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Preface 
This volume contains papers and power point presentations in English on Korea, which were 
delivered to pre-college level US educators in the Washington, DC Metropolitan area 
and visitors from elsewhere on two different occasions in 2016.*

The first part is a slightly revised version of a brief overview of Korea and Korean history and 
culture, which was presented at the 2016 Fairfax County (VA) Public Schools Staff Development 
Day on August 31, 2016.

The second part contains papers and power point presentations delivered during a panel 

discussion on “Teaching about Korea in U.S. Schools,” organized and moderated by Young-
Key Kim-Renaud at George Washington University, on December 1, 2016, on the eve of the 
96th National Council for the Social Studies Annual Conference, Washington, DC. This event 

was hosted by the GW Institute for Korean Studies and the Korean American Education 

Foundation. 

Both events have greatly benefited from the enthusiastic support, wisdom, and practical help of 

Dr. Jong C. Jung, Education Minister-Counselor of the Embassy of the Republic of Korea to the 

United States. Also crucial was the contribution by other members of the planning committee: 

Dr. Kwang Seok Yoon, Sunny K. J. Lee, Dr. Young-Key Kim-Renaud, and Andrew Arveseth, a 

graduate student, serving as the coordinator of the December 1, 2016 Dinner 
Reception including the panel discussion. My thanks also go to Dr. Jisoo Kim for her kind proof-
reading of many draft versions of the book manuscript.

This collection is prepared as a convenient guide for all teachers and administrators, who do or 
are contemplating to incorporate Korea in teaching social studies and other related subjects. I 
sincerely hope this little book will be a useful reference in and outside classrooms, and will 
inspire many to explore further about Korea and its place and role in the East Asian 
culture and civilization, and in world history. 

Young-Key Kim-Renaud, Ph.D.
Senior Advisor of the Institute for Korean Studies 

Professor Emeritus of Korean Language and 
Culture and International Affairs

The George Washington University

* A note on the romanization of Korean: The McCune-Reischauer system of romanization, followed by the Library of
Congress, is used in this volume. However, the other types of romanization used in quoted sources, including the
Republic of Korea (South Korea) government's romanization system, won't be changed. Here are some notable
differences in romanization between the two most commonly used systems, the first representing the McCune-
Reischauer system / the second the ROK Ministry of Culture system: ch/j for Korean ㅈ; k/g ㄱ; p/b ㅂ; t/d ㄷ; ch'/ch
ㅊ; k'/k ㅋ; p'/p ㅍ; t'/t ㅌ; ŏ/eo ㅓ ; ŭ/eu ㅡ. For further details, visit www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/romanization/
korean.pdf; www.mcst.go.kr/english/koreaInfo/language/romanization.jsp. Personal and widely known romanizations
will also be respected.
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Introduction
Young-Key Kim-Renaud

Korea, being in the very heart of Northeast Asia where Mahāyāna Buddhism, Confucianism, and a 
highly literary culture flourished, has long contributed to the East-Asian culture and 
civilization. In addition to its strategic location, Korea is a vibrant contributor to the world’s 
economic, political, intellectual, scientific, cultural, and sports life. The significant size of the 
Korean diaspora living around the world today has also made Korean studies a new subject of 
practical importance as well as a worthy intellectual pursuit. Where academic standards are 
concerned, no East Asian language and culture/literature department can be considered first-rate 
if it does not include a Korean component. Since the 1980s, Korean programs have mushroomed 
in American colleges and universities. 

The increasing relevance of Korea on the international stage is yet to be reflected in the K-12 

level curricula, even though youngsters are ahead of their time singing and dancing K-pop and 

watching K-dramas. In Fairfax County, VA, we are among the first to change the situation. The 
Fairfax County Public School’s Staff Development Program now has a teaching section about 
Korea designed to provide social studies educators who are responsible or ready for teaching 

about Korea with a professional development program. These teachers are expected to cover 

Korean history, geography, and culture, aligning their instruction and curriculum with their 

respective states' standards. These state standards sometimes stipulate that Korea-related 
topics should be taught in the larger context of the Cold War and the US foreign policy, Chinese 
religion and culture, or Japanese imperialism. The challenge is to promote a better 

understanding of Korea among US students so that they may look beyond the broader East 
Asian region to see the unique historical and cultural attributes of the Korean peninsula.

A dinner reception including a background presentation followed by a panel discussion about 
teaching on Korea, was held on December 1, 2016, on the eve of the 96th National Council for 
the Social Studies Annual Conference, Washington, DC. This event was sponsored by the 
George Washington University Institute for Korean Studies and the Korean American Education 
Foundation. The panel program was organized to assist educators in their pursuit of helping 
students think about the global world we live in in an objective, creative, and open-minded 
manner. The goal was for them to present their students with a balanced and informed 
knowledge base about Korea, which will help them function better as U.S. and global citizens.  

Young-Key Kim-Renaud’s opening slides provide an overview of Korean history and culture in 

the East Asian and world contexts. Traditional and contemporary Korean societies are 

described in an effort to make sense to all. In particular, Korean contributions to 
humanity are discussed. The panel discussion included four educators, Joseph (Jay) 
Harmon, David A. Libardoni, Megan Siczek, and Daniel J. Whalen, who have had direct 
experiences with Korea through teaching and travel, providing both common and distinct 
pictures drawn from different angles.

The result is clearly not a complete guide to Korea and the Korean people. It is rather an 
invitation for all to consider the ways to look at another culture, its relationship to one’s 
own, and taste the joy of discovery. It is hoped that our students will thus cultivate their 

curiosity, creativity, and critical thinking, which should be the goal of all educational enterprises .
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Korea in AP World History 
Textbooks: Perspectives 

Jay Harmon, Houston Christian High School, Houston, Texas

The College Board’s Advanced Placement World History 
program began in 2001 and has seen enormous acceptance 
among US students and teachers, growing faster than any 
other AP subject.  One reflection of that growth is the addition 
of several World History textbooks aimed at the AP World 
History market, primarily in the United States.   This paper will 
offer an explanation for AP World History’s popularity and will 
reflect on where Korean history fits into both the AP World 
History curriculum and in one popular textbook, Bedford St. 
Martin’s Ways of the World.

The general goals of AP World History are that students learn 
about World History from a global perspective and learn to 
use historical thinking skills to analyze the past.  Educators 
use the College Board’s AP World History Curriculum 
Framework to teach these goals.  The Curriculum Framework 
is a roughly two-hundred page document that outlines the 
AP World History curriculum—the material that may appear 
on the APWH exam--and provides guidance for teaching 
historical thinking skills such as comparison, continuities and 
changes over time and recognizing historical perspectives, 
and others. 66



Goals Of AP World History
Students learn about World History from a 
global perspective and learn to use  historical 
thinking skills to analyze the past.

College Board’s AP World History 
Curriculum Framework

The AP World History program grew out of a 
perception in the United States that a global, rather 
than a western view of world history was due.  There 
were many factors for this perception; among them 
were the decline of the Western empires after World 
War II, and increased international connections 
because of internet and other communications 
technologies.  The first AP World History exam was 
taken by 22,000 US high school students in 2002.  In 
2016, 370,000 students—primarily in the US—took the 
exam.  The number of students taking the exam 
outside the US has grown as well.   
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A few AP World History textbooks were on the US 

market in time for the 2001-02 school year.  Today, 

there are many more titles offered by American 

textbook companies.  Among the most popular are: 

• The Earth and Its Peoples
• Traditions and Encounters
• World Civilizations: The Global Experience
• Ways of the World
• Voyages in World History
• The World’s History
• Worlds Together/Worlds Apart

All these textbooks take a broad approach to World 
History. For example, these texts often focus on 
regional interactions within a time period, such as “East

Asia 600—1450 C.E.”   

Korea is usually included in the broader context 

of “East Asia”: Korea, China and Japan.   

68



Sample AP World History Textbooks

One such AP World History textbook is Ways of the World, by
Dr. Robert Strayer and Dr. Eric Nelson (Bedford/Saint Martin’s Press). 

Focus: Korea in Ways of the World, by     
Robert Strayer and Eric Nelson 

(Bedford/St. Martin’s Press)

Like in similar textbooks, Ways of the World contains relatively 
few specific references to Korea in its 1000-plus pages.  A sample: 

• Korean culture and society over time (usually in the
context of influences from other East Asian cultures)
• Religion in Korea, such as  Buddhism, Confucianism,
Neo-Confucianism, Daoism and Christianity
• The Silla, Koryŏ and Chosŏn dynasties are
discussed.
• The tribute system with China and Mongols
• Korea’s connections to the Silk Roads
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• Political, social and economic interactions with China,

Japan and the West (particularly the U.S. in the 20th century)

• The DPRK (North) and ROK (South) conflict, in context
of the global Cold War
• Korea’s place among the “Asian Tigers” “economic

miracles”.

References to Korea in 
Ways of the World

• Separate and specific references to
• Korean culture and society over time
• Religious influences: Buddhism, Confucianism, Daoism,

Christianity
• The Silla , Koryo and Joseon Dynasties
• The Tribute System
• Connections to Silk Roads
• Interactions with China, Japan and the West
• The Cold War
• “Asian Tigers” --- as well as Comparisons and  CCOT

Most of the time in U.S. World History textbooks, Korea is seen as a part of the 
“East Asian Network” of politics, societies and economics, and often influenced 
by China, Japan and the Mongols.  In the mid 20th century, Korea is seen 
as being influenced by the West, especially the U.S. However, the good 
news is that the wheel is turning and today Korea is seen as influencing 
other cultures with exports from Dae-woo and Hyundai, K-Pop, TV shows 
like K-Dramas and Korean barbeque.   

Where does Korea “fit” in U.S.-based 
World History books?

• Usually, as one of three agents  in East Asian politics, society and
economics.  Korea is rarely presented as an independent, self-
contained culture.

• In the mid 20th century, Korea is seen as being influenced by the
West, especially the U.S.

• However, the good news is that the wheel is turning and Korea
today is seen as influencing other cultures with exports from Dae-
woo and Hyundai, K-Pop, TV shows like K-Dramas  and Korean
barbecue.
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What trends can we expect in AP World History and in these textbooks?  A 
global approach to World History will continue to increase in popularity.  Interest 
in East Asian perspectives and East Asian history will increase as more of the 
world’s economy shifts in that direction.  Digital textbook resources will 
continue to grow.  In the US, debates will continue over what should be 

included in global history curriculum and textbooks. 
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What I Learned About Korea from Teaching There
By: David Libardoni 

Like many college students who choose to go abroad after graduating, South Korea 
offered an opportunity to immerse myself in a culture much different from my own—and 
hopefully have some adventure along the way. After growing up in the Greater Boston area and 
attending Tufts University, it was time to get out there, take a leap of faith, and discover what the 
world had to offer. 

What attracted me to South Korea in particular was the inspiring story that most of us are 
familiar with: an economic miracle that emerged from war in the mid-20th century 
and transformed into a global player in Asia and around the world. Here’s a country that 
could provide a key example of how the forces of globalization, technology, and modernity can 
shape a culture, and what it might tell us about other countries confronting these same forces 
today.  

But what I learned over those two years is actually a much larger, more compelling story 
of the Korean peninsula and the people who have called it home for millennia. Somehow, 
despite its location in between two vast, dominant nations, China and Japan, through periods of 
foreign invasion and occupation, and in the face of rapid economic growth and development, the 
Korean people have persevered and retained a unique, proud and rich cultural tradition.  South 
Korea is wonderful case study for learning about cultural identity, and I would like to touch on 
just a few experiences from my time living there. 

I spent my first year teaching and 
living in Chŏllanam-do, a rural province in 
the southwestern corner of South Korea. I 
lived with a homestay in a small house next 
to rice paddies and pear orchards. The 
parents did not speak English, but my three 
host brothers could carry on a basic 
conversation. As the honored guest of the 
home, I was given my own room and a bed, 
while my host family continued to follow 
the custom of sleeping on the floor. It was 
not as if the family was poor; they had three 
computers, musical instruments, and even a 
movie projector. They would just rather 
invest in education and technology for their 
children than contemporary household 
amenities.  I  taught  at  an  all-boys  middle

A group of middle school students from Kŭmsŏng 
Middle School in Naju, Chŏllanam-do, South 
Korea, Fall 2009 

school, where, like my host brothers, most students only had a basic understanding of English. 
They were much more focused on playing soccer and the latest K-Pop music videos than 
learning a new language. Then in my second year, I lived alone in a one-room apartment in 
Ch'ŏn'an, a city of about a half-million people roughly an hour by subway from Seoul. I taught at 
one  of  the  top  boarding  schools  in  the country — think  Welton Academy  from  Dead  Poets 
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Society, but without the uniforms. These students were smart, diligent, and advanced 
English speakers, and loved learning about American culture too. 

These two contrasting vantage 
points—rural versus city life, 
beginner versus advanced students, 
living with a host family versus living 
independently—revealed some 
common truths shared by all Koreans. 
One idea that influenced my time 
there was how Korea itself views the 
rest of the world. When I was there, I 
was first and foremost viewed not as 
an American, but as a foreigner, just 
like a Philippine farmer working in 
the fields or Japanese businessman 
visiting Seoul. Even as I learned more 
and more about Korean culture and 
social etiquette, and felt like I was 
really increasing my nunch'i, or 
situational awareness, I could never 
overcome  the fact  that  I  was always  
a  foreigner  in a land that over time 
became less and less foreign to me.   

My host family and I enjoying a Korean BBQ dinner, Spring 2010 

On the one hand, this viewpoint is understandable in the context of Korea’s history, and 
has undoubtedly contributed to South Korea being one of the most homogeneous countries in the 
world. At the same time, however, it has produced a great sense of pride in the Korean people. 
Whenever Korea has a success, the country is united in its celebration. I remember living in 
Seoul for a few weeks in the winter of 2010, when the Winter Olympics were going on in 
Vancouver. It was about two in the afternoon Korea time, 9 PM yesterday Vancouver time, when 
hundreds of people on the streets had stopped walking, took out their smart phones, and watched 
live as Kim Yuna skated to an Olympic Gold in woman’s figure skating. I also saw this pride 
when Korea hosted the G 20 meeting in the fall of 2010. I attended what was essentially a pep 
rally for the meeting, which Korea had decided to host as a 50,000 person music concert at 
Olympic Stadium to “cheer on” the diplomats. And just look at the images coming out of Seoul 
the last two weeks. Millions are protesting, together, and peacefully. This is the Korea I came to 
know. 

Of course, Korea has great pride in its traditional culture, too. If you pick any type 
of Korean food or art, I guarantee there is a festival for it. Whether it is the annual Kimchi 
festival in Kwangju or the Korean folk mask festival in Andong, these events attract both young 
families eager to pass along these traditions to their children, and older folks who seek 
familiarity in a country that has changed so rapidly over the years. As my English co-teacher 
said to me once, sometimes his generation feels like they have one foot in the past and one in the 
present. And the best part for me, as a foreigner, was the willingness of the Korean people to 
always share these traditions with me. And, of course, the food! 
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Korea’s social system also greatly influenced my time there. While the more strict tenets of 
the Confucian tradition may be a relic of the past, I could see on a daily basis how Koreans value 
and respect each generation. In each social situation I was in, whether it be communal meals with 
the school faculty or daily Taekwondo lessons, Koreans always strived for this concept of ChȀng, 
which roughly translates to a sense of community and collectiveness. Koreans can be blunt 
sometimes, too, often commenting on outward appearance or probing about private matters. 
Even my youngest host brother would point at my belly after a big Korean barbecue meal 
and say “David, not good!” But it stems from a genuine concern for others that I felt from day 
one in my school and home stay. 

This sense of pride, 
perseverance, and strong social 
norms manifests itself in the quality 
and importance of education in 
Korean culture. It is no secret that 
while South Korea has one of the best 
educational systems in the world in 
terms of student performance, the 
students work extremely hard. School 
days are 10 hours long, with many 
students then going to private 
academies to continue studying late 
into the night. The pressure is intense, 
but perhaps most surprising was the 
largest source of that pressure—the 
students themselves. They want to 
succeed, recognizing the efforts past 
generations have made to move their 
country ahead. 

Taking these experiences together, it became very clear to me from my two years teaching 
and living in Korea why it has blossomed into a 21st century leader in industry, technology, 
education and sports. Korea celebrates its heritage, takes pride in its traditions, has a collective 
sense of basic dignity and respect for each member of society, and invests in the education of its 
youngest citizens to pass those values on to future generations. It is a great lesson for all of us, and 
an especially great lesson for your students.  

The annual Field Day at Hanil High School, Kongju, 
Ch'ungch'Ȁngnam-do, South Korea, Fall 2010 
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Korea through Multiple Lenses 

The Value of Cross-cultural and Global Engagement 

Good evening. My name is Megan Siczek and I am director and assistant professor 
in the English for Academic Purposes program here at the George Washington 
University. I teach academic writing to international students from all over the 
world and constantly engage the global in both my teaching and my research. As a 
preface to my talk about Korea, I’d like to share a series quotes from a research 
study I conducted with a colleague from GW’s International Education program. 
These quotes help articulate the value of global education in the minds of local K-12 
teachers: 

• “Global competence means that we guide students on a path to be open and
accepting and understanding and aware of the world around them and to
want to be a part of it”
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• “Respecting the ideas and views of people who were not raised in the same
environment as you … not necessarily knowing everything but being very
open and aware, making yourself aware”

• “… helping students develop a sense of relationship with the world and not
simply a sense of isolationism or privilege that separates”

• “… to apply a critical lens to global issues and interactions and wanting to go
under a few more layers”

• “…  to help students to see events that happen within the United States or
within other countries from the points of view of many different countries
not just how people in the United States view it, and that’s a huge concept”

Though I do not work in a K-12 teaching environment, I was asked to speak today 
based on my connection to the Republic of Korea. Though my direct experience in 
Korea seems to be stretching father into the past, the fact is that these connections 
remain. I firmly believe that sustained—and engaged—cross-cultural 
contact orients us in new ways to ourselves and to others in potentially 
transformative ways. A simple family decision to travel to South Korea twenty 
years ago opened up a number of opportunities for me and gave me access to a 
rich and complex culture and people.  

The title of my presentation tonight is “Korea through Multiple Lenses,” a title that I 
think reflects the experiences I have had across four main domains: First, my 
experience as an American in Korea; second, my experience as a researcher in the 
economic section of the Embassy of Korea in Washington, DC; third, my experience 
teaching international students from Korea at GW; and finally, understandings I 
have gained through Korean-American friends. I present these as a series of brief 
snapshots,  though  which  I  hope  to  convey  the  way that connecting with another 
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country or culture has the power to profoundly shape our lives. In line with the 
broader purpose of the National Council for the Social Studies Annual Conference and 
the impetus for gathering for this special event, I consider this presentation a 
testament to education that goes beyond the memorization of places, names, and 
dates and demonstrates the value of diverse experiences in a global context.   

My Experience as an American in Korea 

My first connection to Korea, twenty years ago, was inspired by the U.S. army. 
While I was working on my Master’s degree in Teaching English as a Second 
Language, my brother was a U.S. soldier, stationed at Camp Humphreys Korea. 
We knew little about Korea, but in honor of my brother, we made 
arrangements for a journey there. At this time, it was rare to see foreigners in 
Korea, even in the touristic areas of Seoul and other major cities. We stayed in 
Western hotel chains and did not interact deeply with the local culture, but the 
trip made a powerful impression on all of us. We were awed by the depth of 
Korean history and its imprint on the sites we visited, as well as the curiosity and 
charm of the local residents, some of whom stared blatantly at us and others—
particularly school children—who chased after us shouting “hello” and even 
asking for our autographs. I also got a picture of the complex relationship 
between the U.S. and Korea, embodied in big and small ways, by my brother’s 
mere presence there as a U.S. soldier.  
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After that initial trip, I settled my mind on teaching there when I finished my 
Master’s degree. I was offered a position teaching English at a well-known private 
university in Seoul and set to depart within days of officially being awarded my 
diploma. Two stories characterize my early experiences teaching in Korea. 

When I first arrived at Kimpo Airport, after approximately 14 hours of travel, I was 
picked up by the young woman who worked as the administrator in the department 
I would be teaching in. She had been tasked with picking me up and driving me to 
the “Kisuksa,” or foreigners’ residence, where I would be living on campus. 
During the car ride, she handed me a piece of paper that had my teaching schedule 
on it. Classes were to start two days after I arrived. When I looked at the schedule, I 
saw blocks of teaching time allocated to the various classes I would be teaching, and 
I got a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach when I saw “law,” “Korean language and 
literature,” “home economics,” and “public policy.” I thought: “What have I gotten 
myself into?” It turns out that, contrary to my initial fear, I did not have to teach the 
content of law or home economics but that students were admitted to the 
university into certain majors based on their test scores and subsequently took 
their classes, including English, as a cohort. This was incredibly different from my 
experience selecting classes and a major at a U.S. university. 

The second early experience happened on my first walk home. On my walk home to 
the  foreigners’ residence  after  the  first  day of class,  I  was walking up the narrow 
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street that led to a gate—and steep hill—that took me to my small apartment. Along 
both sides of the road stood young police in full riot gear and the smell of tear gas 
lingered in the air. I had only been in Seoul a few days and I was walking alone with 
no one to ask what was happening. For all I knew, war had broken out. I kept a 
steady pace and walked the rest of the way to my new apartment, only later 
learning that it was merely what the students called “protest season”—a time when 
university students commonly gathered as activists. Again, another experience that 
struck me as different from my own in meaningful ways. 

My time teaching English at Korea University was in many ways characterized by 
privilege, and that privilege held many of us faculty removed from the local 
community. We taught our classes on a beautiful historic campus; we lived in a 
foreigner’s residence at the edge of campus; we socialized together or were taken 
out and treated by students or Korean friends. The students in my classes were 
warm, bright, and generally enthusiastic—quick to share kind notes or flowers 
on Teachers’ Day.  

Many of the English language faculty developed a functional grasp of the Korean 
language, and a small handful deeply engaged with the local culture and language, 
but in truth English language was a commodity, and across the country there was a 
frenzy to learn English that implicated us in various ways. Despite this heavy 
investment in English language study, students in my classes at the university were 
sometimes reluctant to show their peers they spoke English well or even had an 
interest in English, though they were incredibly bright and capable. When I asked 
why, I was told that in Korea, peer relationships and hierarchies are incredibly 
powerful and that, as the saying goes, the nail that sticks out gets hammered down. 
Such observations and understandings were reinforced over time and highlight 
both the challenge and reward of teaching in Korea. 
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Though I always characterize my time in Korea as positive, I won’t deny that a 
handful of my memories of Korea, even after all these years, have a raw edge. But 
this is the reality of being an American in another culture. A similar reality is surely 
evident in the experiences of Koreans living in a U.S. context. Understanding these 
realities—the lived experiences of others—is part of the package and not to be 
avoided when we engage in global education. 

And when I reflect on my time in Korea, I see these paradoxes as a defining feature 
of the experience. Time and time again, the complexity of the society has emerged 
in my mind. For example, an urban traffic circle, with skyscrapers on all sides, with 
a traditional gate in the center. A modern wedding photograph taken at a historic 
site—a palace—with participants dressed in traditional hanbok yet the bride and 
groom in Western wedding clothes, later to change into their own traditional 
wedding clothes; the balcony of an apartment in a busy urban neighborhood with 
kimchi pots on it, a symbol of a modern family engaging in a traditional food 
practice. 

An American Working at the Embassy of Korea 
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The second lens through which I view Korea is that of an American working at the 
Korean Embassy. After I left my teaching job in Seoul, the cultural transition of 
returning to live in the U.S. was surprisingly eased by my first job in Washington DC. 
I was hired to be a researcher in the economic section of the Embassy of Korea on 
Massachusetts Avenue. In this position, I straddled two cultures daily. I was one of a 
handful of American researchers, and though many of them had an understanding 
of international affairs, few had any direct connection to—or experience with—
Korea.  

As part of my job I did desk research on economic and trade issues, attended and 
reported on hearings and events around the city, drafted and edited 
correspondence and speeches for diplomats, and—through these activities—gained 
access to both sides of a critical geopolitical relationship. At the same time, I lived 
the paradox of entering Korean territory at 8:30 AM and exiting back 
into Washington, DC at the end of the day. My time at the embassy added to my 
Korean experience and offered me a new lens through which to view my 
various relationships, as well as the diplomatic relationship between my country 
and the Republic of Korea. 

Interactions with Korean International Students at an American University 

The third lens through which I have viewed Korea is my interactions with the many 
international students from Korea I have taught at GW. I have taught many students  
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in  the  past  11  years  but  have distilled my observations into the campus spaces in 
which I believe diversity opens up opportunities for learning. First, in terms of peer-
to-peer social relationships, I have increasingly witnessed students who would have 
otherwise remained separate seek one another through some aspect of popular 
culture. Both domestic and international students from other Asian countries have 
tapped into k-pop music, or Korean dramas, which in turn motivated them to take 
Korean language classes at GW.  

I remember smiling to myself last year when, before class started, I overheard a 
conversation between two young Chinese women and a Korean one. They had 
discovered that they had a shared interest in a Korean actor they all thought was 
handsome, which led them each to find out that they were studying one another’s 
language. The last thing I heard was a plan to meet together in the library to help 
one another study. This was a genuine and spontaneous opportunity engendered by 
a cross-cultural interaction, and from that day on those three young women sat near 
one another in class and clearly established a friendship. I have witnessed similar 
spaces of understanding open up in co-curricular settings, such as my time hosting a 
Korean dinner and movie night for students living in the residence hall where I 
served as a faculty guide. 

Perhaps most notably, understandings of Korea have been developed and promoted 
in the writing classes that I teach. I have always endeavored to make major writing 
assignments link to global or cross-cultural themes, and Korean students in my 
classes have researched and written about a range of topics that connect their home 
country to the U.S. For example, students in my first-year writing course for 
international students typically write a contrastive analysis of one aspect of their 
home country’s capital with Washington, DC. Students in my more advanced 
Writing in the Disciplines (WID) class designed and conducted surveys about their 
Korean peers’ experiences with the English language.  
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And perhaps the most meaningful experience I have had with a writing assignment 
was with an American student who had been adopted from Korea as an infant into 
a New York Jewish family. She had never had any interaction with Koreans and 
knew very little about her heritage. For her research paper, she explored the theme 
of transnational adoption from Korea to the United States—a topic choice that 
forever changed her perspective. In fact, she emailed me before she graduated to 
tell me that, as a result of writing that paper, she had deepened her understanding 
of Korea and Korean culture and had plans to travel there to explore her heritage 
further as soon as she graduated.  
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Relationships with Korean American Friends 

The fourth lens through which I have viewed Korean culture is through the 
experience of Korean and Korean American friends. As I was preparing this 
presentation, I asked two friends to share with me the one thing they wished others 
knew about Korea. Both were Korean American; one was born in the U.S. and the 
other immigrated with her family at a young age. Both of these individuals were 
socialized and educated in the U.S. but retained strong familial and cultural ties to 
Korea. Both moved back to Korea after earning their degrees and lived there for a 
number of years. In many ways, it can be said that what bound us as friends was our 
shared connection to Korea. In fact, had I not had my own experiences with Korea, 
these friendships might never have existed. 

Their responses to my question about what they wished others knew about Korea 
spoke to the juxtaposition I referenced earlier—the many complexities of Korea—
while at same offering a profound recommendation for why we need to educate 
ourselves to understand Korea and other cultures. One friend offered an extended 
an emotional explanation of the importance of not forgetting history: 

“The first thing that comes to mind isn't necessarily about Korea's beauty or 
culture, rather about its somewhat forgotten history in the world: Japanese 
Annexation and how Japan completely denies their actions to Koreans. People 
around the world know quite well about the Holocaust, but not about Japan's 
treatment of Koreans. Koreans are good at forgetting, especially the bad things in 
history. History should not be forgotten. We must learn from it so that we don't 
make the same mistakes again. And at the same time be thankful for all the efforts 
of our ancestors to give us freedom today.” 

And the other Korean American friend offered a short and relatively blunt 
proclamation that emphasizes the future: 

“I would want people to know that younger Koreans are more international 
and smart. There's hope for the future.” 
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Concluding Thoughts 

To conclude, the accumulation of these interactions and these views of Korea 
through multiple lenses have activated me and informed me, bringing me into 
rewarding and challenging spaces and forcing me to look at myself and my culture, 
as well as at others and their culture, with a new perspective. I firmly believe that 
K-12 education can and should be a space for U.S. students to begin their own
global journey.
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Using communities in controversy over 
Confederate and First People’s place names to 
discover and compare aspects of nationalism at 

work in 
the East Sea naming dispute for the Social Studies 

Classroom

Daniel J. Whalen M.A.

Parkdale High School

12-1-2016
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Between April 29th and May 9th, 1952 at the sixth meeting of the International 

Hydrographic Organization the third edition of the S-23 document was approved naming the 

body of water west of occupied Japan and east of civil war ravaged Korea as the “Sea of 

Japan.”  Japan was a member of the IHO at the time and during the era which it colonized 

Korea; The Republic of Korea would not join until 1957.   

While an academic may recognize this circumstance as a seminal event in a continuing 

controversy on the naming of Korea’s East Sea, the American teenager in many cases may 

engage these facts with the same attention and intrigue as they would an almanac.   

June 17, 2015 Dylan Roof attacked the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in 

downtown Charleston, South Carolina killing 9 African American congregants.  By Friday July 

10th, 2015 South Carolina removed a Confederate flag that had been flying over the state 

capitol since 1961. 
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Since then public spaces with Confederate names and icons have been increasingly under 

consideration for renaming.  For many high school students this cause and effect relationship 

maybe observable in their town, or one near them, and could be personally relatable.  By way of 

such comparisons students could better understand how nationalism and competing place 

names are important in shaping cultural identity.  
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● Ask questions of sources and historical contexts to determine and assess the

author’s point of view, reasoning and evidence1.

● Analyze and empathize with the impact of place names on communities and

identity2.

● Relate the characteristics of nationalism to the tensions that exist regarding place
names in order to make a comparison between eras, cultures, and regions3.

“The term “nationalism” is generally used to describe two phenomena: (1) the attitude that the 

members of a nation have when they care about their national identity, and (2) the actions that 

the members of a nation take when seeking to achieve (or sustain) self-determination. (1) raises 

questions about the concept of a nation (or national identity), which is often defined in terms of 

common origin, ethnicity, or cultural ties, and specifically about whether an individual's 

membership in a nation should be regarded as non-voluntary or voluntary. (2) raises questions 

about whether self-determination must be understood as involving having full statehood 

with.”(Miscevic, 2014) 

1 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.6  Evaluate authors' differing points of view on the same historical event 
or issue by assessing the authors' claims, reasoning, and evidence.
2   D2.His.17.9-12. Critique the central arguments in secondary works of history on related topics in 
multiple media in terms of their historical accuracy  
3 D2.Geo.4.9-12. Analyze relationships and interactions within and between human and physical systems 
to explain reciprocal influences that occur among them. 

Students should be challenged to: 
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This definition  could  be provided to students to help them create their own inquiries to 

help them authentically analyze documents for characteristics of Nationalism. American 

students  should  read  a  text  where  themes  of  nationalism   are  clearly  evident  

such   as  the Declaration of Independence or Abraham Lincoln’s second inaugural 

address to help them calibrate their consensus of characteristics of nationalism.   

Once satisfactory prior knowledge of nationalism has been established with students 

then confronting the tragedy of the Charleston Massacre will help students to recognize how 

White Supremacy manifests in our culture today and to characterize it as a form of 

American Nationalism.  Students can read the Southern Poverty Law Center’s intelligence 

report “Carnage in Charleston” (Potok, 2015)  on Dylann Roof and compare it with the New 

York Time’s profile “Dylan Roof’s Past Reveals Trouble at Home and School”Robels, F 

& Stewart N, 2015), searching for both author bias and evidence of the nationalistic 

nature of the alleged ‘race-patriot’s’ motivations for the attack.  Students could then move on 

to consider cases of removal of Confederate flags and the renaming of public places dedicated to 

Confederate icons since the time of the Charleston Massacre.   
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1. The Removal of the Confederate Flag from the South Carolina Capital4

a. What did flying the Confederate flag communicate about South

Carolingians?

b. What did removing the flag from the capital achieve?

c. How do your responses relate to America’s national identity?

2. Austin District Renames Campus With Ties to the Confederacy5

a. What did Robert E. Lee’s name on the schoolhouse communicate about

Austin, TX?

b. What did changing the name to Russell Lee Elementary communicate

about Austin, TX?

c. How do your responses relate to America’s national identity?

Once students have practiced analyzing evidence for elements of nationalism in 

documents that tell the story of the Charleston Massacre, American White Supremacy, and the 

renewed interest in renaming public places that promote Confederate identity then introduce 

the IHO’s 1952 convention as a catalyzing event in the East Sea Naming Controversy.  

Students should be provided with excerpts of “History of the IHB” (Bermejo, 2002) so they can 

understand the participation of the Republic of Korea and Japan in the organization before, 

during, and after World War II through an activity such as annotating a timeline of the IHO’s 

history with one that shows important dates in American & East Asian History in the 20th 

Century.  A class discussion can be conducted to assess how well students are relating the 

implications of the adoption of the name of the “Sea of Japan” to the characteristics of 

4 http://www.cnn.com/2015/07/10/us/south-carolina-confederate-battle-flag/ 

5 http://www.statesman.com/news/local/austin-district-renames-campus-with-ties-

confederacy/hlv2Qa2QlAVFBhMFvcfrCL/ 

Articles/Questions: 

91

http://www.cnn.com/2015/07/10/us/south-carolina-confederate-battle-flag/
http://www.statesman.com/news/local/austin-district-renames-campus-with-ties-confederacy/hlv2Qa2QlAVFBhMFvcfrCL/
http://www.statesman.com/news/local/austin-district-renames-campus-with-ties-confederacy/hlv2Qa2QlAVFBhMFvcfrCL/


nationalism.  Once the instructor is satisfied students have adequate knowledge of the topics and 

points of view of the parties involved in the controversy students should examine two arguments 

regarding the appropriate naming of the East Sea/Sea of Japan for bias and themes of 

nationalism.  These arguments are best articulated in the documents that are named below with a 

few accompanying challenge questions: 

Articles/Questions: 

1. “East Sea:  the name East Sea used for two millennia6” (June 2008)

a. What would the name East Sea communicate to the world about the

importance of Korea in Northeast Asia?

b. What characteristics of nationalism are evident in the argument and data

put forth by the document?

6 http://www.mofat.go.kr/mofat/htm/east_sea.pdf 
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c. What questions or additional information could be incorporated into the

document to strengthen in the argument?

2. “The one and only name familiar to the international community:  ‘The Sea

of Japan7’” (January 2009)

a. What would the name Sea of Japan communicate to the world about the

importance of Japan in Northeast Asia?

b. What characteristics of nationalism are evident in the argument and data

put forth by the document?

c. What questions or additional information could be incorporated into the

document to strengthen in the argument?

For teachers outside of regions that have Confederate place names and 

iconography another example that could be used would be the restoration of First People’s place 

names.  The treatment of Native Americans by the United States government ranging from racist 

to genocidal is well documented and touches every corner of the nation.  Treatment of Native 

Americans is often a topic that receives less attention than it should in the Social Studies 

classroom.  An instructor may introduce the topic with an article about the restoration of Mt. 

McKinley to the name Mt. Denali in Alaska8 or a conversation about team mascots that

appropriate Native American cultures or perpetuate stereotypes of those populations; relating 

them to characteristics of nationalism.   

7 http://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000080252.pdf 
8 http://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/31/us/mount-mckinley-will-be-renamed-denali.html?_r=0 
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An appropriate Geographic Inquiry such as “what would the map of North America look 

like if it only had First People’s place names9?” could be used to introduce the East Sea naming 

controversy. 

9 http://www.npr.org/assets/news/2014/06/Tribal_Nations_Map_NA.pdf 
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The story of the Korean Peninsula is one that yields important narratives of the major 

themes of Geography and World History in each human era.  In addition to the United States’ 

friendship to the Korean people our networked economies make all of those lessons increasingly 

relevant for American High School students.  Teachers of all disciplines will benefit their 

students by planning lessons in the study of Korean Culture, Geography, Politics, and 

Economics.   
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