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□ Background and Aim

The growing number of North Korean migrant youths settling down in
South Korea each year has created a necessity for studying how they live in
schools, homes, and communities. The first-cycle longitudinal study on the
education of North Korean migrant youths was conducted from 2011 to 2015
based on the basic research carried out in 2010. The second-cycle study
followed and started collecting data since 2017 based on the basic research
conducted in 2016. It is in its fourth year now. The aims of this study are
as follows. First is to analyse the major ‘turnings’ in the life and education
of the North Korean migrant youths and to explore the meanings of these
‘turnings’ in terms of ‘educational development’ and ‘social integration’ of
South Korean society in accordance with the research design drawn in the
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first year of the second-cycle study. The second is to investigate the various
characteristics of such turnings appearing at each stage of development and
on the level of subcategories. The third is to draw meanings of turnings of
North Korean migrant youths’ life and educational growth and to suggest
policy implications based on the findings.

□ Research Contents

The core of this study is the analysis of the major turnings in the life of
the North Korean migrant youths based on the qualitative data collected in
the second-cycle study. The issues inherent in these turnings were reviewed
by the stages of development and by the distinctive characteristics such as
country of birth, home environment, and gender.
The second-cycle longitudinal study on the North Korean migrant youths
takes the life history framework suggested by Mandelbaum(1973) and analyzes
the main dimensions of life, the turnings, and the adjustment of the North
Korean migrant youths in its third-, fourth-, and fifth-year respectively. The
turnings were defined as ‘things that change the direction and attitude of an
individual’s life’ and turning points as ‘the events that triggers such changes’
based on the characteristics of turnings and theoretical background suggested
by Mandelbaum.
The study investigated the major turnings in the lives of the North Korean
migrant youths by the stages of development in the four panels recruited. The
discovered commonalities and differences among the panels were analysed
along with the distinctive features by place of birth, home environment, and
gender which serve as background characteristics of the North Korean
migrant youths.
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□ Method
The study collected qualitative data and analysed the turnings that appeared
in the life of the North Korean migrant youths. The data were obtained from
the participant panels in the second-cycle longitudinal study on the education
of the North Korean migrant youths conducted since 2017. A total of five
interviews has been conducted: the first and second in 2017, the third and
fourth in 2018, and the fifth in 2019. The participants consisted of four
panels: 6th grader panel, 9th grader panel, high school graduates panel, and
the panel that included students at alternative schools or no school. In 2019,
a total of 69 interviewees including North Korean migrant youths (n=31), their
teachers (n=18), and their parents (n=20) were interviewed. The contents of
the interviews and field notes were analysed.
Apart from the interviews, other methods such as reflection diaries, life
history graphs, and assistant questionnaires in which the participants could
detail their daily lives or issues related to their turning experiences were
employed. All the questionnaires used for interviews and other assistant
materials were reviewed by the Institutional Review Board. The analysis of
the acquired data proceeded from open coding to in-depth coding and to
categorization which was followed by topic discovery. As for the case analysis,
a longitudinal analysis was performed in each panel first, then a horizontal
analysis between the panels followed.
The preparatory conference was held involving every researcher and
interviewer participating in this study and semi-structured interview
questionnaires were developed. The conference continued throughout the
interviewing to discuss and share the issues that surfaced during the
interviews. When all the interviews were over, a conference was held to share
the interview results and to discuss the commonalities and differences among
the panels by their place of birth, home environment, and gender.
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□ Results

A. Major Turnings of the North Korean Migrant Youths

<Defecting to South Korea that causes breakup and reconstitution of family>
To all the North Korean migrant youths who participated in this study,
defecting to South Korea was characterized as a meaningful event that
triggers turnings for it caused parting from and reuniting with their family.
Defecting itself did not trigger turnings or make a turning point. Defecting
to South Korea served as a turning point that triggers turnings for it was
accompanied by the breakup and reuniting with family and by the changes
in emotions related to this or the adjustment of life goals. This included both
the turnings caused by the defection of the participants or by their family
members and the turnings that occurred in the process of reuniting with their
families after entering South Korea. The meaning of defection varied
depending on the situation and context of the participants, but above all, it
served as a factor that triggers the life-changing turnings in that they were
forced to break up and reunite with their loved ones or joining a new family.

<The turning experience under the changes of institutional space>
This study showed that going through the changes of institutional space did
not necessarily guarantee the turnings although it is often suggested as a
factor that triggers the turnings in life. The effect of the turnings derived from
the changes of institutional space in South Korea differed by panels. In the
case of the 6th grader panel, it was found that the turning effect of advancing
from elementary school to junior high was insignificant while that of the 9th
grader panel advancing from junior high to high school was rather
remarkable. Starting high school gave the North Korean migrant youths the
turning experience as moving onto high school could be both an opportunity
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and crisis and high school means a lot in building their career path and
securing their future jobs. The changes of institutional space that the high
school graduates penal went through either as an undergraduate or company
worker triggered tremendous turnings as it meant they had become
psychologically and economically independent from their caregivers and
started making their own rules in life.

<Relationship with meaningful others as a catalyst for turnings>
The cases of the turnings in this study and the turning points found in such
cases had one thing in common; turnings were triggered by the relationships
with meaningful others. What triggered the turnings varied from specific
experiences or events to changes in the external environment, yet the
changes in quality relationships with meaningful others, such as friends,
teachers, volunteers, and mentors, worked as a catalyst for turnings across
the entire panels.
It was found that a meaningful encounter with teachers in a positive term
triggered turnings in different ways depending on the level of school.
Teachers at elementary school served as the relationship that determined the
overall impression of life in South Korea and the overall adaption to the new
school life. This trust relationship with elementary school teachers had a
decisive influence on the relationship that the youths built afterward. The
teacher-student relationship at junior high where teachers have their subject
field triggered turnings in studying while that at high school did in career
design. No such influence was found in the high school graduate panel who
became undergraduates or company workers.
Friendship was found to trigger a major turning in the lives and education
of the North Korean migrant youths throughout the panels. The influence of
friendship was more obvious in elementary, junior high and high school than
after graduation. In case the participants went through conflicts, such as a
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collapse of the trusted relationship or terrible fight with close friends, the
negative influence was found on the motivation of studying, adaptation to the
school life, and the overall psycho-emotional status.

<Diverse achievement experiences triggering turnings>
All panels showed that experiencing achievements at school and work,
whether they are big or small, served as triggering points that changed their
attitudes toward life and motivation. The kinds of such achievements varied
depending on the circumstances and contexts faced by each participant.
Experiencing achievements mostly happened as achieving higher grades at
school, having a presentation, or winning awards at elementary school and
junior high. Various achievement experiences were found in the aspect of
relationships as well. Cases of gaining confidence in building peer
relationships by making meaningful relationships with friends, expressing the
disapproval verbally and physically against the discrimination faced, or
extending the relationship through specific occasions were counted as such
experiences. The achievement experiences at the relationship level served as
a turning point that made the participants have more confident in building
a relationship with others and compensate for the fear of building a
relationship afterward.

<Turnings of individuals interlock with the turnings of family>
One common trait of turnings that this study discovered was that a turning
of an individual interlocked with that of his or her family. It can be marked
as a characteristic of turnings that the North Korean migrant youths have in
the perspective that they commonly go through breaking up or reuniting with
their family or even joining a new family amid crossing borders. Some of the
participants reported feeling the burden of taking over the caregiver role
rather than being a caretaker when their parents went through negative
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turnings such as being discriminated in South Korean society or suffering
from physical pain. In the case of the high school graduate panel, the
participants changed their life plans based on the turnings they indirectly
went through such as witnessing their elder siblings entering university,
getting a job, getting married or having babies.

<Life stages where language problems surface>
The language issues provide opportunities for turnings throughout various
life stages for all participants whether they were born in China or in South
Korea. Particularly, the North Korean migrant youths who used Chinese as
their native language for either they were born in China or they spent a
considerable amount of time in China faced challenges in catching up with
the class taught at school or making friends. As for the North Korean migrant
youths who were born in North Korea, they experienced turnings related to
their language as well, though indirect, for their accent revealed their identity
despite using Korean as their native language. The prominent influence of
the language at the beginning of their settlement in South Korea gradually
diminished as their Korean became better or their accent assimilated into
that of Korean used in South Korea. Yet, the language issues surfaced again
when the North Korean migrant youths finished off their school and tried to
get a job. The 9th grader panel who moved onto the specialized high school
reported that they had language issues when searching a position for their
practicum and the high school graduate panel reported the same when they
were looking for a job after graduation.

<Turnings from religious activity>
The North Korean migrant youths who participated in this study said some
of their turnings were experienced in religious occasions. Although the cases
of religion triggering the turnings in the life of participants were limited to
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only some parts of the entire panels, the cases showed that the turnings
related to religion changed the perspective and attitude toward life
fundamentally. This tendency appeared stronger among the 9th grader panel,
the panel of students at alternative school or no school, and high school
graduate panel than the relatively young panel of 6th graders. It was found
as well that the religious life of the family and the religious life of the youths
influenced each other in terms of the opportunity and its operation. The
turnings related to religion among the 6th and 9th grader panels coincided
with the initiation of the religious life by their parents whereas the panel of
students at alternative school or no school and high school graduate panel
showed more independence in experiencing religion and its activities or
going through life-changing turnings related with religion.

<Turnings from introspection>
The study found that some participants used the introspection on the past
events or failures in various contexts as an opportunity of making their
turnings. This was more pronounced as the participants aged. Among the 9th
grader panel and the panel of students at alternative school or no school,
many cases were found in which the decision-making related to choosing and
entering

school

or

transferring

school

and

the

reflection of

such

decision-making served as turnings that changed the attitude and behaviour
afterward. Among the undergraduate participants in the high school graduate
panel, there were many cases in which the participants managed the chance
of introspection by taking some time off from school. Using this time, they
reflected on their university life and experienced various faces of society.
Other occasions like psychological counselling, failures in keeping up with
school work or adapting to school, the old life back in North Korea or China,
and memories of defection served as the criteria for reflecting the current
life of participants. These introspective experiences that worked as a turning
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mechanism influenced on determining the life direction afterward and were
triggered by a certain event or by the accumulation of various experiences
of success and failure in life.
▪ Turning Experience of the North Korean Migrant Youths by Background
Characteristics
<Turnings related to countries of birth and mother language>
The turnings of the North Korean migrant youths and where they were born
are particularly related in terms of policy, culture, and language. First, to the
North Korean migrant youths who were born in China, China served as an
alternative in designing their careers and gave them the occasions of turnings.
Secondly, to the North Korean migrant youths who were born in North Korea,
their defecting to South Korea provided chances of achieving small and big
in the context of the reunification of the two Koreas and gave them the
occasions of turnings. Third, becoming the subjects of policies and favours
depending on where they were born provided some North Korean migrant
youths with opportunities of positive turnings along with negative turnings
to some others in terms of fairness. It gave the turning experience of
discrimination and exclusion to some North Korean migrant youths who were
born in China. Fourth, the language learning of the North Korean migrant
youths was related to the turnings in building a relationship and adapting to
school by their native languages rather than where they were born.
<Turnings according to home environment>
Since the overall household incomes of the North Korean migrant youths
correspond with that of the vulnerable, it did not provide meaningful
differences of turning experiences between the North Korean migrant youths.
The influence of the type of residences such as homes, dormitories, and
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group homes and that of the people they live together with were experienced
differently depending on the life experiences of participants and his or her
family situations.
<Turnings experienced differently according to gender>
The North Korean migrant youths experienced distinctive turnings by their
gender. In the case of female youths, the relationship with their mother
among the caregivers served as a core instrument that brought about turnings.
As for the male youths, on the other hand, some of them reported that the
experiences and corrections of deviant behaviours triggered turnings.

□ Conclusion and Suggestions

The implications of the turnings in the life of the North Korean migrant
youths on educational growth and on the level of social integration in South
Korean society found in this study are as follows. First, in order for the
turnings they experience to become the progress of their educational growth
in the long run, there should be introspective thinking and support from the
external environment. In other words, the turnings that the North Korean
migrant youths go through can be said as the process in between the axis
of conditional changes in the external environment and that of introspective
reflection. The introspective thinking of the North Korean migrant youths can
trigger the turnings that can change their understanding of the world around
them and these turnings can be of positive ones when they are accompanied
by the environmental changes to support them and can lead to educational
growth in the long run.
Second, the turnings that the North Korean migrant youths go through are
continuous, cumulative, and interconnected, rather than personal and
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singular. The turnings of the North Korean migrant youths are not limited
to the life history of an individual or a turning point that is triggered by one
event. Therefore, to understand the turnings of an individual, the changes in
meaningful relationships that are associated with the turnings should be
traced. The cumulative events and experiences at various moments in life that
constitute a turning should be considered as well.
Third, the turnings of the North Korean migrant youth are re-interpreted
by reconstruction of life history experiences. The turnings are not
experienced or achieved in linear way according to developmental stages.
Rather, the past turning experiences are continuously re-interpreted and
signified thorough the reconstruction of life history based on the point of
introspection. Therefore, by the point of introspection and re-interpretation,
the turnings can be differently understood.
Fourth, the turnings of the North Korean migrant youths are closely related
to social integration in South Korean society. The turnings that they
experience after coming to South Korea show how integrated Korean society
is in terms of differences. In analysing the negative turnings of the North
Korean migrant youths experience, it should be remembered that those
turnings do not derive from personal preference or individual conditions but
from the maturity of Korean society and its unequal social structure.
Fifth, the turnings that the North Korean migrant youths experience should
not be understood as unique experiences limited to them. They should be
understood as part of the turnings generally experienced by the youths in
South Korea. It is worth noting that although the results of this study include
the turning experiences distinctive among the North Korean migrant youths,
they also include the turnings that the Korean youths go through generally
today. It can be said that the turning experiences of the North Korean
migrant youths are the cases where the difficulties faced by the vulnerable
in our society are condensed. Therefore, the reflection on Korean society
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through them and the directions of improvement should not be limited to the
North Korean migrant youths but should be accompanied by the deliberation
on the changes across our society and developments.
The implication drawn from the above discussion are as follows.
<Research implication>
First, follow up research is required to study how the turnings of North
Korean migrant youth impact their life in a long term. Second, additional
analysis is needed to investigate how the major dimensions, turnings, and
adaptations of North Korean migrant youth are closely connected. Third, the
study of North Korean migrant youth has to be delivered with the study of
North Korean defector women.
<Policy implication>
A. Policy to support institutional turning period
◦ Link between elementary and junior high school: Enhancing the basic
learning support and collaboration between elementary and junior high
school teachers at the stage of entering junior high school(Ministry of
Edcuation)
◦ Link between junior high and high school: Providing support for high
school education by running pre-high schooler program(Ministry of
Edcuation)
◦ Elementary, junior high, and high school: Making various pathways for
returning to school after changing careers and taking a leave of absence
(Ministry of Edcuation/Ministry of Unification)
◦ Link after high school graduation: Diversification and systematization of
Language Education for the North Korean migrant youths seeking job
opportunities(Ministry of Edcuation)
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B. Policy to support psycho-emotional turning period
◦ Family: Stronger support for family counselling and simplification of the
applying process(Ministry of Edcuation/Ministry of Unification/Ministry
of Genger Equality and Family)
◦ School: Plan for establishing school culture that enables relation-oriented
school(Ministry of Edcuation)
◦ Local Community: Provide various achievement opportunities that can
increase resilience(Provincial Offices of Education/School)

C. Strengthening the foundation of transitional support
◦ Establishment of Foundation: Establishment of regional base support
system for North Korean migrant youths(Ministry of Edcuation/Ministry
of Unification/Ministry of Genger Equality and Family)
◦ Teacher Expertise: Increase the professionalism of teaching North
Korean migrant youths(Ministry of Edcuation)
◦ Linking Welfare System: Academic and financial support for North
Korean migrant youths born in overseas(Ministry of Unification/Ministry
of Edcuation/Ministry of Health and Welfare)

D. Mid- to Long-term Policy Direction
◦ Strengthening the purpose of education in terms of social integration
(Ministry of Education)
◦ Establishment of educational support policy for North Korean migrant
youths through securing financial stability(Ministry of Education)
◦ Establishment of an support system by integrating government departments
(Integrated cross-government departments)

363

