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S o… you’re teaching English in Ko-
rea?  How do you like it so far?

Really… how do you like it?  
Have you experienced the won-

ders and glories of Korean cuisine?  Or the 
incredibly gregarious Korean old-timers who 
love to make small talk at their local watering 
hole? Maybe you’ve had a bit more of a tep-
id reception to these East Asian shores. Per-
haps hit by culture shock or in constant small 
squabbles with your coworkers?   I’ve been 
here just about 3 years.  That’s not too terribly 
long, compared to some of my Native English 
colleagues.  But it’s a fair bit more than the 
frequent “1-year and done” friends I’ve made 
here.  I’m not exactly an expert on Korea, but 
I think I’ve been here long enough to know a 
few crucial tips and tricks for navigating work 
life and culture.  If you’re a new English teach-
er in Korea, or if you’ve been here for a while 
and still find yourself embroiled in problems, 
take a peek.  

You’re in another country teach-
ing!  Enjoy it!

First… remember that you’re in a foreign 
country.  You’re working abroad.  How awesome 
is that?  Very few people find themselves with 
this opportunity.  I know my father’s genera-
tion could never hope to travel and earn such 
a decent wage.  That luxury was saved for a 
special few.  So treasure your time here.  It’s 

certainly not a luxury afforded to 
many. It’s really a unique experi-
ence.  Don’t squander your time.

Work life gets hectic, roll 
with it

Everyone experiences this. 
The last minute schedule chang-
es.  The sudden requests for ran-
dom paperwork.  The surprise 
work dinners and never-ending 
overtime.  Work life can get pret-
ty hectic.  That’s just the way it 
is.  Not so dissimilar to Western 
culture, Korean work culture is 
fast-paced.  I assumed I would 
have a fairly calm daily routine: 
receive all of my teaching mate-
rial, a bit of prep, and calmly pro-
ceed from class to class. Nope.  
A litany of last minute requests 
and deadlines muddled my days.  
It can become pretty mentally 
taxing.  I would’ve loved to roll 
into school, enter the classroom, 
and roll through curriculum.  I 
couldn’t.  Perhaps you can’t, ei-
ther.  But roll with it.  If you think 
you’re busy, then your Korean 
co-workers are 10 times more 
so.  If they forget to tell you about 
deadlines, it’s due to their own hectic work.  I 
know you would expect a bit more structure 
and accountability in Western culture, but this 
isn’t the West.

But let everyone know it’s not 100% 
fine.  Establish your expectations.

Just because you’re willing to be a team 
player, and acquiesce (just a teeny bit) to the 
expectations of your Korean co-workers, 
it doesn’t mean they can ride you into the 
ground.  You are a native English teacher and 
you are here to teach. Let them know your ex-
pectations.  That’s the most important aspect 
of any business relationship.  Let them know 
which tasks you’re willing to do.  But also let 

them know which tasks you’re un-
willing to do… and why.  “No Mr. 
Kim, I can’t proofread documents 
for 4 hours on Friday night because  
I have to go to a private event.” 
Boom… done. 

Your contract isn’t a con-
crete agreement. You’ll 
have to do more.

I don’t mention this as a whol-
ly negative criticism of the English 
teaching game in Korea.  Based 
on the anecdotal experiences of 
my peers, your school will of-
ten ask (or demand) more than 

you’ve agreed to do.  It might be something 
small.  Perhaps an extra class here, or an adult 
1-on-1 tutoring gig there… or even something 
as mundane as after-work parties (which are 
pretty much obligatory).  If you refuse to do 
any of these, no matter how large or small, you 
risk insulting your coworkers.  They believe in 
working for a common goal, and if you’re the one 
unwilling member of the community, then you’ll 
quickly become a pariah.

For some English teachers, being com-
pelled to say “yes” sucks.  It can be shocking.  
It might feel downright dirty.  When I first ar-
rived here, I was contracted to work 20 or so 
teaching hours per week, with the remaining 
time devoted to office work and preparation.  I 

actually sometimes only ended up teaching 12 hours per week, but 
that was rare.  Often, I wouldn’t teach for the entire week. Since my 
school reduced my active teaching hours, they deemed it fair to as-
sign me a writing task.  My principal wanted a beautiful, shimmering 
English conversation textbook that she could proudly display at her 
regional conferences.  I was pissed.  Why would you hire me to teach 
and then suddenly ask me to write a damn textbook?  I just couldn’t 
figure out why my school would so drastically change the expec-
tations they had laid out in the contract.  But you know what… as 
dastardly as it seemed, I think I was in the wrong.

Suck it up. Do some of it to show you’re a team player
Sometimes you just have to suck it up.  Especially when it comes 

to tasks that exceed the scope of work you agreed to do in your teach-
ing contract.  Honestly, you’ll likely get more out of it than what you 
put in.  Korean people are generous.  They just want you to try to be 
a team player.  If you can show those attributes, then they’ll happily 
share time, food, and gifts with you.  Again, don’t be a workhorse.  
If your colleagues dump countless hours of work on your desk and 
you meekly accept it, they won’t understand the toll it takes on you. 
Let them know that these extra assignments take a toll on you - but 
be willing to do some of it. Just don’t forget to tell them that you have 
a limit.

You’ll get fed up.  You’ll have conflict. But don’t rely  
on logic

You’ve tried using all problem solving skills to address any issues.  
You’ve maxed out on your tact. You’ve had enough. Any issue might 
put you over the edge.  Maybe your co-teacher isn’t pulling their 
weight in your class.  Perhaps your principal or director has asked 
too much of you.  “No, Mr. Kim.  I cannot and will not teach an adult 
class… I’m supposed to teach children here.” For whatever reason, 
you won’t budge beyond what you’ve contractually promised to do.

It’s time for some good old-fashioned conflict resolution.  But 
please, by all means, don’t rely entirely on logic.  If you calmly point 
out that you were hired to be an English teacher for 26 hours per 
week and you want to do nothing more than that, then you probably 
won’t convince your opponent of much.  They’ll think you’re a selfish 
Westerner who doesn’t want to pull their weight. You need to have 
more in your arsenal than just logical points and counterpoints.

When you argue, tell Koreans the emotional toll  
an issue will take on you

Korean folks are amazing in their ability to empathize.  Perhaps 
we Westerners rely too much on logic to win any argument. Again, 
let’s assume that you’re arguing about working beyond your con-
tracted terms.  If you’re to just plainly point out, in logical fashion, 

that you’re contracted to work 26 hours per 
week, you probably won’t win the heart of 
your principal. I can almost guarantee what 
your director would be thinking “Well, I work 
extremely hard and extremely late.   All the 
Korean teachers work extremely hard and 
extremely late.  Why can’t you?” In the face 
of this type of rationale, you should refer-
ence the emotional toll that enduring more 
work would take.  Explain what you expected 
when you started working here.  Explain that 
you’re unhappy, stressed out, and overloaded 
with the increasing work that you’ve been in-
undated with.  Help your director empathize 
with your position and I guarantee that he’ll 
be happier to help you out. 

Keeping It Stress-Free 
in the Korean Classroom

 If you calmly poInt 
out that you were 

hIred to be an englIsh 
teacher for  

26 hours per week 
and you want to 
do nothIng more 

than that, then you 
probably won’t 
convInce your 

opponent of much.  

Story and Photos by Steve Lemlek

You’re Going To Get Angry At Your Korean Co-Workers… 
Here’s How To Handle It. Creating Beautiful Smiles

Providing Gentle Dental Care

  116 Yanghwa-ro, Mapo-gu, Seoul
 02-324-2525
 seoulpenn5901@gmail.com
 Weekdays 10am-6pm / sat 10am-1pm 

 Evening hours available by appointment 

Do-shik Kim 
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University of Pennsylvania  School of Dental Medicine
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American Academy of Osseointegration
American Dental Association

Seoul UPenn Dental Clinic 
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S urely everyone acknowledges 
the issue of global warming, but 
have you ever taken any action 
to overcome this problem? Maybe 

you have, but maybe not everyone has 
had this opportunity. And this is why the 
organization “Crying Ice” was established 
by the Grade 11 students at Dwight School 
Seoul in order to take action. We didn’t want 
to just talk about the issue, we wanted to 
do something meaningful to combat global 
warming.

We are high school juniors studying in 
the International Baccalaureate Diploma Pro-
gramme, and almost every member of our 
group comes from different countries, includ-
ing Italy, Saudi Arabia, France, China and Ja-
pan. “We all have different perspectives on this 
issue, and that was something that we weren’t 
fully aware of” says Mai Takahashi, who hails 
from Kanagawa, Japan. As a part of our CAS 
(Creativity, Action and Service), we decided 
to run a campaign in which we collaborat-
ed with Grade 4 students to raise awareness 
about global warming in our school. Moreover, 
we really wanted to encourage students in this 
community to realize the importance of their 
individual actions, and learn that there is a big 
difference between understanding and actu-
ally taking action. 

CAS is at the core of the International Bac-
calaureate Diploma, encouraging students to 
demonstrate engagement with different issues 
of global significance and to consider the eth-
ics of choices of actions through collaboration. 

“CAS has been really important for improv-
ing our personal skills, particularly in terms 
of creating our ideas regarding our role in the 
community. It’s also been really important for 
me in terms of expanding my imagination, 
because we can take an idea and we can turn 
it into something real” says Zhuxian Min, a 
student from Shenyang, China. The reason 
we chose the topic of global warming as the 
main focus of our project is that we realized 
that it is our current generation’s responsibility 
to acknowledge that some of our activities are 
harmful to the planet and that they will even-
tually undermine our habitat. 

In order to raise awareness on the conse-
quences of our actions on the Earth, we decid-
ed to promote our campaign “Crying Ice” by 
engaging with the school community using a 
number of methods, including posters, videos, 
and presentations, which were displayed or 
announced to all the students 

in Dwight School Seoul through a number of 
exhibitions and on our morning announce-
ment channel (Dwight has its own set of TV 
channels broadcast within the school cam-
pus). 

To ensure our campaign was a success, 
we decided to get some more help, and so we 
asked the Grade 4 students to help us in our 
campaign by designing creative posters which 
would then be exhibited around the school. 
Since the Grade 4 students had just studied 
their unit of inquiry on planets and the solar 
system, some were able to answer the ques-
tions we raised when we came to visit them. 
For example, when we asked “What is global 
warming?” and “What can we do to help to re-
duce the harmful effects of global warming?”, 
hands shot up as they enthusiastically jumped 
to answer all at once. After our presentation, 
they worked in groups of two to four students 
to brainstorm ideas on what to include in their 

posters which could contribute to an increased 
awareness of global warming among students 
in the school. They effectively took advantage 
of their creativity to draw impressive posters 
in just one week. The Grade 4s showed us that 
we could enthusiastically raise awareness, 
with Jeremiah Oh affirming that it was “a fun 
experience to learn about what was going on 
around the world.” Although they wanted to 
raise awareness of global warming, they also 
focused on solutions, such as what we named 
the 4Rs: Repair, Recycle, Reuse, and Reduce. It 
was important to us that the 10-year-olds un-
derstood and demonstrated a deeper knowl-
edge on this global issue, but it was more 
important that they were able to 
apply what they had learned and 
could convert it into meaningful 
action.

We were initially aware that 
many people know what global 
warming is and what we, as hu-
man beings, should do to mitigate 
it because global warming is such 
a significant global issue. Grade 
4 students who we worked with 
knew well about global warming, as we had 
expected. In spite of the fact that many peo-
ple in the world are aware of global warming 
regardless of their age, the phenomenon is not 
slowing down. This is because we tend to be 
irresponsible regarding individual actions that 
are actually harming the Earth. Some of the 
students said that too much use 
of private vehicles contrib-

utes to the increased emission of 
carbon dioxide, thus worsening 
global warming. Although we 
are familiar with the disadvan-
tageous effects of cars, we do not 
stop using cars since we usually 
leave the solution to the other 7 
billion people in the world. This 
tendency is human nature, but we 
recognized the importance of en-
couraging others to act now and 

care about our planet as well as simply raising 
awareness.

Additionally, doing the project with grade 
4 students allowed us to realize that they have 
the ability to visualize what they think and 
want to say by using effective colours, bal-
ance and slogans much more than we do. “I 
also learned that when we make a poster, we 
don’t just put the words, but instead show the 

audience a picture so people will know what 
[the world] will look like if global warming 
happens”, said Daniel Cho of Grade 4.

The Grade 4s actively demonstrated their 
creativity, which can be taken advantage of 
for the promotion of other issues to attract 
people’s attention and encourage their actions 
to resolve the problem. “This interaction be-
tween Grades 4 and 11 was so fruitful that both 
grades were able to demonstrate their distinct 
advantages,” said Grade 11’s Yuna Matsuo, a 
member of this project. Grade 4 students drew 
impressive posters that have been placed on 
the walls in school using their creativity and 
energetic curiosity while we Grade 11 students 
promoted our project with our academic skills 
in writing and sharing – not only in the class-
room, but also within our community. 

wEbsitE www.dwight.or.kr

we dIdn’t want to 
just talk about the 
Issue, we wanted 
to do somethIng 
meanIngful to 
combat global 

warmIng

The Grade 11 and Grade 4 Dwight School Seoul students  
talk about their English B project.

the grade 11 englIsh b “cryIng Ice” poster project
Story by The Grade 11 English B students (Zhuxian Min, Mai Takahashi, Alessandro Rapesta, 

Yuna Matsuo, Liloiu Delatte, Yazeed Alharby).Photos by Alessandro Rapesta, Grade 11



28 29

w
w

w
.g

ro
ov

ek
or

ea
.c

om
  S

ep
te

m
be

r 2
01

6

w
w

w
.g

ro
ov

ek
or

ea
.c

om
  S

ep
te

m
be

r 2
01

6

28
w

w
w

.g
ro

ov
ek

or
ea

.c
om

  S
ep

te
m

be
r 2

01
6

29
w

w
w

.g
ro

ov
ek

or
ea

.c
om

  S
ep

te
m

be
r 2

01
6

Getting ahead with the five Ps. 
 Regional Conferencing

Story and Photos by Naheen Madarbakus-Ring

F or many, coming over to live and 
work in a new country begins 
as a year's experience. In Korea, 
that option (more often than not) 

begins in the classroom. Teaching students at 
kindergarten, elementary, all the way up to 
university is available all around the country. 
Before you know it, however, five years, ten 
years have flown by. And it's time to start 
thinking more seriously about what you have 
been doing. And how you can make this your 
profession. Your career. 

The first step is to identify 
what you have been doing in the 
classroom. The speaking game 
where the students pretend to be 
somebody else (role play), the task 
where the students write down 
things that you say (running dic-
tation), the listening where the 
students tell you what they just 
heard (speed summaries) or the reading where 
the students have to write notes down the side 
of the text in front of them (annotations). It's all 
been done before, and it probably has a name 
or a theory behind it. 

Reading about these techniques is a sure 
way to educate yourself on what you have 
actually been doing all these years. Howev-
er, shorter recognised qualifications are also 
available for both experienced and inexperi-

enced teachers. Short courses can range from 
weekend online TEFL courses to the four-
week Cambridge CELTA or Trinity Certifi-
cate in TESOL, which are really the only two 
starter certificates that are recognised in the 
TESOL field when applying for decent jobs. 
After that comes the larger commitment of 
the Cambridge DELTA or Trinity Diploma in 
TESOL - far more in-depth courses that cov-
er a wide range of teaching approaches and 
methodology. Find yourself interested in what 

is uncovered here, and a master’s 
in TESOL is the next step, one that 
can almost guarantee a university 
job in Korea (once post-certificate 
experience has been gained).

As your level of qualifications 
improve, so do the opportunities. 
By the master’s stage, there's a lot 
of action research taking place, 
possibly in your own classroom. 

For some, doing empirical research of any kind 
is a terrifying experience when a write-up and 
a grade is involved. For others, it's another op-
portunity for sharing and to show what you 
have become good at. And it may just be time 
to present at a conference. 

EFL conferences take place all around 
the world, with many countries establishing 
their own TESOL organisations. Regional or-
ganisations, including KOTESOL, JALT, and 

CamTESOL run established teaching con-
ferences every year in different parts of their 
respective countries. The procedure is simple, 
and with the right submission, conference se-
lection and material, you could be on the con-
ference ladder by the end of the year. Here's 
five useful tips for conferencing. 

The Proposal
Research is key to a successful proposal. 

First, look around. Which organizations are 
holding conferences in your region soon? Bear 
in mind that if you want to present at a con-
ference, you should be checking these dates  
a good six to nine months ahead, even more in 
some cases. Conference programs are organ-
ized way in advance, especially as travel and 
accommodation may need to be arranged. 

Then check the theme. There is no point 
submitting a presentation 
topic on student behavior 
if the theme is contempo-
rary materials. Check the 
suitability of your paper 
before submitting a pro-
posal. You can also decide 
what type of talk you are 
going to give. Most confer-
ences seek research-ori-
ented presentations, poster 
presentations, workshops, 

forums, or meetings. Do your conference re-
search and select the best format for you.

The proposal itself is quite straightforward 
and is either an online or email application. 
The structure varies from conference to con-
ference, but generally speaking, you'd be ex-
pected to write a 200- to 500-word synopsis 
and a 100 to 200-word abstract outlining your 
idea. The proposal is key to being noticed. Re-
member, in some cases, submissions amount 
to four times the number of slots available, so 
competition is tough. Make your idea stand 
out from the rest. Explain it simply and in an 
interesting manner. And most importantly, 
show how the idea can practically help educa-
tors and students. 

A short biography written in the third per-
son is also mandatory and should be between 
50-100 words detailing a very brief resume of 
your current position, research achievements 
and interest areas. Ensure you check the cost 
of the conference (yes, even presenters have to 
pay) and that you are free for most of the con-
ference (some offer a “blackout” day that you 
can choose as one of the days not to present). It 
is also important to double check the text you 
have written for typos and word count as the 
proposal will not even be considered if these 
simple criteria are not met. 

If you have all the necessary documents 
and the text is ready, complete the online form 
or write the accompanying email. Then it's 
time to press send. Most organizers take up to 
three months after the submission deadline to 
reply, so be patient: the administration team 
will let you know if you have been successful 
or not.

The PPT
So you've heard back and your 

proposal has been selected. Well 
done! Now it's time to put that idea 
into presentation form. Depend-
ent on the type of presentation 
that was selected, plan and create 
your materials to showcase that 
idea. Poster presentations should 
have a clear image, not be cluttered and be 
engaging. Research sessions should clearly  
outline the research that was conducted, in-
cluding the context, instruments, findings 
a n d discussion points - remem-

ber, your audience does 
not know your teaching 

situation. For workshops, 
make them as practical as 
possible. Attendees are 
expecting to get involved 

so don't hold back.
So now you 

have your idea and 
your plan, consider 

which slides you need 
to make to communicate 

your thoughts the best. Whether 
Prezzie or PowerPoint, use slides 
which are clear and simple. And 
ensure that every slide means 
something. There's no need to 
have cute and ornate images for 
the sake of it. Also, remember 
to use a maximum of one slide 
per minute. Even this may be 
too much. The fewer slides you 
have, the more attentive your 
audience will be in listening to 
what you have to say. 

Once the slides are made, 
take a look at the proposal again. 
Are all the points mentioned in 
the abstract included in the pres-
entation? As there are several 
sessions on at the same time as 
yours, attendees will be choos-
ing what to see based on your 
abstract text. Ensure that you de-
liver and include those points as 
those who are interested in your 
topic will be there - and this is where those pre-
cious networking opportunities come from. 

The Practice
The nuts and bolts have been ironed out 

but now the presentation needs to be checked 
- and timed.  The first practice can be done 
on your own. Find an office, a classroom, or 
even your own apartment and let it out. Run 
through your notes, check through your PPT 
and ensure that you are hitting all the buz-
zwords and meanings. Does it make sense? Is 

it coherent enough? You are your 
own teacher now. Keep an eye on 
the time and if you have a handy 
copy of your PPT slides there, 
make a quick note of the time you 
should be starting a particular 
section. This can be a useful for 
script notes or time markers prior 
to the actual presentation. 

Once you are happy with 
your own run through, round up 

a few colleagues and/or friends and conduct 
a mock conference. This provides a real-time 
run through and the advice and feedback that 
your “audience” can offer will prove invalua-
ble on the actual day. Although it may feel a 
little strange at first, it's a good idea to practice 
with those you know, to build confidence in 
both your material and your presentation of it. 
Practice really does make perfect.

The Preparation
Although you have already prepared for 

the conference with your script points, PPT 
slides and mock practices, the true prepa-
ration is conducted on the actual day of the 
conference. If you are attending the whole 
conference, register as early as possible. Even 

if you spend only an hour there 
on the first day, get your pass 
and explore the site. Look for 
your room and if possible, watch 
a presentation there. It will help 
you get a feel for the room and 
also think about the setup, the 
computer, the acoustics. Know-
ing your venue can help reduce 
the nerves during your own 
presentation. 

If you only have a day pass, 
register as early as possible and 
do the same in exploring your 
room. Speak to the room assis-
tant and see if you can get tech 
help or add your files to the 
room's computer early or during 
a break. Many talks only have a 
ten-minute turnaround between 
them, so it's a great idea to have 
everything in place a whole lot 
earlier. 

Lastly, but most importantly, 
relax. Watch a few of the other talks but if pos-
sible, keep the session before your own free. 
Use this to have one last look through your 
notes and slides, be focused and think about 
what you are going to say.  Bring your own 
handouts and materials and make your own 
copies before you get to the venue. If they have 
photocopy facilities, which not every venue 
has, it can be manic on conference days. Have 
a final check through any handouts or materi-
als and get those business cards at the ready. 
It's show time. 

The Presentation
The last presentation has just finished 

and the frantic scramble to get between class-
rooms for the audience to watch their next 
chosen topic has begun. Ignore all of this. Go 
up to your own computer, set up the files, set 
up the screen and your pointer (if you have 
one). Make sure your script is in place and en-
sure that a bottle of water is within grabbing 
distance (in case that coughing fit decides to 
start up again). 

The room assistant will give a clear indica-
tion of when it’s time to start and there will be 
many clocks around the room to ensure you 
finish when you are supposed to. Make sure 
that you announce that questions will be dealt 
with at the end and then begin. Remember, 
you have practiced this so many times: you 
know it - just go with the flow and share the 
information you know so well with the others 
that have chosen to be there, to find out about 
your ideas. Your presentation. 

At the end have a final slide with your 
contact email and allow five minutes for ques-
tions. And as the last person leaves the room, 
take a deep breath and exhale. You did it. Wel-
come to the conference ladder. 

 KotEsoL 

whEn October 15 - 
October 16, 2016
whErE Sookmyung 
Women’s University, Seoul, 
South Korea
wEbsitE koreatesol.org/
IC2016  

 JaLt 

whEn November 25 - 
November 28, 2016
whErE Aichi Industry 
and Labor Center, 
Nagoya, Japan
wEbsitE jalt.org/
conference 

 hong Kong  
 caEs FacEs 2 

whEn June 1 -   
June 3, 2017
whErE University of 
Hong Kong, Hong Kong
wEbsitE caes.hku.hk/
facesofenglish2/ 

do you want to 
show what you have 

become good at? 
then It may be tIme 

to present at  
a conference. 

for workshops,  
make them as 
practIcal as 

possIble. attendees 
are expectIng to get 

Involved so don't 
hold back.
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Remembering the Daily Routine…
The[Weekly[Schedule[
Story by Jessica Sundstrom Photos by

“H ey Director Im, are you 
free?”
“Yes, what’s up?”
“We had a bit of a bad 

word incident today. I didn’t hear it, but appar-
ently during English group work, two of my 
boys were saying ‘motherf**ker.’”

My director’s eyes widen in surprise while 
her lips pinch in the corners. I felt the same 
when I heard about it. We discuss what I need 
to do in order to address my students’ inappro-
priate behavior. I hope none of my students re-
peat the words at home. Welcome to Monday. 

I’m one of three 3rd grade English teachers 
at a private elementary school in Seoul. I have 
31 students and I get to teach them in groups of 
15 (a half class) or the whole 31. I have a great 
group of students. They’re smart, funny, and 
filled with personality – charming, creative, 
and often rebellious. Teaching them in half 
classes is usually nice. We stress group work in 
the 3rd grade, and group work is best in a half 
class. It’s much easier to keep the attention of 
15 than it is to keep the attention of 31. Any lit-
tle thing can derail my kids from the lesson – a 
student interruption, a funny video we watch 
that they can’t get over, a class clown acting 
out. Whole classes often make me want to 
jump out of my second story window. Like I 
said, my students have a lot of personality, and 
they like to show it. Yet Mondays are usually 
pretty easy. Here’s an insight into my week. 

Fridays
Friday, finally. This day is easy. There are two half classes of math, where we focus not so 

much on teaching math itself but on the language of math. The last class of the week is called 
Flex Class, where we do whatever we need or want to do. I’ve used this class to do bullying role 
plays, and activities about the differences between reporting and tattletaling. Sometimes, when 
we have extra time, we watch fun videos or sing songs. The majority of this class, however, 
is dedicated to assigning the diary topic for the weekend, going over homework, and reducing 
that mountain of paperwork on my desk by giving back their assignments. I take my students 
down the hill, try to say goodbye to them all before they run away, bow to parents that are wait-
ing, and make sure my students cross the street safely. I’ll see you Monday, kiddos. 

Thursdays
Thursdays are my busiest teaching day, but they’re also the days I enjoy being a teacher 

the most. I have four half classes and only one whole class. I usually try to save fun reading 
activities for Thursday so that I can help the students do a craftivity or a reading activity with-
out feeling too frazzled. We also have writing on Thursdays, and for many of my kiddos, this 
is their favorite class – and most weeks, it’s my favorite, too. We’ve learned about paragraph 
writing, autobiographies, haikus, and idioms so far. The haikus and idioms were particularly 
fun. Writing is where I get to see the most of my students’ personalities. Each writing unit ends 
with a project and the students usually put a lot of effort into them. The final class on Thurs-
days rotates every week between author study and song. Song might be the class where I can 
relax the most and just watch them. They really like learning the English songs, and sometimes 
during Korean quiet work time I’ll hear a student singing “Try Everything” or “Happy” under 
his or her breath.

Wednesdays
On Wednesdays, students use their vocabulary in a speaking class. They create skits, plays 

games, and answer questions. We really do play a lot of games in the 3rd grade. We like the 
students to work together and the teachers simply monitor and help out when needed. I’ve 
made a new classroom rule: One, Two, Three, Then Ask Me. There are usually four members 
per group, so if they have a question they need to ask each other first. I want them to at least try 
and work out their answers before relying on the teacher. Later in the day after their Korean art 
class, my students will come back to me for reading. We’re reading an informative non-fiction 
about a police dog, and the kiddos are enjoying it. On Wednesday, school ends a couple hours 
early and I joyfully send my students packing. The mountain growing on my desk isn’t going 
anywhere by itself.

Tuesdays
On Tuesdays, I teach reading, grammar, and I also duck down to the 1st grade to teach 

phonics. Grammar can be challenging, but my students are pretty good at asking for help, and 
occasionally my kiddos think of a way to explain something approximately 10,000 times better 
than what I would have said. The grammar lessons are usually pretty interactive, and I happily 
teach the lessons in two half classes, back to back.  

By 1:55pm, the work is piling up. My desk has been hit by a hurricane. Grading, lesson 
plans, materials for lessons, and confiscated items are everywhere and I lament my lack of 
organization while simultaneously telling my students their cubbies are too messy. I have to 
make homework questions and read my students’ diaries, but unfortunately it’s time for me to 
go down to the 1st grade to review short /u/. Teaching the 1st graders brings me back to my 
kindy days, and I like it, but man, do I need that 40 minutes to just try and get my desk together. 

Before I go down to the 1st grade, I write what my students need to have prepared on their 
desks when I get back. I am often a couple minutes late to the last period on Tuesdays because 
it takes a while to settle the first graders when they are taught as a whole class. I always wonder 
what will greet me when I walk through my classroom door. Sometimes the students are ready, 
sitting in their groups with nothing on their desks but their pencil bags. Other times, they’re 
eating snacks, running around, screaming and playing games. The countdown begins the mo-
ment I walk in… “FIVE… FOUR… THREE… TWO… ONE…”

All but the most rebellious or inattentive of my students are in their seats, sitting nicely, 
and hoping for some team points. 

Mondays
On Mondays, I teach two half classes of science and one whole 
class of vocabulary. Many of my students are very science-oriented, 
and currently they’re learning about the different forms of energy. 
They’ve enjoyed doing small experiments, creating origami that can 
move, and occasionally watching Ms. Frizzle whisk her kids away 
on The Magic School Bus. Vocabulary is usually pretty easy. We go 
over the homework, review pronunciation, and look at pictures that 
describe our new words.
A student raises his hand (please note that it is the 20th week of 
school).
“What does vocab mean?”
“It’s the shortened word for vocabulary.”
“But what does it mean?”
“Vocabulary means words and their definitions.”
“But… what does it mean?” 
Did I mention it’s the 20th week of school? It’s definitely a Monday.

teachIng the 1st 
graders brIngs me 
back to my kIndy 

days, and I lIke It, 
but man do I need 
that 40 mInutes to 

just try and  
get my desk together.
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W hen I first arrived in Korea 
a number of years ago to a 
standard hagwon job with 
standard hagwon classes 

and standard hagwon headaches, I quickly 
found there were three different groups of 
hagwon teachers. The first group were in it for 
the year and then determined to leave Korea 
in the rear-view mirror, the second group were 
those who had married and had let Korea 
lowly wind itself around them like a cocoon, 
and the third were those with a plan to seek 
out the holy grail: a university job.

At first, I was firmly in the first group; that 
is, until the end of my first, supposedly last, 
year rolled around, and I found I wasn’t ready 
to go back. But I knew that I had no ability, 
desire, or patience to teach young children 
again, so I took a shot in the dark and applied 
to be an English instructor at a two-year col-
lege in Gyeonggido, just south 
of Seoul, because...why not? I 
had heard enough from those 
plotting to do their time, get an 
MA done online, and then fend 
off the job offers to know that I 
was destined for low working 
hours, well-behaved students, 
and months of paid vacation. 
And I already had a master's! 
Sure, it was in a totally unrelat-
ed field (ecology), and I had zero 
experience in teaching that age 
group, and I wasn’t even sure I 
was that good at teaching in the first place. But 
I had a suit and a nice haircut. It was worth a 
shot. Now, eight years later, I’m still working at 
the tertiary level in Korea, and it is now what I 
“do.” And I know there are a lot of teachers out 
there who would like to join the ranks of uni-
versity instructor. (I hesitate to use the term 
“professor,” though that is often what our offi-
cial titles are, because to me that title denotes 
something different to what most of us are ac-
tually asked to do.) So what is the reality like?

Let’s get the obvious out of the way first: 
conditions vary greatly across Korea in terms 
of the job specifications and the administra-
tion you will work with. A quick glance at the 
Foreign Professors and University English 
Teachers in Korea Facebook group is enough 
to illustrate the fact that university positions 
run the gauntlet from rewarding (featuring: 
interesting courses to teach, professional free-
dom, professional development, supportive 
administration) to foot-in-the-door, suck-it-up 
stepping stone (featuring: none of the above). 
I’ve been lucky enough to have only worked 
at two different universities in my time here; 
the second (and current) one in particular 
is very definitely near the top of the scale in 
terms of working conditions and especially in 
administrative support and communication. 
However, I won’t pretend that this is the norm 

and that university teaching is universally an 
educational paradise. It isn’t. But the good can 
be very, very good indeed.

For those looking to join the university 
instructor fray, these days you pretty much 
need a master’s in a related field, and past ex-
perience has become a huge factor in being 
hired for the better positions (which pretty 
much means universities with a higher name 
value, though that won’t necessarily guaran-
tee a pleasant working environment). This 
means some of the less reputable places, or 
universities out in the middle of the country-
side, become the only viable starting point for 
many new to the field because these places 
will often hire instructors with an MA but no 
teaching experience or sometimes, though it 
is much rarer these days, teachers with only 
a bachelor’s. But I personally know a number 
of excellent teachers who started out in crappy 

positions and showed the effort 
and commitment to the job nec-
essary to be able to work their 
way towards whatever their 
end goals were. But I’ll leave the 
pep talks to someone else. 

There is no standardized 
freshman EFL curriculum that 
all universities have to follow, 
nor are there many useful gen-

eralizations to be made about the English level 
of incoming freshmen, which can vary great-
ly by university and major. Many instructors 
tend to find, however, that Korean students 
are relatively good at reading and listening 
(carry-overs from suneung and the obsession 
with TOEIC and TOEFL scores as a measure 
of English ability) but are weaker at speaking 
and writing, with the former compounded 
by a culturally fortified reticence to speak up 
in class, whether it be to avoid personal em-
barrassment over a perceived lack of skill or 
an unwillingness to stand out in a peer group 
they are still getting to know. This is why 
many universities are happy enough to limit 
the freshman program to conversation classes 
and asking instructors to teach out of a gener-
ic conversation textbook. Happily, there are 

many other variations in the standard fresh-
man EFL program to be found: for instance, 
my university targets an English for academic 
purposes (EAP) program with an emphasis on 
practical skills that can be used to navigate 
English-mediated courses and future employ-
ment, others follow an English for specific 
purposes (ESP) track (i.e., business English for 
business majors, medical English for medicine 
majors...well, you get the picture) and still oth-
ers can’t be torn away from the allure of aiding 
and abetting the TOEIC and TOEFL industry. 
For all instructors, especially those looking to 
make the most of their experience, adaptabil-
ity is key.

So how to describe the actual teaching of a 
class full of freshmen? Well, put simply: sune-
ung casts a long shadow. The crushing pres-
sure of the Korean university entrance exam 
has a number of academic and social ramifi-
cations for freshmen. At better universities, 
motivation may drop once the students reach 
college because they have already “made it,” 
surviving the drudgery of the suneung prep 
mill, and now it is time for a bit of an intel-
lectual break. At “lower” universities (I use 
this term in a loose sense; it more refers to the 
perception of the students themselves with re-
gards to the reputation of the university, rather 
than a comment on the quality of the educa-

tion itself), on the other hand, motivation may 
drop for the opposite reason, that they have 
nothing really else to aim for having missed 
out on those name universities that have been 
ringing in their ears from the moment they 
could understand the proclamations their 
grandparents had made for them. 

In addition to this, performance may drop 
because university teaching styles, especially 
those of overseas instructors, can be a mil-
lion miles away in philosophy from the fact-
based grind that is the high school classroom. 
The adjustment period may be quite long, and  
in some cases, adjustment may never happen 
at all. Finally, most departments have a min-
imum suneung score for admission, though 
this varies between the departments within 
a university. So what often happens is that  

HIGHER 
LEARNiNG
Navigating freshmen EFL classes 
in Korea Story by Kilgore Trout Photos by David Wellbaum
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a student will select the university they want 
to go to (often based on name value) and then 
choose their major based on what department 
will accept their suneung score, rather than 
what they are actually interested in. So there 
will often be a few students in your classes 
who are in the middle of realizing that the 
major that they have chosen is not really any-
thing they are interested in, which does little to 
ignite the academic fires within. However, that 
said, in my experience, the vast majority of stu-
dents are like any student anywhere around the 
world; there to learn. Then it is up to you to actu-
ally provide something worth learning.

But the most significant effect of suneung 
is one that is not academically related at all. 
The pursuit of a high suneung score is neces-
sarily accompanied by numerous restrictions 
on any kind of social life for most Korean high 
school kids, with high school administration 
and parents working together to squeeze every 
little last drop of time and effort from brains 
that have been stuffed with facts. This leads to 
a high school life for many (but not all, it must 
be stressed) devoid of the typical social ex-
periences we remember from when we were 
growing up, such as playing in sports teams, 
hanging out after school with mates, experi-
menting with alcohol, navigating the mine-
field of having a relationship, and so on. 

It is then hardly a surprise that, after en-
tering university and all of that external pres-
sure has been lifted, freshmen students are 
determined to make up for lost time on the 
social front. Entrance ceremonies, cheering 
competitions, “membership training” (an ex-
cuse for a class or a club to book out a room 
somewhere and drink all night), club recruit-
ment days, school festivals, other schools’ fes-
tivals, lunchtime drinking with seniors… the 
list goes on. Most freshmen dive right in and 
make it their utmost priority to become the 
social butterflies they were meant to be, facil-
itated by the hierarchy system where seniors 
act almost as spiritual advisors (emphasis on 

“spirit,” usually soju) in terms of how to best 
cram the day, week, and semester with events 
and parties and drinking and “meetings.” This, 
of course, is not exactly conducive to academic 
excellence, and it is not uncommon for fresh-
men to arrive to class short of sleep, short of 
homework, short of any semblance of cogni-
tive processing. It also, in my opinion, makes 
Korean freshmen seem a lot less mature than 
your typical freshman from Western coun-
tries. But considering that they are finally 
getting a chance to live the life of a teenager, 
maybe this isn’t so surprising.

How an instructor deals 
with the negative classroom 
consequences of the pursuit of 
sociability often provides a very 
interesting insight into both their 
educational philosophy and their 
sense of self. Some instructors 
overreact, taking anything less 
than 100% enthusiasm for every 
class as a sign that the students 
are treating English as a joke, or 
that they don’t respect foreign 
teachers, or that they are destined to be life-
long failures. This is, of course, pretty much 
nonsense; get to know your class to even a 
small extent and you will quickly realise that 
the typical freshman approach to the man-
datory English class is very similar to their 
approach to pretty much all of their classes. 
Hangovers do not discriminate. Yes, apathy 
to English is a thing, given their experience 
as English students up to that point, but that 
is our job, pretty much: to show them that 
English does not have to be an obstacle to sur-
mount in the pursuit of a number on an official 
piece of paper, but rather a useful skill and an 
interesting subject that can have a multitude 
of benefits in the future. 

Other instructors may go too far in the op-
posite direction, indulging their students’ lazy 
side and letting them get away with the bare 
minimum before giving them grades high-

er than they deserve. Why would anyone do 
this? Well, this brings us to the spectre of uni-
versity evaluations, which often play a huge 
role in whether an instructor gets re-contract-
ed or not (most universities offer 1-year con-
tracts to non-tenure track EFL instructors, 
though there are some that offer 2 years). Now, 
the student evaluations are generally centred 
around questions related to the course: organi-
zation, preparation, materials, instruction. But 
the reality is, a number of students will not re-
ally look at the content of each question, but 

will rather score you on just one 
question each time: Did I like 
this person? Now, the majority 
of students will not do this, and 
in fact I find evaluations to be 
very informative, especially the 
comments that are left behind, 
but there will also be enough 
students who do score on pop-
ularity to have an effect on the 
overall average. And at some 
universities, you may not be 
rehired if your evaluation score 

falls below a certain minimum. The natural 
consequence of this is thus: if you want job 
security, you find ways to make the students 
like you. And if you have a class that is not 
interested in studying? The temptation is al-
ways there. 

Personally though, I have found that being 
firm and fair, being organized, and explaining 
the reason behind everything we study, out-
lining exactly how things will be graded, and 
providing a lot of feedback are the key factors 
to get a class on your side. Being personable 
helps, of course, and a few jokes here and there 
are always welcome. (They don’t even have to 
be funny jokes. You get credit for trying.) But 
this has been something that I have slowly de-
veloped over the years, and as such, teaching 
at university is like anything else in this world. 
Pay attention, have an open mind, be flexible, 
and learn by doing. 
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especiaLLy those 
LooKing to maKe 

the most of 
their experience, 

adaptabiLity is 
Key.
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