Figure 2 and 3) that her fellow teacher was working on, 

NKR students expressed how their perspectives on the world and how their perceptions of 



110 

 

themselves had changed through works of art such as poetry, paintings, and photography. 

The students’ works of art were shared through the exhibition, which seemed to make young 

NK refugees feel connected to each other by confirming that they share a similar culture. 

Chamin said “캡스톤이라는 수업에서, 아이들은 자기 자신을 발견해 가는 경험을 해요. ... 

서로가 각자 다른 배경과 문화에서 왔기 때문에 각자의 이야기는 다르지만, (새로운 

문화에 적응해 가는) 비슷한 경험을 나누면서 서로 끈끈한 공감대를 형성해요 (In a class 

called Capstone, ... Since they come from different backgrounds and cultures, their stories are 

different, but they share similar experiences (adapting to a new culture) and form a strong 

connection with each other).”  

 

 



111 

 

 

Figure 10.  

Explanation about Capstone Project: The Capstone project helps students reflect on their 

identities by reinterpreting their memories and experiences from a healthy perspective. It 

is a special class that aims to find true self and to reflect on oneself. 
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Figure 11.  

Exhibition Art Works of the Capstone Project 

 

 

Unlike Ayoung and Chamin, Hwajin recalled her “창피했던 경험(shameful 

experience)” that due to different culture, she was disconnected from the people, stating: 

미국에 처음에 가니까 신입생들을 위한 파티 같은 거를 했어요. 남편과 함께 

갔는데... 일단 미국사람들이 하는 파티 분위기가 익숙지 않아 즐기지 못하죠. 

언어가 달라 사람들과 잘 어울리지 못했어요 ... 혼자 멀뚱하니… 너무 창피했어요 

When I first went to America, there was a party for new students of the Ph.D. 

program. I attended with my husband. First of all, I was not used to the party 
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atmosphere of the American people, so I couldn’t enjoy it. Due to the different 

language, I didn’t get along well with people. I was alone. It was so embarrassing.  

Here I can see that Hwajin perceived that cultural function of connecting people in a 

community.   

Culture Instills Confidence (or We Can be More Confident by Sharing Culture). 

Bohee, Chamin, and Hwajin commonly believed that students from NK would gain 

confidence when they were familiar with and finally acquire the culture of SK youths. 

Hence, they said that they were trying to have NK students experience the culture 

enjoyed by SK students as much as possible. Among the above three teachers, Hwajin 

showed her strong faith in this cultural function of instilling confidence. Hwajin 

mentioned:    

(음악이나 미술 수업을 중요하지 않다고 생각하는 학생들에게, 그리고 미술관 

견학을 잘 안 가려고 하는 학생들에게) 이런 이야기를 자주해요. “남한의 문화를 

잘 이해하지 못하면, 너희들이 나중에 아기를 낳고 키울 때, 아이들의 학교에서 

오는 알림을 이해 못 해 자신 없게 될 수도 있어. 남한의 사회를 모르고 문화를 

모르기 때문이야. 남한 엄마들은 아이들을 클래식 음악 들려주고, 박물관 데리고 

가고, 미술관 견학시켜주고 그래. 너희들도 알아야 해. 미술관, 박물관 처음에 

가는 게 어렵지 두 번 세 번 경험하면 쉬워.” 이렇게 말하면 아이들이 “아, 

그렇구나”라고 생각해요. 

I often say this to my students who think music or art classes are not important, 

and those who don’t want to join an art museum field trip: “If you don’t 

understand the culture of South Korea well, you might lose confidence. You may 
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not understand the emails/notices from the schools of your future children. It’s 

because you would not understand South Korean society and culture. South 

Korean mothers bring their kids to classical music, have them go to museums, and 

give them a tour of an art gallery. You guys need to experience these for yourself 

and your future children. You might feel like an art museum is a faraway place 

with nothing to do with it. But it’ll become closer if you experience it two or three 

times.” If I say something like this, my students might think, ‘Oh, I see.’ 

Hwajin’s statement revealed her belief that her NKR students could boost their 

confidence by assimilating into SK culture. In a similar way, Bohee mentioned that one 

of her purposes for teaching English to NKR students was to help them to have a 

confident life not only in SK but also in the world. Bohee said:  

(영어를 할 줄 알면) 다른 나라에 갔을 때 주눅들지 않고, 내가 원하면 다른 

나라에서도 일할 수 있고 …그래서 삶의 반경을 한국에 국한시키지 않고 세계로 

넓힐 수 있잖아요. 학생들이 (영어를 통해) 그런 자신감을 얻었으면 좋겠어요.  

(If they can speak English,) they won’t get intimidated when they go to other 

countries. And … they can work in other countries if they want... So, they can 

expand the boundaries of their lives to the world without limiting them to South 

Korea. I hope students gain that kind of confidence in their lives through learning 

English.  

Chamin also thought that her NKR students might be more confident in the world, 

saying: 
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영어를 할 수 있다는 것은 세계 여권을 가진 것 같은 느낌인 것 같아요. (학생들이 

영어를 할 수 있다면) 어디든 자유롭게 갈 수 있는 기회가 더 생기고, 또 어디에 

가서 생기는 불편함이나 어려움을 처리할 수 있는 자신감을 갖게 돼요.  

Being able to speak English feels like having a world passport. [If students can 

speak English] they have more opportunities to go anywhere freely, and they also 

have the confidence to deal with the inconveniences and difficulties that arise 

wherever they go.   

By defining English as culture, Bohee and Chamin showed their perception of culture 

that instills confidence in people.   

Culture Acts as a Toolkit in Life (or We Can Use Culture as a Toolkit in Life). 

Two teachers, Bohee, and Chamin regarded the language that they were teaching as a 

useful toolkit for life, identifying English as a culture. Bohee and Chamin hoped that their 

NKR students would use English to expand their boundaries of life. Bohee said “영어는 

세계 공용어이기 때문에. 영어를 사용해 외국에 가서도 대화할 수 있고 ... 내가 원하면 다른 

나라에서 일도 할 수 있잖아요 (Because English is an international language. They can 

talk to others in English ... They can work in other countries if they want).” Similarly, 

Chamin considered English as a powerful tool, saying “영어를 통해 관점도 확장되고, 

(국제적으로) 인간관계도 확장되요. 영어의 확장성을 생각하면 영어가 가신 힘은 굉장히 

큰 것 같아요 (Through English, we can expand our perspectives and social relationship 

internationally. Considering the benefits of English, I think the power of English is 

huge).” She also emphasized that English would play a critical role as a tool for her 

students to succeed in universities, stating “아이들이 영어를 못하게 되면 대학에서 
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영어로 진행되는 강의를 이해하지 못하게 돼요. 당연히 팀플 과제도 못하겠죠 (If they 

don’t know English, they can’t understand the courses delivered in English at 

universities. Of course, they can’t do assignments of the course, collaborate with 

classmates).” Given that English is a culture, through the teachers’ statements, I 

understand that Bohee and Chamin both were aware of a culture’s function as a useful 

tool in finding jobs and in having successful university lives for NKR students.  

Culture Helps Us Overcome Challenges (or We Can Overcome Challenges 

Based on Shared Culture). Another function of culture emerged from Dakyung’s story. 

Dakyung shared that she and her family went through a hard time, and the Christian 

culture as her family culture was helping them through the hard time, providing strength.  

작년에 저희 딸이 고 3 이었고 입시를 치뤘는데, 그 과정 속에서 저희 가정이 계속 

가정 예배를 드렸죠. … 저희 아이 고 3 때 꾸준히 가정예배를 드리면서, 수시에 쓸 

대학 여섯 개를 정하고 그랬어요. … 입시가 한국에서는 사실은 굉장히 힘든 

과정인데 우리 가족이 예배를 드리며 한마음이 되니까 그렇게 힘들지 않게 

끝났어요. …힘들지 않게 그 과정을 극복한 거죠.  

Last year, my daughter was a senior in high school and took the university 

entrance exam. In the process, my family continued to gather to pray to God at 

home. … When my daughter was in 11th grade, we consistently prayed to God, 

and we submitted applications to six universities. … Taking and preparing for the 

university entrance exam is typically a very challenging process here. But for my 

family, it was not that difficult to overcome because my family can be united by 

praying to God [by sharing same culture].  
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Family culture based on Christian beliefs seemed to serve as a resource to support 

Dakyung and her family to overcome difficulties together. Dakyung regarded sharing the 

same culture, that is, having the same mindset or value system, as an important virtue in 

solving various life problems.  

Culture Heals Wounds (or We Can Heal Wounds by Changing and Sharing 

Culture). During the interview, Chamin frequently mentioned the ‘Capstone’ project, 

which was designed to lead NK refugee immigrant students to express their thoughts, 

ideas, and memories in various forms of art and to share the artwork with their 

classmates. According to Chamin, while expressing and sharing their changed culture 

(i.e., changed perspective on oneself and others), the young NKR immigrants 

experienced healing wounds by feeling free from their painful past and often observing 

the cultural changes occurring in their classmates’ lives. Chamin stated: 

(학생들이) 처음에는 아빠나 엄마나 상처 준 사람들에 대한 경험이나 기억들이 

자신의 인생에 어떤 긍정적인 영향을 끼쳤는지도 볼 줄 알게 되더라고요. “캡스톤” 

멤버들은 자신의 생각이 담긴 작품을 전시하고 서로 피드백을 줘요. 그러면서 

자신의 문화를 나누면서 상처가 치유되는 경험을 해요. 그 때 어떤 고통의 기억들이 

왜곡되어 있을 수 있는 가능성이 있잖아요. 그런 왜곡된 기억이 풀어지는 것들도 

경험하게 되고, 그것을 친구와 나누면, (친구들은) 남의 고통에 대해서도 듣게 

되면서 자신의 고통을 새로운 각도에서 바라보게 돼요. 서로의 문화를 공유하는 

거죠. 

At first, my students learned to change their perspective on their parents who 

mistreated them, and the people who hurt them. They came to find somehow their 
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positive impact on their lives. Students who participate in the ‘Capstone’ project 

write letters to classmates to support each other. They share their artwork 

reflecting their beliefs and thoughts with friends and give feedback to each other. 

During the activities of sharing culture, they experience healing wounds. There is 

a possibility that some painful memories may be distorted. They may experience 

those distorted memories being corrected through peers’ feedback. While sharing 

their own experiences of correction and healing, they listen to others’ stories and 

look at their pain through a new lens. It’s sharing each other’s culture. 

Here, Chamin’s story shows that she sees another function of culture as healing wounds.  

Theme 3: There Are Differences and Similarities between Cultures  

As the third and final theme that emerged in response to RQ1, participants’ 

awareness of cultural differences and similarities was revealed. Three sub-themes 

emerged under this larger theme: a) Different cultures may result in negative emotions, b) 

Different cultures may result in positive emotions, and c) Similar cultures may result in 

positive emotions. Participants shared conflicting experiences of cultural disparities. 

Some participants said they felt negative emotions such as embarrassment when they 

encountered cultural differences, and some remarked that they seemed to be enjoying 

cultural differences. A teacher recognized and felt positively that her culture and NKR 

students’ culture were similar.   

Different Cultures May Result in Negative Emotions. Participants shared 

experiences of cultural disparities and they said they felt negative emotions such as 

embarrassment when they encountered cultural differences. For example, Dakyung 
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confessed that due to the fact that her students were from multicultural backgrounds, she 

felt uncomfortable about the existence of cultural differences among her students. She 

thought that achievement gaps existing in class were caused by cultural differences 

between her students and she did not know how to address them.  

북한에서 직접 온 애들이 있고요, 그리고 북한에서 태어났으면서 중국에서 오래 

있었던 아이들이 있고요, 또 중국에서 태어난 애들도 있거든요. 걔네들의 언어, 

교육환경과 같은 문화가 다 다른 거예요. 그래서 제가 가르칠 때 얘한테는 어렵지만 

재한테는 문제가 안 되고 재한테 어렵지만 애한테는 문제가 안 되고 하는 것들이 

있어서 이거를 어떻게 다루어야 할지 잘 모르겠어요.  

There are students who came directly from North Korea, and there are students 

who were born in North Korea and had been in China for a long time, and there 

are students who were born and raised in China, having a NK parent(s). Students 

have the different cultural backgrounds such as languages or education system. 

When I teach a learning content, for some students it is not difficult, but for other 

students it is very difficult.  It’s hard to meet all students’ different needs. So, I 

don’t know how to address that. 

Similarly, Eunjoo alluded to her negative feelings caused by cultural disparities in 

language, thinking she was not respected in the language used by a NK immigrant 

student. The students’ NK accent sounded like teasing her and the honorific expression 

did not sound appropriate in some contexts. Eunjoo stated:  

수업이 끝나고 한 학생이 저에게 ‘안녕히 가세요’가 아니라, ‘잘가세요’... 

‘잘가세요’도 아니고 ‘잘가요’ 그랬나? 아무튼… ‘애가 나를 놀리는 건가?’ 이런 
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생가이 들었어요. 억양도 되게 이상했어요. ‘잘가요’가 그 아이들 사투리의 억양이 

섞이면서 약간 상대방을 놀리는 듯한 느낌이 나거든요. 그 말을 듣고 기분이 나쁜 

적이 한 두 번이 아니었어요.  

After class, one student said, “Jalgaseyo” to me. No, it’s not even “Jalgaseyo". 

Was it “Jalgayo?” The student should have said “Annyeongji gaseyo” to me.8 

Anyway, I thought, “Is he teasing me?” The intonation was really weird, too. 

“Jalgayo”[wrong form of honorific expression] with their NK dialect accent 

sounded like they’re making fun of me. It happened frequently. Whenever I heard 

that, I felt bad. 

Eunjoo also alluded to emotional exhaustion about her NK students’ attitude of neglecting 

learning, saying:  

이 아이들에게 학습이 잘 일어나지 않아요. 아이들은 숫자 1-20 까지 영어로 쓰지 

못할 거예요. 숙제를 내줘도 해오는 아이가 없어요. 공부를 중요하게 생각하지 않는 

거죠. 아이들이 고등학생이지만 한국의 초등학생 수준에도 못 미치는 것 같아요. 

여기(대한민국) 아이들과 학습의 생각이 많이 달라요. 선생님 입장에서는 되게 

힘빠져요. 

These students are not good learners. My students are not able to write the 

numbers one to twenty in English. There is no child who does homework even if I 

give them. They don’t think studying is important. They are high school students, 

but they don’t seem to reach even the level of SK students in an elementary 

 
8 Eunjoo was speaking about the Korean honorific expression meaning “Good-bye.” 



121 

 

school. Their attitude to learning is very different from that of the kids in South 

Korea. To me as a teacher, it’s very exhausting. 

Eunjoo was talking about her perception that NK students’ culture that does not value 

learning was different the one of SK students. She seems tired of teaching the NKR students 

who are not active in their learning. Other two teachers responded to the cultural differences 

in a similar way. Bohee and Hwajin shared their general experiences related to cultural 

differences, which they recalled as rather uncomfortable memories. Bohee recalled her 

first impression of arriving in Ghana, stating “다수의 인구가 흑인이라는 사실, 무슬림 

의상, 새벽 4 시 기도 시간을 알리는 사이렌 소리, 붉은색 땅 등 이 모든 다름에 위화감을 

느꼈어요 (The fact that the majority of the population was black, the Muslim attire, the 

sound of sirens announcing prayer time at 4 a.m., the red colored land, and so on, I felt 

uncomfortable with all these differences).” In a similar way, Hwajin recalled a memory 

of experiencing cultural differences she felt when she attended her American friends’ 

engagement ceremony. Hwajin had her engagement ceremony right before coming to the 

US, and at that time, in Korea, the engagement ceremony was typically held in the 

presence of parents of both families, and it was quite formal. She commented: 

우리나라 처럼 부모님 모시고 하는 그런 게 아니었어요. 그냥 친구들 불러서 하는 

약혼식이 미국 스타일이었어요. 여자는 바지대신 치마만 입었을 뿐이고, 남자도 

그냥 콤비처럼 입은 거죠. (의상만으로 보면) 민망하게도 남편하고 내가 약혼식 

하는 줄 알았어요. 문화 충격이었죠. 문화가 다르다는 것을 경험했죠.  

It (the engagement ceremony) wasn’t like what we did with our parents in Korea. 

The engagement ceremony was held with friends. That was the American style. 
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The woman only wore a skirt instead of pants (not a formal suit), and the man just 

wore casual clothes like a combination. In terms of clothes, my husband and I 

might have seemed to be there to get engaged. It was embarrassing. It was a 

culture shock. I've experienced different cultures.  

To Hwajin, the cultural difference resulted in negative emotions such as 

“민망하다(embarrassing)” and “충격(shock).” 

Different Cultures May Rresult in Positive Emotions. Unlike the above sub-

theme ‘Different cultures may result in negative emotions,’ some teachers showed 

interested attitudes toward cultural differences. For instance, Bohee was interested in her 

NK students’ culture that was different from SK students. She noted:  

제가 북한에서 온 학생한테, 같이 앉아 있으면서, 푸른 하늘 은하수 ‘쎄쎄쎄’를 

가르쳐 주고 있었어요. 그런데 다른 북한 친구가 오더니 북한에서도 아이들이 이런 

거 한다면서 가르쳐주는 게 단어나 말이 재밌었어요. 노래 가사가 쌀을 찧어서 떡을 

만들어서 전선으로 군인들에게 보내자 이런 ‘쎄쎄쎄’ 내용이었거든요. 쌀로 떡을 

만들어서 전쟁터로 보내자는 내용인 거에요. 

I was sitting with a student from North Korea and teaching her how to play ‘Blue-

sky galaxy,’ which is a hand-clapping game. At that time, another North Korean 

student came to me and taught me a North Korean hand-clapping game. The 

lyrics of the song with the game were interesting to me. The song’s lyrics were 

about pounding rice, making rice cakes, and sending them to soldiers who were 

on the front line. It’s about supporting soldiers of the battlefield. While South 

Korean students don’t talk about war, my students do. It was interesting.  
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 Bohee perceived cultural differences in a positive way, because she described her 

emotion as “재밌었어요 (it was interesting)” in her statement. Chamin also said that it 

was good to see the Muslim culture that values families and remains connected to their 

extended families. She said: 

팔레스타인이 갔을 때, 무슬림 사회에서 가족을 되게 중요시 여기더라구요. 그래서 

조부모 랑, 부모 랑, 손자가 같이 사는 사람들이 많고, 그리고 자식이 멀리 살아도 

부모 공경하는 마음이 있더라구요. 그게 가장 다른 점이라고 느꼈고, 좋아 

보였어요.  

When I went to Palestine, I thought that the family was very important in the 

Muslim community. So, there are many people who live with their grandparents 

and parents. They respect their parents even if they don’t live with them. I felt that 

was the most different thing, and it looked good to me. 

Similarly, Eunjoo found interests in the culture of Christianity in Germany where all 

shops were closed on Sunday, which is different to her culture. Eunjoo mentioned 

“안식일은 쉬어야지 된다는 인식이 사회 전반적으로 깔려 있어서 모든 상점이 주일에 다 

쉬는 거예요. 독일의 그런 문화를 보고 굉장히 놀랐고 흥미로웠어요 (The perception 

seemed to be permeated in society that the Sabbath should be off, so all stores were off 

on Sunday. I was very surprised to see the culture of Germany. It was interesting).”  

Eunjoo also recollected a memory in which she was interested in the French culture of 

respecting children’s opinions. Eunjoo said:  

저는 유교 문화 안에서 컸잖아요. ... 저희 아이가 초등학교 1 학년 됐을 때쯤 

프랑스에서 오래 살다가 온 남편 친구가 저희 집을 방문해 같이 식사하는 자리가 
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있었어요. 그런데 저희 아이가 굉장히 쾌활한 성격이라 어른들이 이야기하는 중에 

끼어들기를 했어요. 그래서 제가 ‘어른들이 이야기하는데 좀 조용히 있으라’고 

그렇게 얘기를 했더니 프랑스에서 오래 살다가 오신 그분이 ‘그거(아이가 발언하는 

것)를 왜 막냐’고, ‘아이도 참여할 수 있게 해야지’ 그래서 그 때 약간 놀랐어요. 

긍정적으로요. 

I grew up in a Confucian culture. … When my child was in the first grade of 

elementary school, my husband's friend, who had lived in France for a long time, 

visited my house and we had a meal together. My child was so cheerful and 

curious that she interrupted us while we were talking. “Please be quiet when 

adults are talking” I said to her. [In Confucianism if children talk while adults are 

talking, it tends to be considered rude behavior.] But the person who was my 

husband’s friend said, “Why do you stop her?” “We should allow her to 

participate in our conversation.” So, I was a little surprised by his attitude toward 

respecting young children. Surprised, in a positive way.  

Eunjoo’s remarks indicated that she had a positive perception of the different culture in 

the way children were treated in a society.  

Similar Cultures May Result Positive Emotions. A teacher found a cultural 

similarity between her and her students, and she considered the similarity positively. 

Ayoung mentioned, “북한 문화에도 선생님을 참 좋아하고 잘 따르는 그런 정서가 있구나 

생각했어요. 여기처럼 북한에도 스승의 노래가 있어요. 그래서 스승을 생각하는 마음이 

저에게 잘 와 닿았던 거 같아요 (I think that in North Korean culture, students respect and 

follow teachers, like here. There is also a song for teachers in North Korea. I think that’s 
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why I could feel their heart. It’s touching).” Ayoung’s perception and her positive feeling 

of the cultural similarity was well revealed in her statement.  

Conclusions. How do SK EL teachers of NKR students perceive culture? At the 

beginning of the interview, there was a question about the definition of culture that was 

asked. The participants responded to the questions by sharing their experiences and/or 

thoughts related to the characteristics of culture in response to the questions. Moreover, 

data analysis showed that all participants believed culture continued to play a functional 

role in society in a variety of ways. Lastly, participants’ awareness of cultural differences 

and similarities was revealed. Participants shared conflicting experiences of cultural 

disparities; some participants noted that they felt negative emotions such as 

embarrassment when they encountered cultural differences, and others expressed 

enjoyment when they encountered them. 

Research Question 2: How do SK EL teachers of NKR students define, perceive, and 

practice IC? 

In responding to RQ2, the following themes and sub-themes emerged to convey the SK 

EL teachers’ perceptions and practice of IC. Through these findings, I was able to 

understand how the teachers in the study define IC, perceive IC, and practice their IC 

when they interact with NKR students. The themes, sub-themes, participants who 

addressed the themes, and how many times the sub-themes recurred across data were 

organized in Table 6.  



126 

 

Theme 1: Defining IC 

In order to explore the degree of participants’ understanding of IC, I asked if they 

had been educated to develop their IC and then requested them to define IC.  

Never Learned about IC. All participants shared that they had no professional 

development experience in relation to IC. However, when I asked for the definition of IC, 

they were able to explain their understanding of IC broadly. Ayoung’s definition captured 

a solid representation of the general expression of the participants: “문화 간 역량은 

문화가 다른 사람을 이해하고 잘 지내는 데 필요한 능력인 것 같아요 (I think 

intercultural competence is a necessary ability to understand and get along well with 

people from different cultures).”   

Theme 2: Showing Diversity in Attitudes towards Other Cultures  

The participants’ attitude revealed in various intercultural situations provided 

insight into their interpretation of IC. The participants for this study shared their interests 

in differences of culture and stated that they did not hesitate to change themselves when 

they found their perspectives to be biased. They seemed to be willingly engaged in 

learning from those who were from different cultural backgrounds. In addition, I found 

throughout their statements that they tended to hold on to judgements about other culture. 

The following four sub-themes will be explained further in the passages: a) Being curious 

about and interested in NKR students’ culture, b) Being patient by suspending judgement 

and seeing the context, c) Being flexible to change, and d) Being respectful by 

legitimating NKR students’ thoughts and emotions.  
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Being Curious about and Interested in NKR Students’ Culture. Four teachers 

stated that they were inquisitive and curious about the culture of NKR students. For 

example, Ayoung was positive about her use of the NK students’ language, which was 

unfamiliar to her at first. She said: 

아이들이 자기물건 가지고 와서 “이거 좀 건사해주세요”라고 해요. 처음에는 그게 

무슨 뜻인지 못 알아들었어요. “건사가 뭐야?” 물건을 지키고 있어 달라는 얘기 

였더라구요. 이제는 제가 애들 하고 얘기할 때 “이거 잘 건사 해야지” 라고 해요. 

애들 말투를 제가 따라하는 거를 보면서 재밌어요. ‘나도 이렇게 애들과 말이 

비슷해 지는구나’ 라고 생각하게 돼요. 

The kids bring their stuff and say, ‘Please Gunsa this item for me.’ I didn’t 

understand what that meant at first. ‘What does Gunsa mean?’ Later, I came to 

know that the meaning was to keep9. Now, I talk to my students, ‘You need to 

Gunsa this.’ It’s fun to watch me copy their language. I think that this is how I am 

assimilated to their language.  

Similarly, Bohee was interested in the different attitudes displayed by NKR students 

when they interact with teachers, mentioning: 

흥미롭게도 아이들이 다 달라요. 중국에서 온 학생들이 선생님과의 관계에 있어서 

자유롭더라구요. 남한이나 북한에서 태어난 학생들은 선생님과 거리를 둬요. 

심지어 북한에서 온 학생들은 선생님을 엄청 존경해서 숙제를 ‘낸다’고 안 하고 

숙제를 ‘바친다’고 해요. 그런데 중국에서 온 친구들은 달라요.  

 
9 “Please Gunsa this item for me” means “Please keep this item for me.” 
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Interestingly my students are different. Students from China are free in their 

relationships with teachers. Students born in South Korea or North Korea distance 

themselves from their teachers. Even students from North Korea respect their 

teachers so much that they don’t say ‘Naeda10 homework to my teacher,’ but they 

say ‘Bachida11 homework to my teacher.’ But the kids from China are different.  

Bohee is separately referring to NKR students born in NK and students born in China and 

showed her interests in their different attitudes expressed in their language. In Chamin’s 

case, when she observed a typical perspective that her students possessed, she was 

curious and wanted to understand their ways of thinking, saying  “애들이 왜 이렇게 

생각하게 됐을까?, 중국에서 온 친구들이 왜 중국정부와 똑같은 목소리를 낼까? 궁금해서 

생각해봐요 (Why are my students thinking in that way? Why do my students from China 

have the same voice as the Chinese government? I am curious, so question to myself).” 

Dakyung was also curious about NKR students’ culture. She mentioned that:  

한 해에 중국어 밖에 못하는 애들이 몇 명씩 들어와요. 중국어를 많이 듣고 하니 

궁금해 지더라구요. 그래서 올해부터 중국어를 배우기 시작했어요. 내가 

중국어를 배우면 그 아이들이랑 이야기 할 수 있게 될 거라 생각했어요. 

Every year some students who can only speak Chinese enroll in this school. So, I 

was curious about Chinese and started learning Chinese this year12. I thought I 

would be able to talk to my students when I learn Chinese. 

 
10 Naeda means to submit. 
11 Bachida is the extreme honorific expression of Naeda, to submit. 
12 Dakyung said she was taking a Chinese lesson at a private language institution. 
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Dakyung was inquisitive about Chinese which is the primary language that many NKR 

students use in writing.  

Being Patient by Suspending Judgement and Seeing the Context. Bohee, 

Chamin, and Eunjoo revealed their patient attitude toward cultural conflicts. When the 

teachers encountered challenges caused by NKR students, they tended to postpone 

judging the students’ behavior as good or bad. Bohee said: 

학교에서 문제가 되는 학생이 있으면, 그 자리에서 옳고 그름을 판단하기 보다는 

학교 교사가 다 같이 모여 회의를 해요. 그런 과정을 통해서 지혜가 쌓이게 되는 거 

같아요. 독단적으로 혼자 결정하고 판단하지 않고 모든 선생님들이 한 아이 사건을 

가지고 다 같이 마음 아파하고 다 같이 고민해요. 

If there is a problem caused by a student at school, the school teachers gather and 

discuss the issue rather than judging the student on the spot. I think we can judge 

wisely through that process. Instead of arbitrarily deciding and judging on my 

own, the teachers discuss the student’s case and worry about it together. 

Similarly, Chamin showed her patience by delaying her judgement on the NKR students’ 

perspective. She stated, “중국에서 온 친구들이 왜 중국정부와 똑같은 목소리를 낼까 

생각해봐요. 아이들이 그렇게 생각하는 데에는 당연히 이유가 있을 거고… 바로 내 

생각대로 판단하기 보다는 그들 문화도 제가 이해해야 한다고 생각해요 (I question to 

myself about why students from China share the voice with the Chinese government. 

They must have their own reasons ... I believe we should understand their culture first 

before judging them right away).” In the intercultural situation with NKR students, 

Chamin emphasized that teachers should try to understand students’ culture rather than 
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regarding their words and behaviors as either good or bad according to teachers’ values. 

Eunjoo was also patient in a cultural conflict situation that occurred with her students. 

Eunjoo noted: 

아이들의 말을 듣고 처음에는 기분이 나빴는데, 지켜보니 저에게만 그러는 게 

아니라 모든 선생님들에게 그러더라고요. 그래서 ‘아, 얘가 그렇게 배웠구나. 그 

다음에 여태까지 그렇게 말을 했구나’라고 생각하게 됐어요. 그래서 그 다음에는 

아이들의 말 하나만을 보는 게 아니라 이 아이가 행동했던 전체적인 맥락에서 그 

말을 해석하게 됐어요. 

I felt bad at first when I heard that non-honorific vocabulary students used to me, 

but I looked at their language habits for a while. It wasn’t just for me, but it was 

for all the teachers. I could understand, ‘Oh, that’s how they learned, so they keep 

saying like that until now.’ So, after that time point, I started to interpret their 

words in the whole context, not just looking at the words themselves.  

When Eunjoo experienced the gap between students’ positive attitude to her and their 

somewhat rude vocabulary they used to talk to her, she was confused and felt strange. 

However, she did not form a hasty conclusion that her students’ ways of talking to her 

were rude, rather she had time to carefully observe students’ speech habits.   

Being Flexible to Change. Through interviews, Ayoung and Hwajin exhibited 

flexible attitudes toward the existing cultural differences between them and NKR 

students. Ayoung showed her flexibility to change her culture by adopting NKR students’ 

culture. According to Ayung’s testimony, “아이들의 문화를 배우고 생활방식, 언어, 

사고방식을 배우면서 (learning my students’ culture such as their language, and ways to 
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live and think)”, she changed her view of NKR students from “도와줘야 하는 불특정 

사람 (people who are in need and unidentified)” to “공동체 일원으로 같이 사는 사람 

(people who are living with us as members of the community).” Ayoung appeared 

flexible when it came to changing her perspective. In Hwajin’s case, she showed 

flexibility to change her attitude to teaching based on students’ needs. Hwajin stated:  

얘들이 학습 수준이 눈에 띄게 차이가 있어요. 그런데 유난히 떨어지는 얘가 

있었어요. 수업시간에 자꾸 질문을 하는 거예요. 예를 들면, 원의 넓이 구하고 

있는데 원이 뭐냐고 묻는 식이에요. 처음에는 진도 나가야 하는 데 그 아이가 자꾸 

발목 잡는다고 생각됐어요. … 하지만 생각을 바꿨어요. 이제는 10 번 20 번 물어도 

답해줘요. 수준이 너무 떨어지는 아이들은 따로 지도하기도 해요. 

There are significant differences among the students’ learning achievement levels. 

And there was one student who lagged behind so much. The student kept asking 

basic questions during class. It was like asking what a circle is if the class was 

asking to calculate the area of a circle. At first, I felt he was holding me back 

because I had to finish what I had prepared for the class. … But I have changed 

my mind. Even if a student asks that kind of question 10 or 20 times, I answer 

him. Furthermore, students whose achievement level is too low are taught 

separately after school. 

 Hwajin emphasized that the obvious achievement gap was existing among her NKR 

students. In order to address the gap, she changed her attitude and ways in teaching for 

the sake of students who lagged behind. 
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Being Respectful by Legitimating NKR Students’ Thoughts and Emotions. 

Eunjoo had the respectful attitude toward NKR students’ ways of thinking. She said, 

“When one of my students said, ‘나는 남한보다 중국이 더 좋아요 (I like China more than 

South Korea),’ then I told the student, ‘그럴 수 있어, 거기서 태어났고 거기서 살다 온 

너희가 그렇게 생각하는 것은 당연한 거야 (That’s likely. I think it’s natural for you to 

think that way because you were born in China and have lived there for some time).’” By 

understanding the student’s agony from the dilemma of living as a South Korean who 

likes China more than South Korea where people are not very favorable to China, Eunjoo 

legitimized the student’s thoughts and feelings with a respectful attitude. In line with 

Eunjoo, Bohee also highlighted the importance of respecting and legitimizing the 

diversity that exists among NK students, saying “저희 학교에서도 가장 많이 이야기 

나누는 게 다양성이에요. 학생들이 가진 경험이나, 각자가 가진 성향, 각자가 가진 

특성들을 존중하고 서로가 다르다는 것에 대해 아이들과 이야기를 많이 해요 (Diversity is 

the most talked about idea in our school. We respect and accept each other’s different 

experiences, tendencies, and characteristics and we talk a lot about diversity).” Bohee’s 

respectful attitude toward cultural differences was evident in her statement.    

Theme 3: Showing Understanding of IC in Diverse Ways 

Through interviews, the teachers shared their knowledge of IC through their 

awareness of the existence of different perspectives, the presence of constrained 

perspectives by frames, and the differences in power in relationships with others. 

Furthermore, they presented their understanding that one’s positions impact intercultural 

interaction. The following four sub-themes will be explained further in the passages: a) 
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Knowing that there are different perspectives to take options, b) Knowing one’s position 

is determined in relation to others, c) Knowing that cultural superiority comes from social 

categories, and d) Knowing that one has more influence on others because of one’s social 

position.  

Knowing That There Are Different Perspectives to Take Options. Two 

participants shared that there are various lenses available to see the same phenomenon in 

different ways. Hwajin believed that her students can have better lives by seeing 

themselves through a different lens, saying: 

이 아이들이 사회 경쟁에서 불리한 입장이지만 자기 자신을 긍정적이고 바르게 

세울 수 있어야 된다고 생각해요. 외부인들의 아이들을 향한 편견에 매몰되지 말고, 

자기 삶에 대해서 긍정적으로 봐야, 자기의 삶의 목표도 높이 잡을 수 있는 게 

아닐까라고 생각해요. 

Although my students are at a disadvantage in this competitive society, I think 

they should be able to build themselves up positively and correctly in this 

community. My students should not be overwhelmed by outsiders’ prejudice 

against them. Viewing their lives in a positive way, they can set their life goals 

higher than before.  

Hwajin also revealed that she was aware of the existence of a different perspective for her 

to take by saying: 

다른 문화를 접할 때, 머리로는 ‘그 사람들이 이유가 있을 거야’ 라고 생각은 하지만 

그게 가슴으로는 포용이 되지는 않아요. 예를 들어, 미국에 있는 아들과 딸이 미국 

헤어스타일을 바꾸려 할 때 조차도 그렇게 못하게 했던 거 같아요. 하지만 이제는 
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무조건 다른 문화를 무시하거나 폄하해서는 안되겠다는 생각을 해요. 좀 달리 볼 

필요가 있겠다고 생각했어요. 

When I encounter cultural differences, I thought in my head, ‘They have their 

own reasons when they do that,’ but I could not accept the difference in my heart. 

For example, I did not allow my son and daughter who live in the US to change 

their hairstyles similar to their American friends. But now, I’m starting to think 

that I shouldn’t ignore or denigrate others’ cultures. I need to see it in a different 

way.  

It appears that Hwajin understands that the same phenomenon can be seen from different 

perspectives through the above two statements. Similarly, Eunjoo acknowledged that 

there are various lenses to see the same situation. She mentioned:  

저는 어른 들이 말할 때는 아이들은 조용히 하는게 맞다고 생각을 했는데, …그때 

그 사건이 아이들이 어른들과 동등하게 얘기 하는 것을 당연하게 생각할 수도 

있다는 것을 깨닫게 해 줬어요. 생각을 변화시켜 준 거죠. 

I had believed it was right for children to be quiet when adults were talking, but… 

The event of that day13 made me realize that children may take it for granted to 

speak equally with adults. It changed my belief.  

Here, Eunjoo showed her understanding of possibility of different perspectives regarding 

socially disadvantaged children.     

 
13 Eunjoo is talking about the event that her husband’s friend from France allowed her 8-year-old daughter 

join in the adult conversation.  
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Knowing My Position Is Determined in Relation to Others.  Ayoung shared that 

she understands how people position themselves in relation to others. She remembered 

that when she lived in the U.S., she was a stranger who spoke English imperfectly, saying 

“미국 친구들과 공부를 할 때 나는 늘 외국인이었어요. 그들 앞에선 항상 부족한 채로 

있었어요. 지금까지도 제 영어가 완벽하지 않다고 생각해요. 영어는 제 모국어가 될 수 

없다고 생각해요 (When I studied with my American friends, I was a foreigner. I was 

always timid when I was with them. I still think my English is not perfect. I think it’ll 

never become my first language).” In relation to people who were native English 

speakers, she positioned herself as a foreigner and a non-native speaker. Her descriptions 

of the place where she was from in the U.S. illustrate well what her position was like 

there (see Figure 14).  
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Figure 12.  

Ayoung’s example for her class activity called ‘I am from.’ This is one slide of her 

PowerPoint as a teaching material. She prepared ‘I am from’ activity for her English 

class. She said that she presented her ‘I am from’ sentences to NKR students as an 

example. 

 

 

Similarly, Bohee explained how her position changed in relation to others, stating: 

(가나에서) 아이들이 다가와서 제 팔을 만지고 가요. 그리고 제 뒤를 졸졸 

따라다녔어요. 피부색 때문에 우리 여기서 슈퍼스타 됐다 이제 한국 돌아가면 

일반인으로 돌아가게 될 거라고 생각했어요. 한국에서 그냥 걸어 다니는 

행인이었다가 이곳에서는 존재감을 가지게 된 것이 신기한 느낌이었어요.  
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(In Ghana) The kids came up and touched my arms. They followed me around. 

Because of my skin color, I became a superstar there. I thought we would return 

to just normal people when being back in my country, Korea. It was a strange 

experience that I was one of them in Korea, but in Ghana I had a presence.  

When Bohee explained how her position changed in Ghana showing her pictures, it 

appeared that she understood people’s social position to be determined in relation to 

others.  

Knowing That Cultural Superiority Comes from Social Categories. Enujoo 

showed her understanding that the difference in social position was associated with the 

differences in social class. She noted:  

저희 친정 엄마가 이북 분이시거든요. 사실은 외할아버지 외할머니가 이북 

분이셔요. 저희는 명절에 만두를 먹었어요. 명절에 만두 해 먹는 걸 보시고 

시어머님이 ‘만두가 음식이냐’ 부터 시작해서 ‘그런 거를 왜 명절에 먹느냐,’ 

‘만두는 음식도 아니다’라고.. 그거는 완전히 문화에 대한… 시댁이라는 우월감으로 

하는 얘기였거든요. 

My mother is from North Korea. Actually, my maternal grandparents were from 

North Korea. We ate dumplings during the holidays. So, (after my marriage) after 

seeing me make dumplings during the holidays, my parents-in-law who are South 

Koreans said, ‘Why do you eat such things during the holidays?’ and ‘It’s not 

even food.’ It’s completely about culture... They talked like that as they had a 

strong sense of superiority as in-laws.  
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Eunjoo knew that due to her parents-in-law’s sense of cultural superiority driven by the 

difference in social position between Eunjoo and her parents-in-law14, her parents-in-law 

disregarded the NK’s food culture that she inherited from her parents. Another example 

of this is when Ayoung immigrated to the US, by identifying herself as a foreigner out of 

social categories she said that she always felt she was lacking. In her mentions, she 

repetitively used specific expressions ‘부족하다 (be short of ability)’, ‘완벽하지 않다 (be 

not perfect)’, 계속 배워야 한다 (must continue to learn).’ Through the expressions, I 

could understand that she knew the social group of aliens that she belonged to resulted in 

placing herself in a lower position in that society. However, Ayoung also shared her 

experience in the case where she belonged to a socially favorable group. She noted: 

처음에는 아이들과 있으면서 내가 갖고 있는 남한의 문화가 맞는 문화라는 그런 

자세로 아이들을 대했던 거 같아요. 아이들이 보여주는, 때로는 나한테는 생소한 

문화들이 처음에는 거부감이 들었어요. 그래서 아이들에게 잘못됐다고 

훈육했어요.  

At first, I think I treated NKR students with the attitude that South Korean culture 

is the right one. At first, I was reluctant to embrace the cultures that my students 

showed me, sometimes unfamiliar to me. So, I tried to discipline them.  

In a context where Ayoung was from a socially powerful category such as a major culture 

group, she confessed that due to the socially constructed categories of difference between 

her students and her, her culture was considered superior. 

 
14 In Korea’s traditional Confucian culture, the social status of daughters-in-law is considered as lower than 

that of mothers-in-law.  
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Knowing That One Has More Influence on Others Because of One’s Social 

Position. Ayoung was aware that she was in a position to influence her NKR students 

since she had lived in the United States for a long time, where her students wanted to visit 

once in their lives. Ayoung noted:  

미국에서 살면서 습득된 문화를 제가 가지고 있었어요. 미국 문화는 아이들이 참 

동경하는 문화예요. 아이들은 영어 잘하는 선생님, 미국에서 살다 온 선생님을 

많이 우러러 보더라고요. 그래서 제가 아이들에게 영향을 많이 미치지 않나 

생각해 봐요. … 그리고 이곳은 남한이고, 아이들은 배우는 입장이고, 적응하는 

입장이어서 그랬는지 제가 더 많이 영향을 미치는 것 같아요.  

I had my culture that I acquired while living in America. The U.S. culture is the 

culture that they really admire. NKR students tend to look up to teachers who are 

good at English and teachers who lived in the U.S. So, I think I had a lot of 

influence on my students. … And here is South Korea and children need to learn 

South Korean culture as well. Maybe that’s why I have more influence on them 

because they are in a position to adapt to South Korean society. 

Theme 4: Initiating Diverse Actions of IC 

The participants’ actions performed in various intercultural situations provided 

insight into their interpretation of IC. For this study, the participants talked about how 

they practiced IC; actively listening to their NKR students with empathy and respect, 

staying in difficult/painful/ambiguous conversations, and applying their cultural curiosity 

and understanding to make a difference. The following three sub-themes will be 

explained further in the passages: a) Listening to students actively, involving empathy 
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and respect in conversation, b) Staying in conversation even when it is difficult, painful, 

challenging, and/or ambiguous, and c) Applying cultural curiosity or understanding to 

make a difference.  

Applying Cultural Curiosity or Understanding to Make a Difference. Bohee 

reported that she acted to make a difference in the relationship with her NKR students 

based on her understanding of NKR students’ culture. She mentioned:  

탈북 학생들은 부모님과 관계가 깨져 있는 경우에 있거나, 아니면 여기에 부모님과 

같이 있지 않고 혼자 있어서 외로움을 느끼는 친구도 많아요. 그렇다 보니까 다른 

학교 아이들에 비해서는 스킨십이 많은 것 같아요. 처음에는 아이들이 교사를 

가까이 대하는 것에 놀랐는데, 이제는 제가 먼저 다가가 아이들의 손을 잡고, 

고생했다고 안아주고 해요. 

My students might feel lonely since in many cases, NKR students have broken 

relationships with their parents or are living alone without parents. That may be 

why we have more physical touch than in other schools. At first, I was surprised 

at how close they were to their teachers and me15. But now I am ok with it. Even I 

hug them first when I comfort them for their tough lives.  

Bohee caused changes in relationships with her students, and Hwajin induced a change in 

her students’ perspective on themselves. Based on her understanding of NKR students, 

Hwajin advised them in the hopes of changing their inner selves. Hwajin stated: 

 
15 She is talking about the students who touch like hugging their teachers without hesitation. In SK culture, 

physical contact between teachers and students is not considered familiar to ordinary people. 
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탈북 학생들은 남한 학생들과 경쟁하며 살기에는 참 불리한 위치에 있어요. 쉽게 

차별 당하기도 하고, 아이들은 차별 받는 걸 두려워해요. 그래서 ‘차별 때문에 너무 

거기에만 매달리지 마라, 차별하지 않는 사람하고 지내고, 그 사람한테서 용기를 

얻어라’고 이야기해줘요. 아이들이 자신이 속해 있는 공동체에서 자기 자신을 

긍정적이고 바르게 세울 수 있어야 된다고 생각해요. 

NK students are in a very disadvantageous position to compete with South Korean 

students. They are easily excluded from the society. They are afraid of being 

discriminated against. So, I tell them, ‘Don’t cling too much to discriminations 

that you might get. Stay with someone who doesn’t discriminate against you and 

get courage from them.’ I think they should be able to establish themselves 

positively in their community.  

In Hwajin’s statement, it appeared that she understood why NKR students and others had 

misunderstandings, and then acted to resolve the misunderstanding by changing NKR 

students’ mindsets. In Ayoung’s case, she knew that her students became hurt when they 

heard others’ negative opinions on NK. Ayoung helped the students by guiding them to 

see the context in which the people talked, saying: 

북한에 대해서 사람들이 부정적인 말할 때는 우리 학생들은 자기에 대해서 

부정적인 말을 한다고 느낀다는 걸 알게 됐어요. 그래서 ‘그 사람들은 북한 정권이 

싫어서 그렇게 이야기 한거야’ 라고 상황을 제대로 이해하고 생각을 바꿀 수 

있도록 설명해 줘요.  

When my students hear other people talking negative things about North Korea, I 

learned that they assume that people are talking negatively about them. So, I 
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explained it to my students so that they can understand the whole context and 

change their thoughts, saying ‘They talked about North Korean regime, not you.’ 

For Dakyung, she was not only curious about the culture of NKR students, but also tried 

to learn it so that she could change her interaction with the students. She said:  

한 해에 중국어 밖에 못하는 애들이 몇 명씩 들어와요. 중국어를 많이 듣고 하니 

궁금해 지더라구요. 그래서 올해부터 중국어를 배우기 시작했어요. 내가 

중국어를 배우면 그 아이들과 더 많이 이야기 할 수 있게 될 거라 생각했어요. 

중국어를 배우면서 제가 뭐를 느꼈나 하면 정말 생판 모르는 언어를 배우는 게 

어렵구나 라는 사실을 알게 됐어요. 아이들이 영어를 배울 때 그렇겠죠. 

Every year some students who can only speak Chinese enroll in this school. So, I 

was curious about their primary language, Chinese. So, I started learning Chinese 

this year16. I believed I would be able to talk to my students when I learn Chinese. 

By learning Chinese, I realized that it’s really hard to learn a new language. My 

students might feel like this when I teach them English. 

Staying in Conversation Even When It Is Difficult, Painful, Challenging, 

and/or Ambiguous. Teachers shared their experiences of intercultural conversations with 

people including NKR students from different cultures. Chamin stated that even if she 

could not understand her NKR students’ culture, she did not stop the conversation with 

them and tried to understand them. She said: 

아이들의 생각이나 행동이 이해되지 않을 때 꼰대처럼 되지 않기 위해서 노력을 

해야 한다는 생각이 들어요. 애들이 이것에 왜 끌릴까? 왜 저렇게 행동하고 

 
16 Dakyung said she was taking Chinese lessons at a private language institution. 
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생각할까? 혼자 생각하기도 하고 아이들에게 직접 물어도 봐요. 그리고 제 

생각을 말하기도 해요. 

When I can’t understand students’ thoughts and behaviors, I should try not to be 

like an Kkondae17. Sometimes I ask myself. ‘Why are my students attracted to 

this?’ ‘Why do they behave and think like that?’ Sometimes I ask my students to 

learn their own reasons. Then, I present my thoughts to them.  

I could see that Chamin tried to stay in the conversation with NKR students, even in 

vague situations where she could not understand their culture. Similarly, when Ayoung 

communicated with the NK students’ parents, she often did not agree with the parents’ 

ways of raising their children who are her students. Even though it was uncomfortable for 

Ayoung to have a dialogue with the NKR parents, she wanted to continue the 

conversation. Ayoung said: 

부모님의 이야기를 듣다 보면 답답해요. 부모가 아이들을 강하게 통제하거나, 

아이들의 삶에 심한 간섭을 하거나 하는.. 아이들에게 너무 스트레스를 주거나 하는 

경우가 있거든요. 그러면 저도 모르게 그 부모님에 대한 반감이 일어나요. ... 

그렇지만 그분들과 제가 앞으로 계속 노력해야 할 부분이 있는 것 같아요. 

I feel frustrated when I listen to my students’ parents. … Some parents have 

strong control over their children, or they have a lot of interference in their 

children’s lives. When I feel they are too stressful for my students, I feel against 

the parents. But I think it's something that I need to continue to deal with.  

 
17 In Korean, ‘Kkondae’ refers to a condescending person. The younger generation usually use the slang 

noun to describe older people who likely force their outdated way of thinking onto younger people. 
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Ayoung’s patience to stay in challenging conversation was showed in her statement. In 

Bohee’s case, when she worked with other teachers from the different culture, she often 

experienced misunderstanding in communication. Bohee mentioned:  

언어가 다르다는 사실은 오해 할 수 있는 여지는 있다는 의미이고, 그런 것을 

서로가 인지를 하고 있기 때문에 일을 할 때는 서로 계속 체크업을 하는 것 같아요. 

너가 이 말을 하는 거 맞지? 이렇게 하길 원하는 거 맞지? 이런 식으로 계속 대화를 

해요. 

The fact that my colleague and I have different languages means that there is a 

possibility of misunderstanding. Because we recognize the fact, we keep checking 

in when we work. ‘You’re saying this, right?’ ‘You want me to do this, right?’ 

We keep talking like this.  

I can see that the misunderstanding that could be caused by cultural differences did not 

stop Bohee from maintaining the conversation.  

Listening to Students Actively: Involving Empathy and Respect in 

Conversation. When teachers communicated with their NKR students, they were 

respectful of students’ culture and empathetic to the challenges that NKR students were 

experiencing. For example, Ayoung continued to talk with her students about various 

stereotypes about China and NK that outsiders hold. While discussing it, she showed her 

respect for her students’ perspectives by accepting and understanding their emotions. 

Ayoung said “외부인의 중국과 북한에 대한 부정적인 시각에 학생들이 노출이 되고, 

그러면 남한에 대한 반감이 생기거나 예민해지거나 하는 부분이 있어요. 그러면 저는 그 

사이에서 아이들의 마음을 들어주고 위로할 사람이 필요하다고 생각이 되고, 그렇게 
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하려고 해요 (Students are often exposed to negative views of China and North Korea 

outside, and then feel sensitive or hostile to South Korea. Then, I listen to my students 

because they need someone who listens to, understands, and comforts them).” In 

Chamin’s case, when she felt a need to discipline NKR students, she had a conversation 

with them to listen to their thoughts on the behaviors and to have a chance to understand 

them. 

이 학교에서 깨달은 것은, 제가 경험해 왔던 훈육방식은 통하지 않는다는 것을 

느꼈어요. 여기서는 우선 학생들의 말을 경청하는 태도가 필요한 것 같아요. 

공감이 우선돼야 해요. 아이들과 대화할 때 ‘얘를 뭔가 긍정적인 방향으로 

이끌겠다’ 라고 생각하기 보다 ‘아 그랬겠다 힘들었겠다’ 일단은 완전히 

수용해주는 것을 얘네가 느껴야지 그 다음 대화에서 마음을 열고 제 말을 

듣더라구요. 

What I realized in this school was the ways of disciplining I had experienced 

don’t work. I think we need to listen to students first here. Empathy should come 

first in the dialogue. When I have a dialogue with my students, I try not to think, 

‘I’ll lead them in a right way’ but try to think, ‘Oh, I see’ or ‘I know you must 

have had a hard time.’ If they feel that they are fully accepted by me, in the next 

conversation, they open their minds and listen to my words. 

 Ayoung and Chamin both showed their active engagement in the dialogue with NKR 

students by carefully listening to them.  

Conclusions. How do SK EL teachers of NKR students define, perceive, and 

practice IC? The participants all shared that they had no professional development 
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experience related to IC. However, when I asked them to define IC, they were able to 

give me a broader understanding of the concept. Participants’ attitudes were revealed in a 

variety of intercultural contexts, providing insight into their interpretation of IC. The 

participants in this study expressed an interest in other cultures and said they were not 

afraid of changing their perspectives when they found those perspectives to be biased. 

They were engaged in learning from those who were from different cultural backgrounds. 

Furthermore, I found that they tended to hold onto judgements about other cultures 

throughout their statements. Through interviews, teachers shared their knowledge of IC 

through their awareness of different perspectives, frames that constrain perspectives, and 

how power differences affect relationships. In addition, they demonstrated their 

understanding of how one’s position affects interactions between cultures. The actions 

that participants took in various intercultural situations provided insight into their 

interpretation of IC as well. In their talk, the teachers shared how they applied cultural 

curiosity and understanding to make a positive difference for their NKR students through 

active listening, empathy, and respect. Also, teachers shared how they practiced IC. The 

participants maintained a conversation with NKR students, despite the difficult, painful, 

and ambiguous situation. 

Summary  

In this chapter, I present the findings that emerged from the data in order to 

answer the following two research questions: 1) How do SK EL teachers of NKR 

students perceive culture? 2) How do SK EL teachers of NKR students define, perceive, 

and practice IC? I first shared a list of all themes and sub-themes, as well as from whose 
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statements they emerged. I also reported how many times the themes appeared across the 

data. It provides readers with an overview of how participants perceive culture and IC as 

well as which ideas recur frequently across their statements.  

Seven principal themes emerged from the overall data: 1) Culture is 

multidimensional and complex, 2) Culture plays a variety of roles in our lives, 3) 

Differences and similarities between cultures result in various emotions, 4) Defining IC, 

5) Showing diversity in attitudes towards other cultures, 6) Showing understanding of IC 

in diverse ways, 7) Initiating diverse actions of IC, each of which was also comprised of 

several sub-themes. The first three themes address the first research question, which 

sought to first understand teachers’ perceptions of culture. The last four broad themes that 

emerged from the teacher data serve to respond to the second research question, which 

sought to understand more about how the teachers defined, perceived and/or practiced IC. 

Through these findings, I was able to understand how the SK EL teachers in this 

study perceive culture itself, first its nature and characteristics, second, culture’s 

functions, and third, as bearing differences and similarities. I also gained a better 

understanding of how the teachers in the study define, perceive, and practice IC as they 

interact with NKR students. A detailed presentation of the findings is organized by 

research questions with quotes in both Korean and English. This is in order to accurately 

illustrate the actual words of the participants.  
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Chapter Five 

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to explore how South Korean (SK) 

English language (EL) teachers of North Korean refugee (NKR) students perceive culture 

and understand intercultural competence (IC) and practice IC in their intercultural 

interactions with NKR students. This is an important area of investigation because 

research has suggested that teachers’ IC influences their attitudes toward multicultural 

students and skills in interacting with immigrant students (Carignan et al., 2005). The 

study was framed by the following questions: 1) How do SK EL teachers of NKR 

students perceive culture? 2) How do SK EL teachers of NKR students define, perceive, 

and practice IC? 

This study aims to establish ideas about how the EL teachers at five secondary 

alternative schools for young NK immigrants are aware of culture and practice IC. The 

study approach allowed for a broader, deeper, and more comprehensive understanding of 

the complex phenomenon of perceptions and practices pertaining to IC, as they relate to 

Korean culture, and specifically how they relate to SK teachers of English to NKR 

students. The findings of this study fill the gap that was caused by the current lack of 

research on SK EL teachers’ perceptions and practices concerning IC as elaborated in the 

intellectual purpose section in Chapter one. This study is also responding to the demand 

for identifying and understanding more deeply the key issues at the core of SK EL 

teachers’ professional development of IC for multicultural education in SK, where a 

changing population from around the world has come to live together (Carignan et al., 
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2005; Shin et al., 2012). Furthermore, the study benefits from the inclusion of 

participants who had previously received only limited attention from researchers, SK EL 

teachers who worked with NKR students. Lastly, the value of the study lies in the fact 

that findings help us to understand more deeply perceptions and understandings of IC in a 

Korean setting. 

This chapter presents five conclusions that have emerged from the findings 

discussed in Chapter Four, along with accompanying discussions. Implications and 

recommendations for policymakers, school leaders, SK EL teachers and future research 

are provided, as well as considerations that are presented in the study. The chapter 

concludes with areas identified for further research.   

Conclusion and Discussion 

The findings presented in Chapter Four provide important insights into how SK 

EL teachers understand culture and IC and how they practice IC when interacting with 

multicultural students. The combined findings from RQ1 and RQ2 result in five broad 

conclusions that can be drawn from the teachers’ voices in this study. 

Conclusion One: SK Teachers Showed Their IC as Being Curious About and 

Having a Favorable Regard for Other Cultures. The first conclusion drawn from the 

data is that the participants exhibited their IC by showing curiosity for and a favorable 

attitude towards other cultures. Some participants reported that they commonly struggled 

with the cultural differences they encountered when they first interacted with NKR 

students, but the participants shared in their interviews that they believed they had an 

open-minded attitude towards the culture of the NKR students; the teachers appeared not 
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to be swayed by those differences. In the case of one participant, she described it as 

“interesting experience” that she learned the NK language which was unfamiliar to her. 

This conclusion is similar to other noted research on IC in Western setting. For example, 

curiosity and favorable regard for other cultures are commonly discussed as 

characteristics of individual who are interculturally competent in many studies, such as 

those by Byram (1997), and Deardorff (2006). As outlined in Byram’s (1997) 

comprehensive model of intercultural communicative competence (ICC), there are five 

elements or what he calls savoirs of ICC. Among the savoirs, attitudes encompass one’s 

curiosity and openness to other values and behaviors, particularly those of the 

intercultural speaker. Deardorff’s (2006) Process Model of IC is a process orientation 

model of the development of IC that includes three domains which are affective, 

cognitive, and behavioral. This model begins with developing attitudes, such as openness, 

curiosity, and respect, which are considered to be important foundations. 

 The inquisitive and interrogative modes of being is a characteristic of IC, and 

Sorrells (2020) described IC as embodying a mode of inquiry that is curious and 

favorable. Other research has documented the importance of curious inquiry about those 

who are different as being essential for teachers who are in a position to interact with 

multicultural students every day (Cushner, 2007; Sorrells, 2020). In the current study, the 

participants’ Savoir-etre (curious and opened attitudes) about different cultures appeared 

to be an important element that led the SK EL teachers to engage with young NK 

refugees, stepping out of their comfort zones, as identified by previous researchers such 

as Bennett (1993), Byram (2003), and Deardorff (2006).  
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Holding an attitude of curiosity is also included in a variety of IC frameworks 

such as Deardorff’s (2006) Pyramid Model of IC and Byram’s (1997) intercultural 

communicative competence model. Based on the current study’s finding, it appears that 

the Deardorff’s (2006) and Byram’s (1977) IC frameworks are affirmed within the 

Korean context. Participants who showed curiosity about other cultures demonstrated a 

willingness to know more about NKR students’ culture. Furthermore, for more successful 

interactions with NKR students, participants displayed not only curiosity, but patience in 

judging the culture of NKR students. As an example, one teacher postponed judging 

whether NKR students’ behavior was right or wrong even though she wanted to learn 

why they behaved the way they did. By demonstrating patience and an eagerness to 

understand the students’ perspective, the teacher was able to better appreciate the 

students’ culture and gain a deeper insight into their behavior. Patience to learn 

something new without jumping to a hasty conclusion is a key aspect of curiosity, as 

shown by the participants’ examples. This quality of curiosity aligns with aspects of 

Byram’s work on identifying IC characteristics. Byram (1997) placed an emphasis on 

open and curious attitudes (Savoir-etre) toward others’ meanings, beliefs, and behaviors 

under conditions free from any types of pre-assumptions, no matter whether those are 

positive or negative, which could hinder mutual understanding.  

In addition to their curious attitude and patience in understanding their students, 

the teachers also displayed flexibility with regard to interacting with the culture of their 

NKR students. Curious inquiry about culture requires that we willingly challenge and 

change our own way of viewing and being in the world (Sorrells, 2020). One of the SK 
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teachers conveyed that, although she initially found the culture of the NKR students to be 

discomforting, her perspective gradually evolved, and she came to appreciate and 

ultimately adopt elements of their culture, including the NK language. The way she 

identifies herself as an agent of change in intercultural relationships seems to be 

influenced by her critical approach to culture.  

According to Grossberg et al. (1992) who is one of cultural studies scholars 

considers culture as a site of contestation where meanings are constantly negotiated, 

challenging the anthropologic concept of culture as an unchangeable entity. 

Anthropologic perspective privileges only certain forms of culture that are shared and 

agreed upon by a majority group of people and neglects cultural diversity and inequality 

(Grossberg et al., 1992). Thus, the adoption of the NKR students’ minority culture by the 

SK teacher from a mainstream culture and the resulting changes to her own culture could 

suggest that she had a critical approach to culture.  

In another participant’s case, she was learning Chinese, because she wanted to 

communicate with NKR students who only spoke Chinese. Learning her students’ 

language which is totally unfamiliar to her, she came to understand why students felt 

frustrated when they learned English, which they had never learned properly past. The 

perspective of valuing other cultures, particularly minorities, appears to have been 

expressed in her curiosity and flexibility toward NKR students’ cultures and willingness 

to understand them.  

Moreover, the teachers expressed a patient and flexible attitude toward culturally 

uncomfortable issues caused by NKR students reflects that they appear to be oriented 
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toward ethnorelativism (Bennett, 1993). One participant mentioned that when she 

encountered challenges caused by NKR students, she postponed judging the students’ 

behavior as being good or bad, waiting until she understood more about what was 

happening. Bennett’s (1993) cultural relativism refers to not judging a culture by our own 

standards of what is right or wrong, strange, or normal. In its place, according to Bennett 

(1993) individuals should try to understand the cultural practices of other groups in their 

own cultural context. For example, experiencing a dissonance between the students’ 

favorable disposition towards her and their impolite language they used to talk to her left 

her feeling perplexed and uneasy. However, she did not form a hasty conclusion that her 

students’ ways of talking to her were rude; rather she took time to carefully observe 

students’ speech habits. Instead of thinking, “their Korean sounds strange!” the 

participant thought, “why do they use these words when talking with me?” As the 

participant’s example shows, it is important for teachers who interact with multicultural 

students to have an open mind about the students’ cultures and have a cultural relativistic 

attitude to understand students’ cultures considering the entire context. 

Conclusion Two: SK Teachers Expressed IC as Understanding of 

Positionality and Cultural Imbalance. The second conclusion drawn from the data is 

that the SK teachers voiced the notion that IC involves an understanding of positionality 

in situations where cultural imbalance might be present. Through their interviews, several 

SK EL teachers expressed that they deeply understood the notion that one’s positionality 

may shift, and change based on where they are and with whom they are communicating. 

In one participant’s experience, she showed her understanding about how people position 
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themselves in relation to others. When she lived in the U.S., she was a stranger who 

spoke imperfect English. In relation to native English speakers, she positioned herself as 

a foreigner and a non-native speaker. Sorrells (2020) defines positionality as one’s social 

location or position within an intersecting network of socially constructed hierarchical 

categories such as race, class, and gender to name a few. Different experiences, 

understandings, and knowledge of oneself and others are gained and produced based on 

one’s positionality.  

According to Sorrells (2020), IC entails the ability to position oneself in relation 

to others. In this study, one participant shared her experience of her positional transition 

from occupying a relatively powerful position in Ghana as an EL teacher with bright skin 

color to occupying a less powerful position as just one of them in her own country, SK. 

Through her statement, her understanding of flexibility of her position was revealed, 

which illuminates that understanding of one’s positionality is essential element in 

becoming an interculturally competent communicator. The example presented above 

aligns well with the characteristics of an individuals who is interculturally competent, as 

described by Sorrells (2020). This individual with this aspect of IC recognizes that 

society where we live is stratified by categories and that the categories position people in 

relation to each other (Sorrells, 2020).    

Some participants’ understandings of positionality appeared to lead them to 

recognize power imbalances in their relationships with young NKR immigrants. One of 

the participants said that since her culture is the culture that NKR students admire and the 

students are in a learning position, she would have more influence on NKR students as a 
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teacher. Through her statement, it appeared that she recognized that a social imbalance 

existed in the relationship between her and NKR students. This characteristic of the 

participant is explained as one aspect of IC by identified by Sorrells (2020). According to 

Sorrells (2020), understanding positionality allows people to clarify who has the power to 

speak and who is silenced. It also allows people to examine whose actions/voices have 

the power to shape and impact others and whose actions/voices are dismissed and 

marginalized. As another example, one teacher admitted that at the time she had started 

teaching the NK students, she tried to correct the students’ “wrong” or “bad” thoughts 

and attitudes with the conviction that her own thoughts and values were “right” or 

“good.” In a context where she belongs to a socially powerful major culture group, an 

older age group and a socially desirable occupation group, she at first might think that her 

culture was better than NKR students’ culture. However, after experiencing and 

reflecting on various cultural conflicts over time, the teacher reported she had grown 

more careful not to instill the prejudice that she holds into her students. 

Additionally, this study shows that one’s IC can be developed based on a critical 

analysis of a culturally unequal power context. One participant showed her understanding 

that differences in social position were associated with differences in societal power. She 

gained this understanding from experiences in her family culture. The participant pointed 

out that her in-laws ignored the NK food culture that she inherited from her parents with 

a sense of superiority. She appeared to understand that the difference in social status 

between her and her in-laws in the Confucian social order in which the elderly have more 

power led to the cultural superiority of her in-laws. Alternatively, the participant 
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recognized that her in-laws culturally felt superior to her in that the in-laws’ SK food 

culture was mainstream, and the teacher’s NK food culture was not mainstream in SK. 

The participant’s competence to see the culturally unequal power context with a critical 

lens is explained by Shi-xu (2016) as one aspect of IC. Shi-xu (2001) argues that 

communication is a “joint social activity that is embedded in a broader cultural and 

historical and by implication unequal power context” (p. 280). According to Shi-xu 

(2001), communication breakdowns are not entirely due to a lack of relevant knowledge 

and skills; instead, they are closely connected to unequal power relations. It is because 

“intercultural communication does not take place in a power vacuum” (p. 286). The 

connection between power and social categories was acknowledged by another 

participant as well. By identifying herself as a foreigner out of social categories, she felt 

powerless when she immigrated to the U.S. She frequently described her status by using 

specific idioms such as ‘be not perfect,’ ‘be short of abilities,’ and ‘must keep learning.’ I 

see that she understood that the social category she belonged to, aliens, placed her in a 

lower position. The participants’ examples highlight the importance of SK EL teachers’ 

understanding of how their position is determined in relation to NKR students, as well as 

understanding that NKR students could be forced to absorb the teachers’ culture 

unilaterally due to a power imbalance between them and NKR students. 

Conclusion Three: First-Hand Experience Fosters the Development of IC. 

The third conclusion drawn from the data is that the participants’ first-hand experience in 

other cultures and cultural contexts appeared to foster or support their development of IC. 

The majority of the SK EL teachers in the study shared various experiences of cultural 



157 

 

differences during their stay in other countries. Considering that when asked about my 

interview to know how they perceive culture, they naturally recalled their experiences of 

staying abroad and talked about the various characteristics of culture, the cultural 

sensitivity of the teachers seemed to have improved through first-hand experience of 

cultural differences. According to Hammer et al. (2003), intercultural sensitivity is 

defined as the ability to discriminate and experience relevant cultural differences, and IC 

is regarded as the ability to think and act in interculturally appropriate ways. For 

example, one participant compared the uniqueness of culture to scent, recalling the 

presence of some unfamiliar scent at the airport when she first arrived in Taiwan. In 

addition to this, she remarked that the smell carried by the air should not be considered 

good or bad, but rather familiar or unfamiliar, emphasizing that cultures are just different. 

Her first-hand experience with different cultures might stimulate her cultural sensitivity 

to understand the differences in culture, and her increased cultural sensitivity might help 

her to see other cultures without biases. This finding is in line with Bhawuk and Brislin’s 

(1992) study; “To be effective in another culture, people must be interested in other 

cultures, be sensitive enough to notice cultural differences, and then also be willing to 

modify their behavior as an indication of respect for the people of other cultures” (p. 

416). The participants’ examples in this study support Demircioğlu and Çakır’s (2015) 

finding that living abroad and experiencing other cultures have influenced teachers’ IC 

development. As a result of the experience abroad, Cushner (2007) also determined that 

the individual has the opportunity to develop his or her IC.  
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The study’s results also indicated that all SK teachers shared having been a 

minority in a different culture. The SK teachers reported that experiencing other cultures, 

especially the mainstream culture of the English-speaking countries, as a minority helped 

them understand the NKR students. This type of experience of being a minority in a 

different culture appeared to enhance participants’ intercultural sensitivity and their IC. 

For example, one teacher recalled a memory of experiencing cultural differences when 

she attended her American friends’ engagement ceremony. She described the culturally 

marginalized experience in the U.S. as “embarrassing” and “shocking,” and the 

experience helped her to understand how hard it was for NKR students to exist as cultural 

minorities in SK.  

This finding is in line with those of Willard-Holt (2011) whose study also found 

that preservice teachers enrolled in the teacher education program at Penn State-Capital 

College were surprised when their preconceptions were shattered when they traveled to 

Mexico. The teachers similarly reported that the experience of being in the minority was 

a powerful impact of the trip. The preservice teachers reported that after the trip, they had 

a more profound sense of patience and empathy, and they made more efforts to find 

alternative ways of teaching minority children who seem to have difficulty understanding 

them. Therefore, SK EL teachers’ experiences with other cultures, in particular as 

minorities, are important in their IC development, as shown in participants’ examples. 

These types of firsthand experiences might allow SK EL teachers to be interculturally 

competent agents by putting themselves in the NKR students’ shoes while interacting 

with the minority students.  
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Conclusion Four: Reflection and Action Come Together in Developing IC. 

The fourth conclusion drawn from the data is that reflection and action came together for 

these participants to support or contribute toward the development of their IC. In the 

study, all participants made efforts to resolve intercultural issues and tensions caused by 

cultural conflict between them and NKR students in a variety of ways. Upon analyzing 

the data, I found that the participants continued to conduct self-reflection throughout all 

of the process of solving the problems. This characteristic of the participants is explained 

as essential to develop their understanding of IC identified by Deardorff (2011). Other 

research has also supported the notion that reflection is integral to IC development, 

because through reflection, understandings and experiences can be more deeply 

connected to personal beliefs and development (Conway & Richards, 2018; DeJaeghere 

& Zhang, 2008; Ghanem, 2017; Merryfield, 2000). In the case of this study, some 

participants often contemplated their own feelings and thoughts when faced with cultural 

conflicts. In one participant’s case, when a participant perceived a discrepancy between 

the NKR students’ positive attitude towards her and the discourteous language they 

employed in their communication with her, she was left feeling confused and 

disconcerted. However, she did not jump to conclusions that her students’ ways of talking 

to her were rude. Instead, she had time to carefully observe students’ speech habits and 

reflect on the reasons why she felt uncomfortable in NKR students’ language. The 

process of reflection appears to allow the teacher to better understand her students’ 

culture so that she is able to develop her IC.  
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The findings show that SK EL teachers’ IC is not only practiced in reflection but 

in various actions. More than half of the participants manifested their knowledge and 

understanding into action through reflection in their own way. According to Sorrells 

(2020), action can be seen as an aspect of IC when accompanied by reflection. As 

individuals increase their understanding of themselves, others, and the world, they must 

act responsibly in order to actualize and manifest those gains (Sorrells, 2020). In this 

study, the participants performed responsible actions in the situation where they play the 

role of a stakeholder in the intercultural interaction with NKR students. To be specific, in 

communication with NKR students, the SK EL teachers were respectful of their culture 

and empathic of their needs. In a teacher’s case, when she felt a need to discipline NKR 

students, she had a conversation with them to listen to their thoughts on their behaviors. 

They were able to gain a deeper understanding of NKR students as a result. Actions are 

also identified as an essential component of Deardorff’s (2004) Model of IC. According 

to Deardorff (2004), an interculturally competent individual demonstrates the ability to 

apply knowledge and skills as action on the basis of cognitive and attitudinal change. In 

this study, some participants’ reflection to challenge stereotypes and prejudices results in 

the action, active listening. For example, as the participants encountered intercultural 

conflict, such as a clash of opinions with NKR students, they appeared to be more likely 

to listen to NKR students’ voices first, considering the possibility that their thoughts 

might be biased and not to be ‘Kkondae’18. This finding also extends the findings of 

 
18 In Korean, ‘Kkondae’ refers to a condescending person. The younger generation usually use the slang 

noun to describe older people who likely force their outdated way of thinking onto younger people. 
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Barrett’s (2018) study where it was determined that young people’s intercultural 

competency can be enhanced through a variety of actions including active listening. 

Listening may seem like a minimal action, but when we consider “everyday actions 

informed by the IC of inquiry, framing, positioning, dialogue, and reflection can serve as 

catalysts for action that engages and produces social justice and global transformation” 

(Sorrells, 2020), we should consider their actions in bringing attention to the 

marginalized and silenced voices of students from NKR as an expression of their IC.  

Furthermore, in their teaching activities, some participants in the study reported 

that they believe they are taking responsible actions to make a difference in education for 

NKR students. For example, one participant thought that achievement gaps existing in 

class were often caused by cultural differences between her students, and she tried to 

navigate the issue by adjusting her teaching content, responding to students’ levels. 

Additionally, another participant in the study emphasized the fact that there is an obvious 

achievement gap among her NKR students. In order to close this gap, she changed her 

approach to be patient when answering questions from NKR students as well as her 

methods and curriculum of teaching for the sake of students who lag behind. Since they 

acknowledge that an academic achievement gap seems to exist among NKR students, the 

participants shared that they willingly modify their attitude and method of teaching. The 

responsible actions of these teachers for their students are in line with Carignan et al.’s 

(2005) study who suggested that teachers’ cultural proficiency influences their attitudes 

toward multicultural students and skills to interact with immigrant students. Moreover, 

given the huge gap in achievement in English between SK and NKR students existing in 
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SK today (Shin et al., 2012), it is highly recommended that SK EL teachers be culturally 

prepared with IC to serve the underrepresented group of students appropriately.  

Conclusion Five: SK Teachers Expressed Their IC as Flexibility and 

Understanding with Regard to Cultural Ambiguities. The fifth conclusion drawn from 

the data is that the participants shared that IC is expressed as flexibility and 

understanding with regard to cultural ambiguities. Throughout the interviews, it was 

affirmed that the participants dealt regularly with the ambiguity and tension that occurred 

during the conversation with NKR students. According to Sorrells (2020), in intercultural 

communication or interaction situations, people need to stretch themselves, which means 

they need the ability to continue conversations even though they may be painful or 

challenging and to deal with ambiguous situations. In intercultural situations, managing 

ambiguity involves handling uncertainty, anxiety, and tension brought on by the 

unknown (Sorrells, 2020). In this study, one SK teacher reported that even though she did 

not understand the culture of her NKR students, and the dialogue with NKR students was 

ambiguous, she did not stop talking to them. In another participant’s case, when she 

communicated with the NK students’ parents, she often did not agree with the parents’ 

ways of raising their children who are her students. Even though conversations with the 

NKR parents was challenging, since their cultures were ambiguous for the teacher, she 

wanted to continue the conversation. The teacher’s patience in maintaining the 

challenging conversation was shown in her statement. There is evidence that ambiguity 

tolerance plays a major role in intercultural communication (Herman et al., 2010; Miller 

& Samp, 2007), so Leong and Ward (2000) and Yashima (2010) emphasize that 
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ambiguity tolerance is a crucial factor in intercultural communication. Furnham and 

Ribchester (1995) stated that people with low levels of ambiguity tolerance feel anxious 

and avoid ambiguous situations, while people with high levels of ambiguity tolerance 

perceive ambiguous situations as interesting and challenging.  

Even though cultural differences create ambiguity, the study found that all 

participants addressed the diverse issues with a certain characteristic when conversing 

with NKR students. The SK teachers were respectful of NKR students’ perspectives and 

empathetic to the challenges that NKR students are experiencing. According to various 

frameworks of IC, people should be able to connect with each other, to be empathic, and 

to treat others with respect while in intercultural dialogue (Bennett, 1993; Byram, 1997; 

Deardorff, 2006; Sorrells, 2020). In this study, one participant continued to have 

conversations with NKR students about various stereotypes about China. She then 

demonstrated respect towards the NKR student’s statement, “I prefer China to South 

Korea,” by legitimizing their opinions, “You can think that way because I was born in 

China and lived there for some time.” The findings corroborate the suggestion that when 

people from different cultures interact, ambiguity exists, and people should practice IC by 

showing their ambiguous tolerance and respect in intercultural communication (Leong & 

Ward, 2000; Miller & Samp, 2007; Yashima, 2010). These findings underline the 

importance of developing the IC of SK EL teachers of minority students once again. 

Teachers who are interculturally competent may be willing to participate in the 

conversation with a positive perspective even when their interactions with students 

appear to be ambiguous. 
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Implications  

This study examined how SK EL teachers perceive culture and IC and the 

practices of IC in multicultural settings in SK. While the results suggest that the SK 

teachers did not have enough opportunities to develop their IC through teacher education 

programs, the findings indicate that they are developing their cultural sensitivity through 

first-hand experience and through collaboration with their peers, and they are practicing 

their IC through their interactions with NKR students in their own ways. In line with the 

findings, this study highlights the need for teachers, school leaders, and education policy 

makers to consider the importance of IC development across contexts in SK. There are a 

number of implications emerging from the findings that are relevant to policy, practice, 

and future research initiatives.   

Policy 

Education policy consists of laws and regulations that govern the operation of 

education systems, as well as principles and decisions that influence the field of 

education (Rizvi & Lingard, 2009). The purpose of such policies is to ensure that the 

education system meets the needs of students, both in terms of quality and access. 

Additionally, education policies can be used to promote certain values and ideologies, 

such as equity, diversity, and social justice. Therefore, a variety of policies must be 

implemented in order for SK teachers to be able to interact with multicultural students of 

diverse backgrounds. This study found that IC is an essential skill that teachers should 

possess in multicultural school settings, and that IC is also an essential quality for NKR 

students to acquire in order to live and work successfully in SK and abroad. Therefore, 
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SK EL teachers need to cultivate their IC so as to prepare their NKR students to become 

effective communicators as global citizens (Byram, 1997, 2003, 2008; Kramsch, 1993; 

McKay, 2002; Sercu, 2005). In addition, if their classrooms are becoming increasingly 

multicultural, then IC is not a luxury or an add-on but should be required for them to 

create inclusive learning environments. Based on the findings of the study, I see three 

potential areas that could be updated in educational policy: 1) Programs for teachers’ 

professional development (PD) in IC and language teaching, 2) IC PD opportunities for 

alternative school teachers, and 3) Strategies to address NKR students’ academic 

deficiencies 

Programs for Teachers' PD in IC and Language Teaching. The findings of 

this study have implications for policy makers of the Korean Ministry of Education 

regarding EL teacher education in SK. The report does not directly address policy issues, 

but it may serve as an aid to policy makers of the Korean Ministry of Education regarding 

how they can assist SK EL teachers to improve their IC. Based on previous studies (Choi, 

2011; Cushner, 2007) as well as this study, I found that teachers’ IC can be developed 

through intercultural contact and teacher education programs. Therefore, officers of SK 

Ministry of Education should prepare to develop more systematic programs for teachers’ 

PD in IC.  

Additionally, policy makers in education are advised to keep in mind that NK 

refugee students experience linguistic difficulties. Especially they should recognize that 

NKR students regard learning Korean and English as a vital factor in their adaptation to 

SK and hopefully to becoming citizens of the world. In the study by Yang and Bae 
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(2010), NKR students find that various challenges from learning a new language are one 

of the biggest causes of stress in the process of adapting to SK society and school. 

Considering these challenging circumstances for NKR students, officers of the Ministry 

of Education should develop policies supporting PD programs for SK teachers in 

language teaching. SK teachers may actually help minority students by obtaining a 

Korean language teacher certificate for foreigners. By becoming certified Korean 

language teachers, SK teachers can provide support to NKR students whose language 

proficiency is still low. They would be able to offer more customized and effective 

teaching styles that would help NKR students develop a better understanding of the 

Korean language, allowing them to participate in SK society more easily.    

IC PD Opportunities for Alternative School Teachers. A significant finding of 

the study is that IC PD opportunities are still insufficient for SK EL teachers at 

alternative schools for NKR students. Teacher PD programs for IC should also be 

available to teachers at alternative schools, just as they are to teachers at public schools. 

This is because SK EL teachers at alternative schools are just as likely to benefit from IC 

PD opportunities as their peers at public schools, and they should not be denied the same 

resources. Hence, education policy makers should think of ways to provide alternative 

schools’ teachers with IC PD programs. As a result, all teachers, regardless of school 

type, would have access to the same quality of PD education. Additionally, providing 

alternative school teachers with PD opportunities in IC can improve the quality of 

interaction and instruction NKR students receive, which can lead to better outcomes in 
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terms of their academic achievement, social-emotional development, and post-secondary 

success in SK.  

Strategies to Address NKR Students’ Academic Needs. It is necessary to 

develop policies to support NKR students’ adjustment to school, rather than placing all 

the burden on schools and teachers. In this study, teachers expressed a lack of confidence 

when faced with the challenges caused by NKR adolescents’ academic deficiencies. 

Although the SK EL teachers are doing their best to support NKR adolescents, they still 

struggle to address all of the challenges resulting from severe academic deficiencies. The 

teachers may feel they are unable to adequately support NKR students due to the lack of 

resources and expertise, and they are unable to provide the specialized guidance and 

support that is needed, leading to a feeling of being overwhelmed. Therefore, policy 

interventions such as additional professional personnel are needed in order to support the 

unique learning needs of NKR students.  

Practice 

Along with the political practice of providing more opportunities for PD in IC, 

there are four implications for school leaders to address their practice in response to the 

findings of this study: 1) Supportive and safe school environments, 2) Opportunities for 

IC PD for teachers, 3) Mentors and role models for teachers in IC, and 4) Opportunities 

to share teachers’ and NKR students’ stories with the outside world. Additionally, there 

are two implications for teachers to address their practice in response to the findings of 

this study: 1) Experts in IC and multicultural education for NKR students, and 2) Experts 

in language education for NKR students.  
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School Leaders: Supporting and Safe School Environments. It turned out that 

the SK EL teachers in the study did not choose their work because they had a great deal 

of understanding and interest in education for multicultural students including NKR 

students. Rather, all participants in this study reported that they became involved by 

accident when they encouraged acquaintances to work at alternative schools for NKR 

students, volunteered more time, or found a job using their previous teaching 

experience. As they reported having never engaged in official programs for IC 

development before teaching NKR students, they had been cultivating the ability to deal 

with cultural conflicts through first-hand experience in the field of education. In 

navigating ambiguous and challenging issues in the schools, SK EL teachers benefitted 

from cooperative relationships with school leaders and fellow teachers. This enabled 

them to develop a deeper understanding of the unique cultural norms and expectations of 

NKR students. As they became more familiar with NKR students’ culture, they were able 

to more effectively address issues related to cultural differences and create a more 

positive learning environment in their classrooms. Therefore, school leaders should foster 

a supportive and safe culture within the teacher community where SK teachers can share 

their difficulties and support one another. When SK teachers have the support of their 

peers, it can help to create better collaborative learning environments, where each teacher 

can learn from the strengths and experiences of others. This can lead to better problem-

solving, better communication, and a more positive overall school culture. Moreover, 

creating a supportive community of teachers helps to reduce the stress and burnout that 
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can come from working with diverse students and can help to create a more positive 

educational experience for everyone.  

School Leaders: Opportunities of IC PD to Teachers. School leaders of 

alternative schools for NKR students should acknowledge the importance of providing 

systematic support for teachers because long-term work at an alternative school is 

challenging if it depends solely on individual dedication and effort. School leaders must 

provide SK teachers with opportunities to learn how to be interculturally competent. This 

is because teachers need to be able to effectively communicate and collaborate with a 

wide range of students, many of whom may have different cultural backgrounds and 

experiences than the teachers. IC is an invaluable ability that teachers are required to 

possess in order to successfully work with these students.  

School Leaders: Mentors and Role Models for the Teachers. School leaders 

can serve as mentors and role models for teachers, providing them with the insight and 

advice they need to navigate difficult times. They can inspire SK teachers to stay 

motivated and strive for excellence, while providing a sense of belonging and 

camaraderie. This will help teachers get through hard times, especially when others are 

unable to assist. A supportive leader helps teachers focus on their jobs and strengthens 

the bond between teachers and the school. This bond can give them a sense of identity 

and purpose in their work, which is essential for their mental health and well-being. 

Furthermore, having a leader who is experienced with NKR students can help teachers 

navigate any challenges they may face with their students.  
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School Leaders: Opportunities to Share Teachers' and NKR Students' 

Stories with the Outside World. School administration should encourage SK teachers to 

share their insights and successes with other educators outside the alternative school 

setting and to receive feedback from them. This would help strengthen teacher networks, 

promote collaboration, and allow them to learn from each other’s experiences. This can 

also provide an opportunity for alternative school teachers to learn more innovative 

teaching strategies and approaches that they may not have been exposed to previously. 

By allowing teachers to share their knowledge and experiences, it can contribute to foster 

empathy and understanding across different school settings and open up new possibilities 

for teaching and learning.   

Through the opportunity to share the stories of teachers and NKR students with 

the outside world, school leaders should challenge stereotypes of NKR students. This can 

be done by highlighting the unique qualities of NKR students and teachers, such as their 

tenacity, resilience, and creativity. Showcasing the positive qualities of NKR students and 

teachers will help to shift the narrative from one of struggle to one of success. The anti-

communist ideology of SK society and the negative portrayal of NKR students in the 

media have been shown to lead to stigma and discrimination, negatively affecting the 

lives of NKR adolescents (Jo, 2016; Ma, 2005). Therefore, school leaders need to 

actively participate in human rights education for general people in order to create a 

culture of respecting diversity and differences in Korean society and become advocates 

for NKR students. Human rights education should include topics such as recognizing the 

importance of diversity, understanding the value of different perspectives, and addressing 
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the stigma and discrimination that NKR students may face in their daily lives. By doing 

so, school leaders and teachers can eventually foster a safe and inclusive environment for 

NKR students and help them to feel respected and valued for who they are. 

Teachers: Experts in IC and Multicultural Education for NKR Students. 

Despite the fact that multicultural education is promoted in SK, there is criticism that 

multicultural education in Korean society is based on assimilation, where immigrants 

learn Korean, social norms, and lifestyle so they can live in society as Koreans do (Min, 

2010; Seo, 2009). This is because SK society views multiculturalism as a way of 

preserving Korean culture, rather than as a way of cultural exchange and mutual 

understanding. As a result, the focus of multicultural education in SK is on teaching 

immigrants to assimilate into Korean culture rather than learning about and celebrating 

different cultures. Hence, young NK refugees might feel pressured to conceal their 

identity as a result of assimilationist views encouraging them to behave like SK 

teenagers. NKR students often feel confused and hesitate for a long time about “coming 

out,” and sometimes repeat the process of hiding and revealing their origins over and 

over. This is because they have to make a conscious decision between assimilating or 

maintaining their cultural identity, a choice that can be difficult and daunting for the 

young people. The pressure to conform to SK norms can be strong, and the fear of being 

ostracized can be overwhelming. In fact, “coming out” has had a negative impact on 

young NK immigrants’ lives in SK where there is prejudice against NK refugees (Jo, 

2016). 
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In order to create an environment that respects and cares for NKR students, it is 

necessary to improve the cultural sensitivity and IC of those close to young NK 

immigrants. School teachers who are the closest and most influential adults meeting NKR 

students should be experts in multicultural education and know how to 

communicate/interact with them. However, in many cases, teachers at public schools 

might never encounter NKR students; even if there are NKR students among their 

students, they are not able to identify NKR students unless the students “come out” to 

them. Due to the sensitive nature of this situation, teachers may not realize how important 

it is to understand the lives of NKR students. This can create a divide between teachers 

and NKR students, as teachers might not be aware of the unique challenges and 

experiences that NKR students face in their education. However, it is critical for SK 

teachers to actively participate in enhancing their cultural sensitivity and developing their 

IC to be prepared to support NKR students appropriately whenever the students decide to 

“come out” to them.  

When it comes to teachers at alternative schools for NKR students, the continuing 

question of the professionalism of teachers is in line with Shin et al.’s (2011) suggestion 

that the time has come to strengthen the professionalism and accountability of those 

helping NK refugees. Because they are surrounded by NKR students, unlike public 

school teachers who cannot distinguish NKR students unless the students share their 

identity, professional development in IC is not optional to them, but necessary. In order 

for teachers to effectively work with students from NK, they must possess the skills, 

knowledge, and experience necessary to help these students adjust to life in their new 
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country and develop the skills they need to succeed. According to Shin et al.’s 

suggestions, teachers who acquire knowledge of the cultural background of NKR 

adolescents and engage in interactions with the students will facilitate the resolution of 

conflicts caused by cultural heterogeneity in class. Therefore, SK teachers should make 

active efforts to develop expertise in multicultural education, which has gained interest 

from researchers and governors since its introduction in the 1980s in Korea (Chang, 

2012). Additionally, they should work on their IC development to better understand the 

needs of young NK immigrants. This is because having a better understanding of the 

culture of the students can help teachers gain insight into the students’ perspectives 

and experiences, which can then help them create more meaningful interactions and 

create a more supportive learning environment. Furthermore, it can also help them better 

address the challenges that NK students may face in the classroom, such as language 

barriers and cultural misunderstandings.   

Teachers: Experts in Language Education for NKR Students. As documented 

by the participants in this study, NKR students often experience linguistic difficulties, so 

SK teachers must also be aware of this. It is particularly important that SK teachers 

understand that NKR students regard learning Korean and English as essential to 

adjusting to SK and becoming global citizens. As NKR students come from different 

backgrounds and speak different languages, they need assistance to adjust to a new 

language and culture. This is where SK teachers can help by providing support in the 

language classroom and creating an environment that encourages the learning of Korean 

and English. SK teachers can provide support to NKR students with low language 



174 

 

proficiency by becoming certified Korean language teachers. By offering more tailored 

and effective teaching styles, SK teachers will be able to help NKR students become 

more proficient in SK culture and language, thereby improving their chances of 

participating in Korean society. SK teachers of the EL, in particular, should bear in mind 

that young NK immigrants would find it very difficult to learn the unfamiliar language, 

English, through another unfamiliar language, Korean. In reality, participants in the study 

struggled with the fact that students did not understand the teacher's own Korean 

language used to instruct English. NKR students may consider English as a worthwhile 

subject if EL teachers teach not only English but also Korean to them. It is important for 

SK teachers of the EL to provide a supportive environment by teaching both English and 

Korean, as this can help NKR students to bridge the gap between English and Korean and 

make them more comfortable in the classroom. Alternatively, it would be a good idea to 

adopt new communicative practices in language teaching, for example, teaching English 

through English. Teaching English in English would be a way to reduce confusion caused 

by Korean as teachers’ instruction language. Teaching English in English allows NKR 

students to apply their English knowledge in real-time, rather than having to translate 

their understanding of the teacher’s instructions into Korean. This helps them to build 

their English fluency and comprehension faster and increases their motivation to learn.   

Research   

I present implications for future research based on the findings and discussions of 

this study. As a result of what I learned from this study, I will suggest future research. 

This study provides an insight into how SK teachers of English at alternative secondary 
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schools for NKR students perceive culture and practice IC. Based on the findings, I see 

potential areas that could be expanded and extended in future research projects. The three 

immediate areas for future research include exploring: 1) Factors that influence EL 

teachers’ IC development in the Korean context, 2) Characteristics of EL teachers’ IC in 

the context of Korea, 3) PD process of teachers’ IC and effectiveness of IC PD programs. 

Factors That Influence EL Teachers' IC Development in the Korean 

Context. From the data concerning SK English teachers’ understanding of culture and 

IC, five general conclusions were drawn. However, some research suggestions can be 

made for teachers’ development of IC. Hence, future research is suggested to investigate 

what factors such as school administration, teacher PD programs, and teacher community 

culture might influence SK EL teachers’ IC development. This research indicates that 

current initiatives are not enough to fully develop teachers’ IC, and therefore more focus 

needs to be placed on understanding and addressing the underlying factors that influence 

their IC development in the Korean context. This could include providing more 

comprehensive PD and support, as well as creating a school atmosphere that encourages 

and promotes IC development. Moreover, to ensure that SK EL teachers are fully 

equipped to develop their IC effectively, it is essential to identify the factors affecting 

their IC growth and/or thoroughly investigate the underlying factors contributing to the 

shortfall in their IC development. This could include uncovering any teacher education 

gaps, understanding the current processes and protocols in teacher education for IC 

development, and assessing the existing school culture about supporting teachers. 
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Additionally, it is important to identify the resources needed to support IC development, 

such as adequate funding and access to technology.    

Characteristics of Teachers’ IC in the Context of Korea. Due to the 

availability of participants for this study and the nature of qualitative research, the 

purpose of this study was not to generalize the findings for a whole group of people. 

Instead, the aim was to gain in-depth knowledge of the experiences of the participants to 

better understand the phenomenon. The study benefits from the inclusion of participants 

who had previously received only limited attention from researchers, SK EL teachers 

who worked with NKR students. Hence, this study was designed to provide a glimpse 

into how these SK EL teachers perceived culture and practiced IC as they interacted with 

NKR students in SK. Even though these findings are limited to this group of participants, 

this research might contribute insight into areas for inclusion in teacher education and 

teachers’ PD programs in Korea. This will further the dialogue regarding the role of 

teachers’ IC in multicultural settings. By understanding how the teachers perceive and 

interact with their multicultural students, the research can help to identify more effective 

practices for teaching in multicultural classrooms and how to promote teachers’ IC. 

Additionally, these findings can be used to create and refine teacher education and 

teachers’ PD programs that are tailored to the cultural context of SK. Therefore, a future 

large-scale data study of SK EL teachers’ expertise in intercultural interactions with 

multicultural students has the potential of helping multiple stakeholders in education 

understand more about how and to what extent SK EL teachers perceive and practice IC.  
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PD Process of Teachers IC and Effectiveness of IC PD Programs. It is 

necessary to conduct a study regarding the development of teacher education programs to 

improve IC and assess the effectiveness of these programs. In time, a longitudinal study 

could be useful for observing how teachers’ IC has developed over time in the programs 

as well as providing evidence of changes that have occurred or taken place over time. A 

longitudinal study would be useful in understanding the long-term impacts of teacher 

education programs on teachers’ IC. It would also help to identify any areas where 

teachers are struggling with the programs, so that targeted interventions can be developed 

to help address these issues. Additionally, it would provide valuable data that could be 

used to compare the efficacy of different teacher education programs.  

Considerations    

South Korea has responded to the world’s trend by increasing its interest in 

multiculturalism at the national level. Multicultural education has been implemented in 

all teacher preparation programs as a result of newly enacted policies. However, there are 

areas for improvement in Korea’s multicultural education system by investigating 

students from NK adequately. As refugees from NK, these students have a unique 

cultural background that is complex and may likely not be understood by many of their 

teachers, by school administrators, or by policy makers. The distinctive trait that 

identifies young NK immigrants from other students from multicultural backgrounds is 

the barely comprehensible suffering that they experienced during the process of fleeing 

from the country (Korea Education Development Institution, 2013).  
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When educators interpret the various educational issues relating to NKR students, 

they must consider the various cultural traits of the students. These cultural traits can be 

seen in the way NKR students interact with one another, the way they learn, their 

attitudes towards education, and the expectations that they have of themselves and their 

peers. Moreover, the trauma that NKR students experienced during their escape from NK 

can still often be seen in the way that they process information, respond to situations, and 

make decisions. Therefore, it is strongly necessary for SK teachers to be aware of these 

cultural traits and to be interculturally competent in order to adequately support NKR 

students. This is so that they are appropriately and effectively able to support young 

NKRs who bring not only various cultures but also deep scars into classrooms.   

There are a variety of reasons why NK students have difficulty adjusting to school 

life. According to the report conducted by Korea Hana Foundation in 2014, the main 

reason for dropping out is the challenges related to differences in language, lifestyle, and 

academic background. When it comes to school subjects, most NKR students regard 

English as the most difficult one to learn among regular subjects (Korea Education 

Development Institution, 2010; Shin et al., 2012). Many also struggle to make friends 

because of the language barrier, and their lack of familiarity with the Korean school 

system can lead to difficulty understanding the curriculum. Additionally, language and 

cultural differences can make it more difficult for NK students to adjust to the new 

environment. Thus, SK EL teachers need to develop expertise in multicultural education 

and improve their IC so that they can better understand young NK immigrants as they 

learn English.    
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Responding to the demand for identifying and examining more deeply the key 

issues at the core of SK EL teachers’ cultural ability in interacting with multicultural 

students in SK, I conducted the study. My research benefited both from an insider’s 

perspective as a SK educator and from an outsider’s perspective as a researcher educated 

in both the east and the west. As a Korean educator, though I strived to maintain 

researcher comportment, I yet found myself reading between the lines of the participants’ 

statements, since I understood the unique intercultural situation between SK teachers and 

NKR students. As a Korean and speaker of Korean, I saw myself here as being an 

indweller in the research data, hearing the emotion and understanding the nuances I found 

in the data. Meanwhile, being educated in both the east and the west helped me to 

understand the nuances of the participants’ experiences of being in the west culture. This 

helped me to develop a more holistic and nuanced view of the cultural issues they faced. 

This enabled me to draw on my knowledge of both issues in order to provide a more 

comprehensive analysis of the data. As a researcher in teacher education, meeting the SK 

EL teachers in person was a meaningful experience for me. By listening to their stories, I 

was able to better understand their teaching environments and the immediate needs they 

have in teaching students from diverse cultures.    

It may be because of the characteristics of the school they belong to, which are all 

alternative schools, or there might be other various reasons, but it appears that there is 

room for greater support to the schools for NKR students. The successful adaptation of 

NKR students to school and to SK society should not be regarded solely as the 

responsibility of teachers and schools. This is a challenge that would be more adequately 
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met and made better if the SK government should provide additional financial and social 

support to ensure that NKR students can enjoy the same educational opportunities as 

other students. This could include providing additional resources for teachers, additional 

funding for teacher education programs, and increased access to PD activities. 

Educational policy makers, school leaders, and teachers all have a role to play in creating 

culturally responsive and inclusive learning environments for the sake of NKR students 

who need help. This collaboration will help young NK immigrants find their own ways to 

improve not only academic performance but also social skills in the world. NK students 

often come from disadvantaged backgrounds and may be unfamiliar with the educational 

system in the country they have moved to. Providing additional resources and funding for 

schools can help bridge the gap in academic achievement and create an environment that 

is more welcoming and inclusive for these students. This will not only be beneficial to 

them academically, but also give them the opportunity to develop their social skills and 

find their place in their new home.   

Concluding Thoughts 

The study’s results underscore the pressing need for interculturally competent SK 

EL teachers who can offer tailored learning content and create a supportive, welcoming 

classroom culture for minority students, particularly NKRs. Teachers play a vital role in 

education quality, and IC is crucial for successful interactions with students from diverse 

cultural backgrounds. The research reveals the potential for subtle discrimination against 

NKR students, highlighting the importance of cultural sensitivity of SK EL teachers. 

Thus, it is essential to establish a system of social support for SK EL teachers’ 
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professional development in IC. Furthermore, the findings emphasize the significance of 

advocating for NKR students’ academic success by providing them with the necessary 

resources and guidance. Overall, this study highlights the critical role of interculturally 

competent teachers in creating an inclusive learning environment that benefits all 

students, especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds. The research also provides 

valuable insights for FL/WL teachers and teacher educators around the world to reflect 

on their practices, contributing to the broader literature on IC and language education. 
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