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Abstract

A Phenomenological Qualitative
Study on North Korean Migrant
Youths’ Educational Growth

Yoonhee Kang
Department of Social Studies Education

The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study phenomenologically approaches North Korean migrant

students’ growth experience at an alternative school for North
Korean migrant youths to understand their educational growth. For
this, the present study separately described North Korean migrant
youths’ general behavior in their early days at school and their
aspects of change and growth and attempted at understanding
what significance growth experience had in these students. Based
on the findings from above, factors in school life that enabled the
growth of North Korean migrant youths were derived.

North Korean migrant youths have great educational significance

in the issue of social integration, for their role as leading actors
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in the unification era, and as our society’s cultural minority. They
face difficulties in adapting to the Korean society and school, and
it is necessary to prepare measures for this. But in the field of
education, there are few research findings on achievements or
alternatives related to North Korean migrant youths, and a
majority tend to only present problems and limitations of
adaptation. Therefore, this study aims to present the possibility of
change and the positive aspect of the functions of school
education by casting light upon North Korean migrant youths who
have experienced growth and overcome difficulties through school

life. The research questions set up for this are as follows:

Research question 1. What are the aspects and meanings of

educational growth for North Korean migrant youths?

1-1. What do North Korean migrant youths experience at an
alternative school for North Korean migrant youths and how do

they change and grow?

1-2. What is the meaning of educational growth for North Korean

migrant youths?

Research question 2. What are the factors contributing to North

Korean migrant youths’ educational growth?
2-1. How i1s multicultural education approach implemented in the

school field and how does it affect the educational growth of

North Korean migrant youths?
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2-2. What are some additional factors that contribute to North

Korean migrant youths’ educational growth?

To find answers to the above research questions, a
phenomenological qualitative research, consisting of in—-depth
interviews, participant observation, and field data reports was
conducted at an accredited alternative school for North Korean
migrant youths located in Seongnam, Gyeonggi Province. For the
in—depth interview, six teachers, four enrolled students, and two
alumni participated, with one formal interview and a number of
informal interviews. Participant observation was conducted through
two in—classroom formal observations and additional observations
from around the school. For field data reports, the school’s
educational plan, newsletter, weekly reports, teachers’ personal
memos were collected with the principal’'s permission and
teachers’ cooperation.

Different methods for analyzing and interpreting collected
qualitative data were used for each research question to best
answer the question. First, to find aspects for North Korean
migrant youths’ education growth, phenomenological description
method was used. Second, to interpret what educational growth
means to North Korean migrant youths and what is essential to
their = experience, topic word search through inductive
categorization was conducted. For this, four factors related to
educational growth presented by Korean Educational Development
Institute’s “The Second-cycle Longitudinal Study on the Education
of North Korean Migrant Youths” were used as the frame of
analysis, and new factors that the researcher discovered were

later added in the process. Third, to find factors for educational
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growth, category analysis on data was conducted. Based on the
hypothesis that multicultural education approach serves as the
main factor for growth, this study analyzed how this approach is
implemented in the school field and how it affects North Korean
migrant youths’ educational growth. Through literature review, this
study divided multicultural education approach into four categories
and used them as the frame for analysis. Fourth, in addition to
multicultural education approach, any additional factors that affect
North Korean migrant youths’ educational growth were also

analyzed.

The findings of the present study are as follows.

First, the result for the pattern of educational growth was
structuralized into four categories, learning, conduct, relationship,
and psychological emotion. In learning, although North Korean
migrant youths sometimes show underachievement that is beyond
expectations, through school life, they grow beyond the absolute
standards of academic achievement and experience a personal
sense of accomplishment. In conduct, students show unruly
behavior with no basic life and learning habits, but through the
teacher’s instruction at eye level, their conduct becomes more
orderly. In relationships, they have difficulty building relationships
because of their underlying lack of trust on people, but eventually
they manage to expand relationships through practicing building
trust with teachers who listen to them. In psychological emotions,
they show emotional instability such as depression, lethargy, and
expression of anger, but they manage to gain mental stability as

they repeatedly experience acceptance at school.
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Second, the essence of North Korean migrant youths growth
experience through school life is that it is a process of building
self-esteem that leads to positive self judgement and evaluation.
During the first days at school, North Korean migrant youths tend
to have low self-esteem, but through holistic growth experience,
they feel certain of their own growth and positively evaluate this
experience and their current situation. Along with directness,
open—mindedness, single-mindedness, and responsibility, self—-esteem
1s also one key element that conveys the meaning of educational
growth.

Third, multicultural education approach serves as the main factor
that promotes North Korean migrant youths  educational growth.
There are four aspects to it: customized curriculum and evaluation
methods for North Korean migrant youths that are incorporated
within the Korean education system, teachers’ learning attitude
toward students’ culture and experience and a teaching-learning
method that reflects a deep understanding of them, teachers’
sense of efficacy acquired through practical knowledge from
teaching North Korean migrant youths in the field, and a school
environment that maintains the kind of atmosphere, policy, and
executive process that recognizes and respects the characteristics
of its members.

Fourth, a sense of community at school serves as a factor for
North Korean migrant youths’ educational growth, specifically its
performance of the basic functions of family and sharing of core
values. North Korean migrant youths lack parental care, and the
school expands its functions and takes the role of family to care
for the needs of students and help them gain a sense of stability.

Furthermore, through sharing of core values, teachers practice
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love and dedication for their students and promote empathy and
cooperation among themselves. Considering that teachers serve as
the main media through which North Korean migrant youths’
educational growth is enhanced, the community of teachers’
sharing of core values is an important factor.

The findings of the present study suggest the possibility that
school education that has been properly designed, considering
North Korean migrant youths’ characteristics, can promote their
change and growth. Also, it suggests that the meaning of
educational growth for North Korean migrant youths 1is the
process of building self-esteem. Therefore, when setting the
direction and goal for educating North Korean migrant youths, it
is necessary to consider it as a process of building self-esteem
and take into account holistic factors, such as conduct,
relationship, and psychological emotions, rather than emphasizing
only academic aspects. Lastly, because multicultural education
approach, the school’s expanded function as family, and sharing of
core values among the members serve as important factors for
North Korean migrant youths’ growth, they can be used as a

developmental alternative in school field and policy.

keywords : alternative school for North Korean migrant youths,
multicultural education, phenomenological qualitative study,

educational growth, school community, self-esteem
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