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South Korean early childhood educators’ perceptions of North 
Korean defectors and unification education  

Jiah Seo1 

Abstract: This study investigates South Korean early childhood educators’  
perceptions of North Korean defectors, their national identity, reunification, and 
unification education (UE) to provide some suggestions for an effective integrated 
education between the children of the two Koreas and related teacher education. 
Fourteen educators participated in this research in which qualitative semi-structured 
interviews were employed. Key findings included that most educators regarded 
North Koreans as the ‘Same Korean race’, with the exception of young educators in 
their 20s, whose view was that North Koreans are not a member of the Korean people. 
In addition, the participants felt there were ideological, cultural, language, and 
economic differences between them and North Korean defectors and their children. 
Some participants argued that UE for young children is not inherently ineffective due 
to a lack of understanding of the concept of unification. Alternately, some educators  
addressed North and South Korean UE through multicultural educational 
approaches. Recommendations are made for the application of UE via multicultural 
education approaches at government level, in the class and teacher training. 
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Introduction 

According to the Ministry of Unification of the Republic of Korea (2021), the total number of North 
Korean defectors who have entered South Korea since 1963 has continues to grow, reaching approximately 
10,000 in 2007, 20,000 in 2010, and over 33,000 in 2020. More than a thousand defectors have been entering 
South Korea each year since the late 1990s (Ha & Jang, 2015; Walker, 2018). Consequently, the number of 
children in the 0–9 age group has also increased, with the total number of North Korean children reaching 
1,209 since 2000 (Ministry of Unification, 2021). This phenomenon has created new challenges for South 
Korean educators (Park, 2016), and significant concerns about education have emerged regarding the 
potential unification of North and South Korea (Choi, 2022). The emphasis on the homogeneity of the 
Korean people, characterized by shared language, tradition, and values, has led to the belief in a “one-
ethnicity-one-nation” concept, supporting reunification between the two Koreas since the Korean War 
(Chun, 2022). Consequently, the South Korean government has sought to maintain and promote a common 
Korean identity through education (Cho, 2021; Grzelczyk, 2014; Leem, 2021). This has been a primary role 
of the Ministry of Unification since its establishment in 1969 as the government body responsible for inter-
Korean relations and reunification (Ministry of Unification, 2021). Given the specific circumstances on the 
Korean peninsula, North Koreans are regarded as citizens upon arriving in South Korea (Kim, 2016). 
However, many North Koreans who enter South Korea often lead lives like those of typical foreign 
migrants (Choi & Cho, 2010) due to significant ideological gaps, polarized economic and political systems 
(Chung, 2011), differing values, and distinct life experiences (Hyun, 2007). This situation arises from 
seventy years of differing political regimes and social institutions on each side of the Korean peninsula 
(Chun, 2022). For these reasons, North Korean families are categorized as multicultural families, alongside 
families of foreign migrant workers and those resulting from international marriage (Kim, 2006). According 
to Eriksen (2002), an ethnic group is defined as a community of people who share a common language, 
religion, customs, values, and historical memories, all of which form the core of culture. North Korean 
defectors, while sharing a similar appearance with South Koreans, exhibit distinct cultural traits, leading 
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to their classification as ethnically the same yet culturally different (Chun, 2022). Consequently, North 
Korean defectors are often overlooked by South Koreans, who perceive them as coming from different 
backgrounds such as region, social class, education level, and gender (Chun, 2020). Interactions between 
North Korean defectors and South Koreans frequently result in negative perception from South Koreans 
towards defectors (Kim, 2016). Regarding teachers’ perceptions, Watson et al., (2011) conducted a survey 
with 82 pre-service teachers and examined their national identity. The result indicated that about 70 percent 
disagreed or strongly disagreed with the notion of Korea’s national identity as a single-blooded ethnic 
nation with North Koreans. Similarly, Lee and Kim (2022) conducted a study examining pre-service early 
childhood teachers' awareness of unification through a survey of 226 participants. The findings revealed 
that these teachers had limited awareness of unification, with the highest recognition of 'problems after 
reunification'- such as feelings of alienation due to cultural differences, social and economic conflicts, and 
issues related to discrimination - among the subcategories of unification perceptions. Furthermore, it was 
shown that early childhood in-service teachers from younger generations are generally opposed to 
unification, view North Korea as a hostile country, and lack awareness regarding the necessity of 
unification education (UE) in early childhood (Lee et al., 2015).   

Derman-Sparks and Ramsey (2005) emphasize the crucial role teachers play in the lives of young 
children. While teachers’ beliefs significantly influence how they perceive, judge, and act in the classroom 
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2002), there is limited preservice and in-service teacher education related to 
North Korean defectors and their children in South Korea (Kim et al., 2015).  

Although there is a significant body of research on the perceptions of early childhood in-service and 
pre-service teachers regarding reunification and UE, as well as the importance of implementing related 
educational programs (Choi, 2017; Kim, 2016; Lee, 2017; Lee, 2015; Yang, 2020; Yoon, 2005), few studies 
have addressed the need for support, including teacher education, that focuses on the embracing the 
differences between the two Koreas (Lee, 2013a). 

Some Korean scholars have emphasized the need for education that embraces the differences in 
values and cultures of North Korean defector students, as well as the political and economic differences 
between South and North Korea, before prioritizing the concept of “one-ethnicity-one-nation” (Kang, 2011; 
Lee, 2017). In line with these claims, UE through multicultural educational approaches has gained attention 
in recent years (Lee, 2017). While there are studies on UE through multicultural educational approaches 
for primary and secondary school students (Jeong, 2011; Kim, 2011; Kim, 2010b; Lee, 2017; Park, 2009), there 
is a lack of research on the necessity of UE in early childhood education using these approaches. Therefore, 
this qualitative study aims to examine the perspectives of South Korean early childhood educators 
regarding North Korean defectors and their national identity, as well as their views on reunification and 
UE, to provide suggestions for effective integrated education for the children of both Koreas and related 
teacher education. 

Role of Teachers and Directors in Early Childhood Education and Care 

The early years are a critical period for child development, as every child thrives holistically when 
provided with opportunities for creative play (Froebel Trust, 2018); Ball (1994) emphasizes that young 
children develop emotionally, intellectually, morally, socially, physically, and spiritually with each area 
being interconnected. Moreover, children’s experiences during these formative years significantly 
influence their lifelong outcomes (Murray, 2017).  

Learning environments in early childhood settings must support all aspects of children’s 
development in a fluid and child-centered manner, as the context in which children learn and grow 
profoundly affects their overall development (Neaum, 2010). Therefore, Early Childhood Education and 
Care (ECEC) pedagogy should respond to and support children appropriately, guided by an 
understanding of their growth and learning processes, as well as a clear insight into the potential next steps 
in their development (Holland, 2010). 

To fulfill these goals, the role of the teacher is crucial. Teachers utilize communication, problem- 
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solving, pretend play, and play routines to encourage young children to engage with the practical and 
learning functions of language. They plan activities that create a sense of stability, emotional engagement, 
and curiosity (De Haan, 2012). According to Murray (2018), early childhood educators must be 
sophisticated professionals who know when and how to intervene appropriately in young children’s 
learning within early childhood settings. For instance, teachers should provide rich learning environments, 
engage in meaningful dialogue by asking appropriate questions, offer relevant provocations, and co-
construct understanding with young children. In Korea, preschool teachers receive training at colleges, 
junior colleges, the Korea National Open University, and universities (Ministry of Education, 2019). These 
teachers employ structured, systematic, child-centered teaching methods and play-based curricula that 
align with children’s developmental needs, enhancing their natural learning process through specialized 
knowledge gained from years of professional training (Lee et al., 2009).  

 Meanwhile, the directors of childcare centers hold a level 1 early childhood teacher certification or 
higher and have over three years of field experience (Korea Childcare Promotion Institute, 2019). In terms 
of their role, directors manage all operations within childcare centers, supervising and directing all staff 
(Korea Childcare Promotion Institute, 2019). They also consult with teachers on educational objectives, 
curricula, and activities. Additionally, they encourage teachers to take pride in their work when teaching 
and caring for young children (Lee, 2013b). In this way, directors play a key role in enhancing teachers’ 
motivation and satisfaction in the workplace, which, in turn, significantly contributes to the quality of 
school life. Director support can empower teachers’ teaching experiences and develop their competencies 
(Yuh & Choi, 2017). 

Unification Education in Early Childhood 

South Korea proposed unification education (UE) as part of the national curriculum to restore 
Korean homogeneity and consistently support the possibility of reunification (Han, 2020). UE aims to raise 
awareness of unification issues, strengthen preparation for reunification, foster confidence in liberal 
democratic values, cultivate democratic citizenship, promote the formation of a national community, 
recognize the importance of national security, and understand the reality of North Korea (Ministry of 
Unification, 2013). In line with this national purpose, the South Korean government passed the Unification 
Education Support Act in 1999 to emphasize the significance of reunification on the divided peninsula. 
(Han, 2020). An examination of the early childhood curriculum in South Korea (Ministry of Education, 
2013) reveals that past curricula focused on anti-communist education and security education based on 
confrontation and boundaries against North Korea. The more recent curriculum shifts towards an interest 
in unification. Although unification is not explicitly mentioned, it includes contents related to UE, such as 
promoting “interest in and understanding our country” (where “country” refers to Korea as a whole rather 
than South Korea alone). The activity goals regarding UE in the teachers’ manual were distributed as 
follows: “Peaceful UE” (9.52%), “National community UE” (6.59%), “Democratic citizenship UE” (5.05%), 
and “Multicultural UE” (3.08%) (Choi, 2017). This distribution indicates that limited areas are addressing 
the diverse norms, languages, and cultures related to North Korea and its people. According to a study of 
400 preschool teachers conducted by Lee et al., (2015), 73% of respondents indicated that UE was not 
included in the annual class plan, and 60% stated that North Korea and UE were not addressed as a major 
issue. The study also found that early childhood teachers not only had low awareness and implementation 
of UE but were also unprepared to teach about it effectively. This demonstrates that early childhood 
teachers lack both awareness of the need for UE and the knowledge and skills necessary for its 
implementation (Cho & Lee, 2016). Additionally, Article 8 of the Unification Education Support Act in 
South Korea currently specifies that UE is intended for primary school students and above, and there are 
no specific guidelines on the content of unification education for young children (National Institute for 
Unification Education, 2018). Considering this policy, it is suggested that early childhood unification 
education should focus on forming the foundation of democratic citizenship through experiences that 
foster pride in being Korean, an interest in various cultures, and the development of values and attitudes 
conducive to living harmoniously with North Koreans (Lee, 2022).  
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Unification Education through Multicultural Educational Approaches 

Multicultural education aims to ensure equal opportunities for all students, regardless of their 
ethnicity, gender, social class, sexual orientation, or racial and cultural backgrounds (Banks, 2003). A 
multicultural curriculum design should include concepts such as historical and cultural events that enable 
students to understand the experiences of diverse groups (Banks, 2003; Bennett, 1986). This approach 
fosters empathy (Gay, 2010), encourages acceptance of different perspectives (Tiedt & Tiedt, 2010), 
promotes an understanding that addresses social issues rooted in oppression and inequality (Boyer & 
Babtiste, 1996), and helps develop friendships with marginalized groups (Banks, 2003). Multicultural 
education offers a framework for unification education by addressing cultural differences and promoting 
mutual understanding. It also demonstrates that the key elements of multicultural education, highlighted 
in recent unification efforts, are shared and can be effectively integrated (Lee, 2017). 

Unification can be seen as a complex process that encompasses many aspects, as it involves not only 
politics, economics, and social systems but also the integration of consciousness and values between the 
two Koreas (Kim, 2010a). In this respect, the concept of unification includes both systemic and cultural 
dimensions. As the heterogeneity of the two Koreas intensifies, a new approach to UE must be introduced 
to resolve conflicts through understanding and acceptance of diverse views, cultures, ultimately fostering 
mutual respect between the two Korean student groups (Kim, 2010b). In other words, education that 
recognizes "differences" and promotes respect for “diversity” through a multicultural educational 
approach is essential for the new UE paradigm (Kim, 2010b). Based on this premise, several scholars have 
proposed content for UE through multicultural educational approaches. Oh (2008) identified five key 
factors: learning about the commonalities and differences between South and North Korea; understanding 
the concept of difference and discrimination; addressing prejudice and stereotypes against North Korean 
defectors; recognizing and respecting cultural diversity; and cultivating an open attitude toward other 
cultures. Additionally, embracing cultural diversity, understanding the North Korean language, and 
exploring the similarities and differences between the languages of the two Koreas are also recommended 
(Kim, 2010a). According to Kang (2011), a correct understanding of North Korea, the formation of open 
nationalism, and respect for cultural diversity are highlighted as critical components of the school 
curriculum. Overall, the common elements of UE through multicultural educational approaches include 
recognition and respect for cultural diversity, an understanding of the cultures of North and South Korea, 
and an exploration of their commonalities and differences. 

Purpose of the Study 

This qualitative study aims to explore South Korean educators’ perspectives on North Korean 
defectors and their national identity, as well as their views on reunification and UE. This study seeks to 
provide suggestions for effective integrated education for the children of the two Koreas through the lens 
of multicultural educational approaches and emphasizes the necessity of teacher education related to this 
topic.  

The following research questions were addressed: 

Q1. What do early childhood educators who have experienced teaching children of North Korean 
defectors think about North Korean defectors and their national identity?  

Q2. Regarding reunification, how do they think they can best educate children about it, and what 
are effective educational strategies for unification education? 

Method 

A qualitative research design was used to explore South Korean educators’ perceptions of North 
Korean defectors, their national identity, reunification, and UE to provide suggestions for effective 
educational strategies for UE and related teacher training. In qualitative research, a semi-structured 
approach to interviewing is much more common than the more strictly structured forms because the more 
open nature of the data generation and analysis fits well with the overall aims of qualitative inquiry (Gibson 
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& Brown, 2009). Therefore, the data was gathered through semi-structured in-depth interviews and 
conducting thematic analysis outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) were also used in this study. 

Participants and Procedures 

In qualitative research, sampling is a very significant part and decisions about it are often taken on 
a concrete, substantial level rather than on a formal and abstract level (Flick, 2009). Purposive sampling is 
more commonly used as qualitative strategy in research (Newby, 2014), and this is in contrast with random 
sampling in quantitative studies (Rossman & Rallis, 2017). This research employed purposive sampling by 
choosing the members of a sample with a purpose to signify a type that related to a key criterion (Ritchie 
et al., 2014). The key criterion in selecting the site and sample of this study was gaining access to investigate 
early childhood teachers’ and directors’ perception of North Korean defectors, their national identity, 
reunification, and UE. Considering this, as one of sampling strategies in qualitative research, I first tried to 
use random purposive sampling which adds reliability to the sample when the purposeful sample is large 
(Punch, 2009). With the assistance of acquaintances, I contacted preschools in areas where most North 
Korean defectors reside. Additionally, I circulated an email containing information about the research to 
potential participants in these regions. However, during the time of recruiting participants, I discovered 
that there were few schools in my sample area that North Korean children attended so that I had to abandon 
this strategy for my study. Therefore, I thoroughly searched and selected areas in South Korea with a high 
density of North Korean residents, I then contacted teachers and directors who are working at pre-schools 
in these areas, through the federation of pre-schools, and asked for their permission to conduct this 
research. 

During the time of recruiting participants, it was very difficult to collect larger numbers of educators 
due to their unwillingness to take part. For example, some educators did not want to reveal that their 
schools had North Korean children in attendance as they knew that many South Koreans were prejudiced 
against these people. In order to collect a bigger sample size, I also employed snowball sampling after 
interviewing, asking these participants to suggest friends, colleagues, or family members (Tracy, 2013) who 
were in different schools. This strategy is helpful for sampling a population where access is difficult, maybe 
because the topic for research is sensitive or where contact is difficult (Heckathorn, 2002). Through this 
process, seven pre-schools, which have children of North Korean defectors were recruited. Participants in 
this current study included seven directors and seven teachers and these are all women. The overview of 
participating educators is provided in Table 1. 

Table 1 
Overview of Fourteen Participants 

  Gender 
& Age 

Educational Background 

Early 
Childhood 
teaching 

experience (At 
present 

school/In total) 

Numbers of 
children 
from NK 
defectors 

taught 

School A 
Director1 F/60s Nursery teacher training school 20/26 2 

Teacher1 F/30s Bachelor of Social Welfare 5/11 1 

School B 
Director2 F/60s Bachelor of Social Welfare 5/11 5 

Teacher2 F/40s Bachelor of Early Childhood Education 5/11 3 

School C 
Director3 F/50s Bachelor of Early Childhood Education 7/21 2 

Teacher3 F/30s Bachelor of Early Childhood Education 4/4 2 

School D 
Director4 F/50s Master of Early Childhood Education 7/21 3 

Teacher4 F/40s Bachelor of Family and Child 6/14 1 

School E 
Director5 F/50s Bachelor of Early Childhood Education 7/21 2 

Teacher5 F/20s Bachelor of Early Childhood Education 4/4 1 

School F 
Director6 F/50s Master of Early Childhood Education 13/25 2 

Teacher6 F/20s Bachelor of Child and Welfare 1/2 1 

School G Director7 F/50s Doctoral degree of Early Childhood Education 6/27 5 
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Teacher7 F/20s Bachelor of Child and Welfare 7/7 2 

Data Collection 

I initially intended to do observation, focus groups, and semi-structured interviews for my data 
collection methods. I asked participants with great anticipation whether I could observe their classes that 
can provide the opportunity to collect ‘live’ data from naturally occurring social contexts (Cohen et al., 
2011). However, I was not given permission to do this by school directors because they said that North 
Korean mothers do not like their children to be observed by someone. Again, I asked my participants if I 
could conduct focus groups by asking questions that focus closely on their experiences with children of 
North Korean defectors and their parents to encourage discussion and the expression of varying opinions 
and viewpoints (Rossman & Rallis, 2017), but participants rejected my offer due to time available. Interview 
questions were designed from the literature on “Young Koreans’ perceptions of North Korean defectors 
and their national identity” (Campbell, 2015) and “Early childhood educators’ perceptions regarding 
reunification and UE” (An & Kim, 2018; Lee, 2017; Yang, 2020).  

A semi-structured interview was used in this research as the primary instrument because it provides 
both a structured format and the flexibility needed for participants to discuss certain issues (White, 2008). 
Semi-structured interviews are typically employed in contexts where the interviewer establishes a general 
framework by deciding in advance which topics to cover and what main questions to ask (Drever, 1995). 
This approach led to the creation of interview questions such as: “What do you think about North Korean 
defectors living in South Korea?” “What are your thoughts on their national identity?” and “What 
differences do you observe between yourself and North Korean defectors?”. Second, it offers some 
flexibility for interviewers. In this type of approach, the questions might be improvised in the research 
setting when new questions in relation to the interviews come into the researcher’s mind (Gibson, 2010). 
For example, when talking about the questions of experience with a North Korean mother, during the 
interview the participant revealed a fact which was unknown before the interview that a North Korean 
woman who has two children used to work at the school as a cook. When this came to light impromptu 
questions were asked such as: “Could you share your experiences with the woman as a fellow worker?” 

In addition, the interview questions were thoroughly checked by a professor who works at the 
College of Education before interviews. For example, before conducting the interviews, the interview 
questions were checked several times to see whether they have prejudice or not. The interview scripts were 
also examined after the interview to prevent researcher’s bias.  

Ethical Considerations 

This research received ethics approval through the School of Social Sciences, Education and Social 
Work Ethics Committee at Queen’s University Belfast. Before commencing the study, face-to-face meetings 
with the directors of the schools were held to introduce the researcher and highlight the researcher’s role. 
The purpose of the study was also explained, a brief account of the interview questions was given, and the 
voluntary nature of participation outlined. The directors were also asked about teachers whom the 
researcher could approach. A two or three-days gap was designated between the initial visits and the 
commencement of the research to offer appropriate time for directors to think about participation and to 
contact the researcher. With the directors’ permission, access to schools and staff was granted. The consent 
forms were designed into two types; one was for directors and the other was for teachers. For directors, 
they were asked for consent to access the school and the teachers in their school who would be interviewed 
and to use the school premises. Directors were asked to identify at least two teachers whom the researcher 
could approach to ensure that directors were not aware of who has/has not participated to mitigate power 
disparities and ensure confidentiality. Therefore, teachers did not need to feel under pressure to participate 
in the research. The researcher also asked the teachers for consent for their own participation by helping 
them to understand that they are doing so voluntarily. Once the teachers gave verbal permission, a consent 
form was given to them, and the researcher again stressed that there was no obligation to participate in this 
research as the researcher was aware of the disparities of status and power between directors and teachers. 
All participants who wished to take part then signed the consent form to be interviewed. 
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A comparatively quiet location was chosen for the interviews, as privacy for the interview settings 
was important. Each interview lasted one hour, and all interviews were recorded with the permission of 
the participants. Interviews for data collection from the participants were conducted over eight weeks in 
June to July 2017. The periods of time between site visits allowed for transcription of interviews, field notes 
and reflective journals, and preliminary analysis. At the end of the research, data collected from the 
interviews was analysed. 

Data Analysis 

The six phases of conducting thematic analysis outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) were used in 
this study: data familiarisation; generating initial codes; constructing themes; reviewing themes; defining 
and naming themes; producing the report. Through this process, two significant themes and five 
subthemes emerged from the analysis. An overview of the final list of themes is provided in Table 2. 

Table 2  
Final List of Themes 

Themes Subthemes 

1. Educators’ perceptions of North Korean defectors and their 
national identity 

1-1 Educators’ perspectives of North Korean defectors living 
in South Korea  
1-2 Educators’ perspectives of defectors’ national identity 
1-3 Educators’ perceptions of differences with North Korean 
children and their parents 

2. Educators’ perceptions regarding reunification and Unification 
Education 

2-1 Educators’ perceptions of reunification and UE 
2-2 Educators’ thoughts of the effective strategies for UE 

Results 

The results reflect participants’ perceptions of North Korean defectors, their national identity, 
reunification, and unification education (UE), and provide suggestions for more effective educational 
strategies for UE and related teacher training. Concerning the research questions and analyzing the data, 
two significant themes included: Educators’ perceptions of North Korean defectors and their national identity and 
educators’ perceptions regarding reunification and UE. Additionally, five subthemes emerged from the data: 1) 
Educators’ perspectives of North Korean defectors living in South Korea, 2) Educators’ perspectives of 
defectors’ national identity, 3) Educators’ perceptions of differences with North Korean children and their 
parents, 4) Educators’ perceptions of reunification and UE, 5) Educators’ thoughts of the effective strategies 
for UE. 

Educators’ Perceptions of North Korean Defectors and Their National Identity 

Educators’ Perspectives of North Korean Defectors Living in South Korea 

Some educators acknowledged and mentioned that North Koreans who come over to South Korea 
to live have difficulty settling down in the society. Viewing this, the educators showed an empathetic view 
of North Korean families as people who have trouble adjusting to South Korean society. For example, 
Director One experienced a female North Korean who has a child attending her school stated  

It was very challenging for her to live in a capitalistic society. She seemed to find it very difficult to follow this way 
of life because she came from a communist country.  

She also expressed empathy that these family groups required financial support as they are living in 
poverty.  

I think the South Korean government should help them to settle down well in this society in spite of the financial 
burden.  

The data indicate that teachers are aware that North Korean defectors in South Korea may have a 
hard time due to financial difficulties. 
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Educators also shared what they experienced with North Korean defectors, which caused them to 
have negative or positive perspectives. In the interviews, Director One reported that her experiences with 
North Korean defectors had been negative, but she reflected on how she had turned these negative 
experiences into a positive mind-set that enabled her to demonstrate increased understanding and 
knowledge about North Korean defectors.  

I met the first one who was aged 30 at the church and she seemed as if she was not adjusted to society. It seemed that 
she came over to the South with the fantasy that many South Koreans would back her one hundred percent and she 
would live comfortably. Having experienced these things, I had a bad image about North Korean defectors at that 
time. The second one whom I met was Jumin’s mother. To tell you the truth, I had a prejudice towards her, thinking 
she would be the same kind of person whom I met at first, but she was a very gentle and hard-working person. 
Therefore, I realized not all North Korean defectors are the same. 

The data suggest that the director was prejudiced towards the first woman whom she met but her 
experience with Jumin’s mother influenced her as an exception. The director acknowledged her initial 
stereotypical beliefs towards a female North Korean, but continued interactions with another female North 
Korean appeared to have influenced her biased beliefs and she was able to begin to change her beliefs and 
increased her understanding. 

In contrast, Director Two's positive view changed to a negative one. For instance:  

At first, I was positive as I believe we are one nation, but I have discovered negative things from North Korean 
defectors. For example, they take it for granted that they should be well treated by South Koreans, for they have come 
here through a rough escape route journey.  

These negative experiences also appeared to show some stereotypical beliefs surrounding North 
Korean defectors. For example: 

As they already experienced human trafficking through the rough escape journey, they tend to easily change their 
partners”. (Director Two)  

This is in line with previous research that when female North Koreans cross the border, they survive 
by relying on quasi-marital relationships as they have experienced a traumatic process of family dissolution 
and reorganization during the long journey from North Korea to South Korea (Lee et al., 2009). 
Consequently, the director’s statements show that her beliefs based on her experience with female North 
Koreans may limit her ability to engage in respectful interactions. Similarly, another teacher stated:  

To be honest, I do not have a positive image of her because I felt she shut her heart towards South Korea. (Teacher 
One)  

Also:  

As I experienced, North Korean defectors usually take an unfriendly attitude, and they do not trust people at first. 
(Director Five)  

These findings indicate that educators viewed North Korean defectors with a negative image due to 
their distrust and wariness, and this circumstance has become the cause of their prejudice against them. 

Educators’ Perspectives of Defectors’ National Identity 

Despite the prejudice against North Korean defectors, it was also common to regard them as the 
“same Korean race”. Some educators shared details about their perspectives on North Korean defectors. 
For example,  

I am positive toward them, and we need to live in harmony with the people who come over to the South as we are 
the same Korean race. (Teacher Five)  

Also, Director Seven viewed them as those who could make a peaceful environment in the Korean 
Peninsula in the future:  

Personally, I am happy having North Korean defectors for it will create a good environment to prepare for 
reunification.  

The data illustrate that some educators had strong convictions about “the Korean race” as they grew 
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up with that belief. It is acknowledged that such beliefs show ethnic nationalism, the concept of the single 
bloodline and the homogeneous nation to be core and predominant issue to the understanding of Korean 
identity. 

In contrast to other interviewees, three educators regarded North Korean defectors as “other”. For 
example, Director Three stated that  

I think people from the North are different for we have been living separately for ages and I consider North Korea as 
another country.  

The other two teachers who are aged in their 20’s also stated that:  

I have grown up learning that the North and the South are one nation, but it just did not appeal to me. Though my 
parents’ generations firmly believed in the Korean race, I feel we are different due to ideology, social norms, and 
cultures. (Teacher Six)  

and  

I considered North Korea as a different country in that we have a different accent and way of speaking. (Teacher 
Seven)  

These outcomes confirm that young South Koreans usually define themselves as the southern part 
of the peninsula only. 

Educators’ perceptions of differences with NK children and their parents  

When asked about the main differences, most participants appeared not to have any thoughts or 
images regarding NK children, but rather regarded them as the same as all the children in the school for 
they have common features. For example, Director Two stated:  

I considered these children the same as South Korean children due to the same appearance and language.  

However, some educators acknowledged children’s language difficulties in their schools. Director 
Two recalled Sujin who had a North Korean mother:  

She had a communication difficulty as she was born and brought up in China until the age of six. At the age of 
entering primary school, she was not accepted because she could not speak Korean. In turn, she enrolled and attended 
this school. 

The following data also gave insight into Haein and Jinju who are siblings and were born to a 
Chinese man and a North Korean woman. Looking at their family background, the father only speaks 
Chinese, and the mother can speak both Chinese and Korean. Haein came to South Korea from China at 
the age of five. Because he graduated from the school the previous year and his teacher also left the school, 
Director Four did not recall much of his story but stated:  

Haein could not attend primary school due to the language problem. Therefore, he had to attend this preschool at the 
age of entering primary school. For example, he could not speak even a Korean word and used body language in 
communication. Consequently, he could not catch up with the class. Therefore, Haein had to observe the situation 
and tried to imitate other kids’ actions. For instance, when the class teacher said, “We are going out to play, could you 
line up in front of the door over there?” He tried to observe other children and followed, doing the same things his friends  
did. 

These comments indicate that the directors identified that the children born in China have language 
difficulties in their schools. The data show that there is a need to be aware of those children to provide an 
equal opportunity in education as they have trouble adapting to school. 

In terms of North Korean parents, several participants identified some differences with them. 
Especially, the differences of educational system between the two Koreans were emphasized. Director One 
reported the differences and stated:  

At first, both Jumin’s mum and Dongju’s mum did not understand the programmes and the activities which were 
run in school.  

Additionally, teacher One stated that: 

Though Dongju was too young to write letters, she asked me to teach him how to write in school. I explained the 
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appropriate age for children to begin writing and introduced her to the best method for helping early childhood 
children learn letters: reading storybooks. After that, she understood what I meant. 

Teacher Two also reflected on their experiences with North Korean mothers.  

She seemed unable to understand South Korean teaching methods with their emphasis on individual levels and 
respect for autonomy. I assume they might have been used to the standardized education system in North Korea. 

The data show that educators’ experiences with North Korean mothers have increased their 
understanding of the different education systems in the two Koreas. These remarks indicate that the 
contrasts between the two educational systems are quite apparent as the educators identified that North 
Korean mothers considered the most important method in education to be rote learning. It resulted from 
the standardized education system of the North and could cause difficulties when teaching these children 
in their South Korean classes. Director Four, who has faced challenges with a North Korean mother due to 
her non-participation in school events or activities, stated:  

It seems as if she does not know the importance of partnership between home and school. For example, she never 
participated in a school event or a sports day. 

The director expressed frustration with the mother’s lack of involvement in school activities. The 
following two educators also showed acquired knowledge through experience with female North Koreans 
by illustrating the mothers’ lack of knowledge regarding instant food and the difference in attitudes to 
cleanliness. Teacher One stated:  

When she packed lunch for Dongju on the day of a picnic, she sometimes sent instant food which should be heated 
but without heating it. It seemed she had no knowledge about microwave instant food. 

Also: 

She does not bathe her children or take them to the hairdresser for haircuts. She reminded me of parents in South 
Korea in the 1970s and 80s, as many people at that time did not prioritize their children’s cleanliness due to the 
challenges of earning a living (Director Four).  

The educators mentioned the different style of living of North Korean families. Especially, Director 
Four seemed to consider not washing children well and keeping their hair neat as a backward or 
unsophisticated life. This cultural chauvinism may have been influenced by the Southern media which has 
incited negative perceptions of North Korean defectors as new residents who must be modernized to keep 
up with the living standards and norms of South Korea. 

Educators’ Perceptions Regarding Reunification and Unification Education  

Educators’ Perceptions of Reunification and UE 

When the educators were asked about their perceptions of reunification and UE, most felt UE was 
important as preparation for a future unified Korea. According to eight participants, they expressed their 
positive views on UE based on the beliefs of “same Korean race”. For example, Director One stated that:  

As we are one nation, UE is necessary. Early childhood is a critical period, which can be described like a sponge 
because children usually accept well what they learn. Therefore, it is very important to teach these children that we 
were one country, and we can also live together again someday. For this, children can be educated as to how we can 
be ready to be united.  

Also:  

I feel the need for UE because the reunification of Korean peninsula will happen someday. (Director Seven)  

These statements of Director One and Seven who are in 50-60s are the oldest of the participants 
demonstrated that the older generation is eager for the North and South to be united and this could affect 
their educational beliefs that UE is necessary.  

Teacher Three also discussed her view regarding reunification and UE through interaction with a 
North Korean mother. The data below reported this: 

I think that there is a need for UE because the last task that Korea must achieve is reunification. I have heard from 
Min’s mum that North Korea is still a closed country, and it is illegal to watch other media besides North Korean 
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broadcasting, but I heard that young North Koreans secretly encounter South Korean dramas and K-pop through 
China because South Korean culture is receiving the attention from the world. Due to these phenomena, I think 
reunification will come true soon and a related education is necessary. 

However, the teacher showed the error of hasty generalization, which viewed reunification as a 
necessity due to the reason of North Koreans’ strong interest in South Korean culture. This perspective 
seems to put no requirement on many South Koreans to adapt to the cultures of people from different 
backgrounds. 

Meanwhile, six participants expressed their negative views on reunification between the two Koreas. 
Some seemed to feel that there would be an economic burden. For example, Teacher Six stated that:  

For me, I am very negative about reunification for South Korea would lose many things when two Koreas are united. 

Also:  

I feel burdensome regarding reunification because South Koreans must help them with the taxes that we pay, and it 
might be putting a burden on the next generation. (Director Four)  

These views display greater sensitivity to the costs rather than the benefits of reunification. Director 
Six expressed her view that huge differences between the two Koreas lead to the impossibility of 
reunification:  

This school has never taught about reunification because I, myself, believe that the North and the South would not 
be united in the future because there have been a lot of gaps between the two Koreas such as culture, norms, views, 
and economics.  

The example above indicates that she was concerned about conflict and confusion caused by social 
and cultural differences. The director seemed to have a strong belief that those who have different cultures, 
norms, and views cannot be associated with South Koreans. This demonstrates that the director's strong 
belief, in which she regarded North Korea and its people as different, hinders her in implementing UE in 
the school. 

The following data also reflect educators’ perspectives that UE for young children is not necessary, 
citing young children’s “incomprehension of the concept of reunification”. For instance, Teacher One stated 
that: 

I think children in early childhood would not understand what reunification means for them.  

Director Three also expressed this:  

Such education is not necessary because I think early childhood children do not understand the situation and relation 
between the North and the South. I believe that some children would not appreciate that the Korea peninsula is 
divided.  

Director Six also commented:  

UE is unnecessary at this age because they would not fully understand what reunification means. I am concerned that 
children at this age would have a bad image toward the North and the people by regarding them as “commies” if 
they learn about UE. 

The data demonstrate educators’ perceptions of young children’s lack of comprehension regarding 
reunification between the two Koreas. Especially, Director Six’s misperceptions regarding reunification 
between the two Koreas by using the negative term “commies” was possibly influenced by anti-communist 
education (North Korea and its people are enemies, not one nation or people) that she learnt when she was 
young. 

Educators’ Thoughts of the Effective Strategies for UE 

Despite the controversy over the need for UE programmes in early childhood, some participants 
described the child-centred teaching methods of engaging in dialogue with children appropriately about 
inter-Korean relations. A School has been teaching UE since the children from North Korean defectors 
attended. The director stated that:  
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I think the North and the South can be united someday, and I have done this programme because I feel the necessity 
of it. When children at the age of five had lessons about their home country, they also learnt about inter-Korean 
relations. During the class, a song about “we are one nation” was introduced by explaining the meaning of the words. 
It was found that some kids sobbed while singing the song. 

This indicates the director's strong belief that she regarded the two Koreas as one nation. This 
enabled her to implement UE in her school although the UE curriculum of South Korea has not been 
applied in the early years. 

The following data show that some participants became aware of prejudice toward North Korean 
defectors by reviewing what they had said. They also highlighted the necessity of developing their 
understanding of North Korean defectors to increase their respect for them and to decrease their bias or 
prejudices and negative view of differences. For example, Teacher Two stated that:  

Integrated education will be possible if educators are prepared first and learn about North Korea's culture and education 
system so that we can abandon prejudice against North Korea and North Korean defectors.  

Director Four also commented that:  

I think educators should have an unbiased attitude toward them because children learn from their attitudes. This is 
the first step to implement integrated education between the two Koreas.  

Teacher Four suggested improving teacher education to complete an effective UE:  

Teachers should first develop an attitude of understanding and respecting each other’s views through teacher 
education. This is definitely necessary, I think.  

These outcomes indicate the necessity of a teacher education programme that resists bias by 
reflecting on teachers’ possible prejudice when teaching these children and that promotes ways of 
interacting with parents, because prejudice and bias are prevalent in South Korean society. Some 
participants acknowledged differences between the two Koreas which confirms the necessity of education 
related to embracing diversity. The data below show the importance of the teacher’s role in the class as 
some addressed UE through multicultural approaches. For instance, Director Three stated that:  

UE should provide children with a way to accept and understand the differences first. For example, when we 
introduce a North Korean child in the class, I would introduce him “Soo is from the Northern part of Korea, which is 
different from us”. In the view of multicultural educational approach, children could learn about the North and get 
along with them and, I believe children could embrace the cultural differences. Through this, they could learn to live 
together with people from different backgrounds. 

In the data, the director adopted a multicultural educational approach to acknowledge the cultural 
diversity between the two Koreas and to foster understanding of each other's differences. This indicates 
that unification should extend beyond mere geographic and institutional consolidation to embrace cultural 
integration, which is essential for multicultural education that acknowledges and respects cultural 
diversity. 

Teacher Three also agreed saying:  

I think we should proceed with a multicultural educational approach. In order to live as a citizen of unified Korea, I 
think it would be better to conduct education from an early age to coexist and learn about each other.  

Director One commented that:  

I think South Korean children should be educated first to embrace the differences of North Korean kids. Therefore, 
early childhood is the right time to become ready to embrace people from different backgrounds. 

The educators emphasized the importance of a multicultural education approach in early childhood 
to help children from diverse cultural backgrounds be understood and embraced by their peers in the host 
country. This understanding fosters positive cultural identities in interdependent relationships. 

Discussion 

This study explores participants’ perceptions of North Korean defectors, their national identity, 
reunification, and unification education (UE) to suggest more effective educational strategies for UE and 
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related teacher education.  

Educators’ Perceptions of North Korean defectors and Their National Identity  

Some participants expressed empathetic views regarding North Korean mothers, recognizing them 
as individuals from a different country. As one director stated, “She came from a communist country.” 
This finding highlights the need to examine teachers’ perceptions of inter-Korean relations before 
implementing unification education in the class. Additionally, while most educators regarded North 
Koreans as part of the ‘Same Korean race,’ younger educators in their 20s emphasized differences, viewing 
North Koreans primarily as people from the North. Some even exhibited prejudices toward North Korean 
defectors. For instance, Director Six, who is in her 50s, regarded North Korea and its people as enemies 
rather than as part of a single nation. The data indicate that educators tend to consider North Korean 
defectors as “other”, underscoring the necessity for teacher education that embraces the cultural differences 
and values of North Koreans. This approach should be prioritized over an emphasis on the idea of “one 
nation” between the two Koreas.     

The data indicate that some educators recognized children’s language difficulties in their schools. 
This finding underscores the need for multicultural approaches in interacting with and teaching Sujin and 
Haein, who were born in China. It aligns with previous research showing that early childhood teachers 
struggle to engage with children from North Korea or China (Kang, 2014). Although all North Korean 
children have been fully funded by the government since the educational policy changed in 2012 with the 
introduction of the “Nuri Curriculum”, this funding does not extend to private education or extracurricular 
activities (Lee et al., 2015). Furthermore, the literature on local adaptation centers, commonly known as 
North Korean Refugees Foundation [i.e., 하나센터], reveals that while these centres provide language 
programmes for children from North Korea or China (third countries), early childhood children are often 
overlooked in these initiatives (Lee et al., 2012). Therefore, the government needs to consider providing 
appropriate support for children of North Korean defectors to ensure equal educational opportunities, as 
these children struggle to adapt to school. 

The study also shows that educators faced difficulties because North Korean mothers did not 
understand the South Korean preschool curriculum and teaching methods, particularly regarding the 
emphasis on individual development and respect for autonomy. The data indicate that teachers struggled 
to communicate and discuss children’s learning due to parents’ lack of familiarity with the South Korean 
education system. This suggests that North Korean families may feel discouraged when trying to engage 
in their early education, but they have limited opportunities to access information on these topics (Lee et 
al., 2012). These findings align with previous research, which emphasizes that the government should 
provide North Korean families with effective parent education, including information on the different 
education cultures of South Korean society, to enhance their understanding of the educational ethos and 
philosophy (Lee et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, some educators expressed difficulty due to parents’ lack of involvement in school 
activities. This finding highlights the director’s recognition of North Korean families’ non-participation, 
underscoring the importance of home-school partnerships. The data indicate that the director seemed 
unaware of the reasons behind the mother’s lack of involvement. This trend aligns with existing literature, 
which suggests that there is no home-school partnership in North Korea, as teachers are seen as solely 
responsible for educating children (Jo & Kwon, 2013). Therefore, teachers need to enhance their 
understanding of parental involvement, considering factors such as limited financial resources, past 
experiences with schooling, and linguistic and cultural differences (Jones, 2010).  

Two educators also perceived female North Koreans’ lack of knowledge about using microwaves, 
along with their inability to properly wash their children and keep their hair neat, as indicators of a 
backward or unsophisticated lifestyle. These instances of ignorance and prejudice highlight the need for 
teacher education focused on effective interactions with parents, emphasizing attitudes such as openness 
to other cultures and respect for diverse values.    
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Educators’ Perceptions Regarding Reunification and Unification Education  

Early childhood teachers' perception of unification is considered crucial for shaping young children's 
awareness and attitudes toward unification, as well as for the practice of early childhood UE (Lee & Kim, 
2022). The data reveal that some participating directors in the older age group appeared to welcome 
reunification under the concept of one nation between the two Koreas and preferred UE in their schools. 
This aligns with findings from previous studies (Campbell, 2015; Yim, 2014). However, the results showed 
that six participants had negative perceptions of reunification, and one participant had not taught UE 
programmes in her school. These findings are supported by previous research indicating that the South 
Korean government perceives North Korea and its people not only as part of one nation but also as an 
enemy, which has shaped the attitudes of South Koreans (Yim, 2014). The data suggest that the influence 
of mass media on the political decision-making process regarding inter-Korean relations continues to 
subtly impact South Korean citizens. Both conservative and progressive Korean newspapers exacerbate the 
ideological and political conflicts affecting relations between the two Koreas (Akulova, 2015). Additionally, 
decades of political division have led many young South Koreans to view North Koreans not as fellow 
Koreans, but as a distinct out-group, similar to immigrants, with whom they do not share language, culture, 
or ancestry (Ha & Jang, 2016) as demonstrated by this research. These teachers’ perceptions and attitudes 
may be also influenced by the National Institute for Unification Education (2018), which has determined 
that UE does not extend to early childhood. Consequently, this policy has contributed to ECEC 
practitioners’ lack of awareness, knowledge, and positive attitudes toward North Korean defectors and 
their children. Therefore, the South Korean government should consider effective alternative curricula and 
related teacher training to build accurate awareness, knowledge, and unbiased attitudes toward North 
Korean parents through "true knowing" about North Korean defectors before teaching their children about 
North Korea and its people.  

For these, teacher education should be conducted in a multicultural manner to enhance its 
effectiveness. Pre-service teacher education should be implemented in universities to increase their 
awareness and knowledge about the lives of North Koreans and the importance of reunification. It would 
also be effective to plan the curriculum by using cultural content such as films or literature. Such contents 
could be dealing with North Korean culture, perspectives, or human rights in North Korea. Various and 
high-quality strategies through cultural contents should be applied in the curriculum on a regular basis. 
For example, the 2023 film Beyond Utopia, directed by Gavin, depicts the reality of life for North Koreans 
and captures the entire process of their defection from North Korea. Pre-service teachers can gain insights 
into human rights issues in North Korea after watching the film. Over the past decade, non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) and United Nations human rights bodies have brought significant attention to 
egregious human rights violations in North Korea (Cohen, 2013). However, education systems across the 
country are failing to inform students about their rights and how to access them as global citizens (Gibson, 
2023). Therefore, it is important to incorporate classes that focus on learning about and discussing North 
Korea's human rights within the regular curriculum. Through these films, trainee teachers can develop 
awareness and knowledge related to North Korea and its people, as well as the human rights issues they 
face. 

Educators should also cultivate positive attitudes toward diversity through teacher education. As 
the data indicate, some participants show assimilative views toward North Korean defectors, and some 
demonstrated ongoing prejudice against them. Young children in the class could be influenced by teachers 
who hold negative attitudes toward diverse people so that it becomes easy for children to accept 
stereotypes. Therefore, educators should be reflective about whether they are biased or not and need to 
view the North Korean context objectively. They also need to get rid of assimilative views based on a 
perceived cultural superiority of South Korea. For this, trainee teachers should be trained in reflecting on 
their own prejudice against North Koreans and all people groups. It has been emphasized that the first and 
most significant task of a teacher-training programme is to help teachers to review their own beliefs, values, 
ideas, practices, and bias as they bring these into their learning and teaching (Yurtseven & Altun, 2015). 
Thus, trainee teachers should develop positive attitudes toward diverse families through designing pre-
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service teacher education programmes which are embedded in experiential learning. For example, in 
guided exercises with their own class groups, trainee teachers would engage in role-play as North Korean 
defectors, and they would engage with their feelings and think about what they experienced. Other 
activities might be based on real scenarios, such as discussing the case of discrimination by local people. 
Through these activities, trainee teachers could get understanding of why North Korean women cannot 
help but experience human trafficking or why they close their minds, in turn trainee teachers could increase 
their ability to stand in another person’s shoes to understand his or her feelings.  

Other participants also argued that teaching UE to young children was unnecessary due to concerns 
about their comprehension. This perspective highlights teachers' lack of awareness regarding children's 
right to know about the background of division, the harmful effects of division, and the necessity of 
reunification. Young children are rights holders, yet their rights are often overlooked because of 
perceptions of immaturity (Theobald, 2019). It is essential to provide teacher education that enables 
educators to recognize and uphold children's right to know, as early childhood is a critical period of rapid 
development during which the foundations for communication, connection, and identity are established. 
Simultaneously, the government should implement UE curriculum in the early years to allow young 
children to exercise and experience their rights in their daily lives. Regarding this, some educators 
addressed unification education through multicultural educational strategies, recognizing that children 
may perceive ideological, cultural, linguistic, and economic differences between themselves and North 
Korean defectors and their children. Based on these research results, the necessity of a multicultural 
approach within early childhood unification education can be suggested as follows. Firstly, the growing 
number of individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds in South Korean society indicates that unification 
education, which emphasizes the traditional concept of a single nation, needs to evolve. Since the 2000s, 
multiculturalism has rapidly emerged in Korea due to the influx of migrants, including migrant workers 
and women from international marriages, leading to a significant increase in the multicultural population. 
It was also found that among the children of married immigrants, 61.9% were under the age of six (Yang 
et al., 2014), underscoring the necessity for a multicultural education approach in ECEC. 

Secondly, multicultural education is one approach that can address the limitations of unification 
education. Since the Korean War, South and North Korea have been shaped by distinct political, economic, 
cultural influences, and educational systems. These differences may lead to increased conflicts regarding 
unification. Especially, there are considerable differences in aims, teaching methods, and educational 
resources between the North and South Korean children (Han & Lee, 2014). For example, North Korean 
preschool education emphasizes 'rote learning' as this study indicated. A key difference between the 
curricula in North and South Korea is that North Korea prioritizes content over skills development (Jo & 
Kwon, 2013), while South Korea pre-school curriculums place greater emphasis on the balanced growth of 
the individual (Jin et al., 2023). Therefore, unification education should facilitate understanding of each 
other's differences and help resolve conflicts. A multicultural approach to unification education will be 
essential for preparing all members of the Korean Peninsula for social integration. To sum up, UE should 
be able to achieve social integration to embrace the difference of values in South Korean society so that 
recognizing the need for UE through multicultural education approaches should be increased. While there 
are currently studies on UE through a multicultural educational approach these are only for primary and 
secondary school students (Lee, 2017).  

As suggested by some scholars in the literature review, this section will outline the common elements 
of UE through multicultural educational approaches. These elements include recognition and respect for 
cultural diversity, an understanding of the cultures of North and South Korea, and an exploration of their 
commonalities and differences. For young children, one effective approach is to allow both North and 
South Korean children to share their stories. Kidd et al., (2005) emphasize the importance of children 
sharing stories about their home and family lives in class. For example, children could present materials 
related to their typical language, food, and traditional games to foster mutual understanding. These stories 
help South and North Korean children become more culturally aware, leading to a celebration of diversity. 
When these stories are shared with all families in the classroom, they can promote a sense of community 
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(Araujo, 2003), creating a foundation for integration between children from the North and the South.  

Preschool is also responsible for providing opportunities for programmes that allow children to 
experience different languages by exploring the commonalities and differences between the languages of 
the two Koreas. Play is an essential component of early childhood programmes, and all areas of academic 
learning should be integrated into play (Griswold, 2018). For example, children can explore Korean words 
illustrated by pictures and identify similar or different words in their own languages. Following this, they 
can participate in a game in which they form two groups and quickly pick up a card when the teacher asks 
them to find a word that is similar to or different from their own words. Experiencing Chinese language 
and culture is also necessary, as research shows that young children born in China face challenges in school. 
Korean shares many Sin-Korean words with Chinese, etymologically rooted in Chinese characters but 
pronounced in Korean (Wang et al., 2016). Additionally, both Korea and China share Buddhist and 
Confucian heritages (Gupta et al., 2002). Learning through media can significantly impact learners. For 
example, Kung Fu Panda, an exciting digital animation film suitable for all ages, features plots and 
elements, such as chopsticks, that help young children explore the commonalities and differences in 
language and culture between South Korea and China (Wang, 2023). Through these activities, young 
children will not only understand diversity but also enhance their sense of community by discovering 
commonalities with one another.  

Limitations 

There are certain limitations that should be acknowledged. First, this study cannot be generalized to 
the larger population due to the small sample size (7 teachers and 7 directors) and the specific area where 
the study was conducted. Recruitment of a larger and more diverse sample would be necessary. Second, 
the results were obtained from small urban settings, so replication of this research in a variety of 
geographical contexts is needed. 

Conclusion 

This study examines participants' perceptions of North Korean defectors, their national identity, 
reunification, and unification education (UE) to inform more effective educational strategies for UE and 
related teacher training. The results of the study demonstrated that early childhood educators play a key 
role in fostering young children's awareness and knowledge about North Korea and its people, as well as 
developing positive attitudes towards them. Therefore, this study recommends teacher education aimed 
at enhancing awareness, knowledge, and positive attitudes toward North Korean defectors and their 
children. It also identifies that the unification education (UE) curriculum in South Korea has not been 
implemented in early childhood settings. Therefore, it is recommended to implement the UE curriculum 
through multicultural educational approaches for young children, who are rights holders. The study 
highlights implications for helping young children achieve social integration, embrace diverse values in 
their classrooms, and exercise their rights in daily life. 

Despite its limitations, this research provides a new and significant perspective by suggesting 
specific measures on how to raise young teachers' awareness of the importance of reunification, how to 
provide related teacher education, and focus on UE through multicultural educational approaches in early 
childhood education fields.  

Declarations 

Author’s Declarations 

Acknowledgements: Not applicable  

Author’s contributions: I conducted the interviews and analyzed the data. 

Competing interests: The author declares that they have no competing interests. 

Funding: Not Applicable 



South Korean early childhood educators’ perceptions… 

17 

Ethics approval and consent to participate: This research received ethics approval through the School of Social Sciences, Education 
and Social Work Ethics Committee at Queen’s University Belfast. Participants received written information about the study, which 
was voluntary. All participants agreed to participate in the study and provided written consent. 

Publisher’s Declarations 

Editorial Acknowledgement: The editorial process of this article was completed under the editorship of Dr. Carmen Huser through a 
double-blind peer review with external reviewers. 

Publisher’s Note: Journal of Childhood, Education & Society remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliation.  

References 

Akulova, E. (2015). An analysis of reporting tendency of South Korean newspapers on inter-Korean relations. The Academy of Korean Studies. 

An, S. H., & Kim, S. L. (2018). Analysis of early childhood teachers' concept map on the contents of early childhood unification 
education. Korean Living Science Association, 2018(5), 159-170.  

Araujo, L. (2003). Confronting prejudice in the early childhood classroom. Kappa Delta Pi Record, 39(4), 178-182. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00228958.2003.10516402 

Ball, C. (1994). Start Right: The importance of early learning. RSA. 

Banks, J. A. (2003). An introduction to multicultural education (5th ed.). Pearson. 

Bennett, C. I. (1986). Comprehensive multicultural education theory and practice (7th ed.). Pearson. 

Boyer, J. B., & Babtiste, H. P. (1996). Transforming the curriculum for multicultural understandings: A practitioner's handbook. Caddo gap 
press. 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. 
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa 

Campbell, E. (2015). The end of ethnic nationalism? Changing conceptions of national identity and belonging among young South 
Koreans. Nations and Nationalism, 21(3), 483–502. https://doi.org/10.1111/nana.12120 

Cho, K. J., & Lee, H. S. (2016). Changes of the unification education in the national kindergarten curriculum in Korea. CNU Journal of 
Educational Studies, 37(4), 71-99. http://dx.doi.org/10.18612/cnujes.2016.37.4.71  

Cho, Y. (2021). A guideline for Korean reunification education in elementary school to instill the right hope for reunification in students [Master’s  
thesis, GongJu University of Education].  

Choi, D. S., & Cho, E. H. (2010). The formation and change of the national identity of university students that have defected from 
North Korea. North Korean Studies Review, 14(2), 215-240. 

Choi, Y. (2017). Contents analysis on unification education in the teacher’s manual of the NURI curriculum. Journal of Korean Childcare 
and Education, 13(2), 115-131. http://dx.doi.org/10.14698/jkcce.2017.13.02.115 

Choi, Y. J. (2022). A study on childcare teachers' perceptions on early childhood unification education [Master’s thesis, Shinhan University]. 

Chun, K. H. (2020). Representation and self-presentation of North Korean defectors in South Korea: Image, discourse, and voices. 
Asian Journal of Peacebuilding, 8(1), 93–112. https://doi.org/10.18588/202005.00a124 

Chun, K. H. (2022). North Korean defectors as cultural other in South Korea: Perception and construction of cultural differences. Asian 
Journal of Peacebuilding, 10(1), 185–213. https://doi.org/10.18588/202203.00a227 

Chung, S. L. W. (2011). Peace movements in South Korea and their impacts on the politics of the Korean peninsula. Journal of 
Comparative Asian Development, 10(2), 253-280. https://doi.org/10.1080/15339114.2011.626639 

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2011). Research methods in education (7th ed.). Routledge. 

Cohen, R. (2013). Human rights in North Korea: Addressing the challenges. International Journal of Korean Unification Studies, 22(2), 29–
62. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-53454-5_5 

Darling-Hammond, L., Chung, R., & Frelow, F. (2002). Variation in teacher preparation: How well do different pathways prepare 
teachers to teach. Journal of Teacher Education, 53, 286-302. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022487102053004002 

De Haan, D. (2012). Learning to communicate in young children’s classrooms. In B. Van Oers (Ed.), Developmental education for young 
children. (pp. 67-86). Springer. 

Derman-Sparks, L., & Ramsey, P. G. (2005). A framework for culturally relevant, multicultural, and antibias education in the twenty-
first century. In J.P. Roopnarine & J. Johnson (Ed.), Approaches to early childhood education (4th ed.). Merrill/Prentice Hall. 

Drever, E. (1995). Using semi-structured interviews in small scale research: A teacher’s guide. Open University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00228958.2003.10516402
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1111/nana.12120
http://dx.doi.org/10.18612/cnujes.2016.37.4.71
http://dx.doi.org/10.14698/jkcce.2017.13.02.115
https://doi.org/10.18588/202005.00a124
https://doi.org/10.18588/202203.00a227
https://doi.org/10.1080/15339114.2011.626639
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-53454-5_5
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022487102053004002


Jiah SEO 

18 

Eriksen, T. H. (2002). Ethnicity and nationalism: Anthropological perspectives. Pluto Press. 

Flick, U. (2009). An introduction to qualitative research (4th ed.). Sage. 

Froebel Trust. (2018, October 13). Froebelian principles. https://www.froebel.org.uk/froebelian-principles 

Gavin, M. (Director). (2023). Beyond utopia [Film]. XRM Media 

Gay, G. (2010). Acting on beliefs in teacher education for cultural diversity. Journal of Teacher Education, 61(1), 143-152. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022487109347320 

Gibson, S. (2023). Learning and knowing their rights: The inclusion of mandatory international human rights education in Ontario secondary 
school curriculum [Master’s thesis, University of Manitoba]. 

Gibson, W. (2010). Qualitative research as a method of inquiry in education. In D. Hartas (Ed.) Educational Research and Inquiry: 
Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches. (pp. 54-64). Continuum. 

Gibson, W. J., & Brown, A. (2009). Working with qualitative data. Sage. 

Griswold, K. (2018). Play in early childhood [Master’s Thesis, Northwestern College].  

Grzelczyk, V. (2014). New approaches to North Korean politics after reunification: The search for a common Korean identity. 
Communist and Post-Communist Studies, 47(2), 179–190. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.postcomstud.2014.04.008 

Gupta, V., Hanges, P. J., & Dorfman, P. (2002). Cultural clusters: methodology and findings. Journal of World Business, 37(1), 11–15. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1090-9516(01)00070-0 

Ha, S. E., & Jang, S. J. (2015). Immigration, threat perception, and national identity: Evidence from South Korea. International Journal  
of Intercultural Relations, 44, 53-62. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2014.12.001 

Ha, S. E., & Jang, S. J. (2016). National identity in a divided nation: South Koreans’ attitudes toward North Korean defectors and the 
reunification of two Koreas. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 55, 109-119. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2016.10.003 

Han, M. G., & Lee, K. H. (2014). An analysis on the educational policy of the Kim Jong-Un regime and the reform of North Korean 
school system. North Korean Studies Review, 18(2), 233- 254. 

Han, T. (2020). Analysis and critique of unification education in the Republic of Korea. In J. Agema., M. Su'ur Su'eddie, & A. Kamari 
(Ed.), Education and development: International Insights on Exclusions Inclusion and, Transformational Change (pp. 80-197). Sevhage. 

Heckathorn, D. D. (2002). Respondent-driven sampling 2: deriving population estimates from chain-referral samples of hidden 
populations. Social Problems, 49(1), 11-34. https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.2002.49.1.11 

Holland, W. (2010). Leading in children’s learning and development. In P. Jarvis., J. George., & W. Holland (Ed.), The Early years 
professional’s complete companion (pp. 131-242). Pearson Education.  

Hyun, C. (2007). South Korean society and multicultural citizenship. Korea Journal, 47(4), 123-146. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.25024/kj.2007.47.4.123 

Jeong, H. W. (2011). Analyses on cognition of middle and high school students towards multi-cultural society [Master’s thesis]. Hankook 
University  

Jin, X., Kim, E., & Kim K. (2023). Transforming early childhood education: the Nuri Curriculum reform in South Korea. Journal of the 
Knowledge Economy, 10(11), 125-142. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13132-023-01586-1 

Jo, H. Y., & Kwon, J. Y. (2013). An exploration of the North Korean refugee mothers’ early school experiences in South Korea, The 
Journal of Korea Open Association for Early Childhood Education, 18(2), 67-96. 

Jones, J. M. (2010). Culturally diverse families: Enhancing home-school relationships. National Association of School Psychologists, 38(6), 
31-32. 

Kang, J. H. (2014). Teachers’ experiences with North Korean defectors’ young children during their initial settlement period at 
Pyeonghwa Kindergarten. Korean Journal of Human Ecology, 23(2), 175-191. https://doi.org/10.5934/kjhe.2014.23.2.175 

Kang, S. W. (2011). A study on multicultural education approach in elementary unification education. CNU Journal of Educational 
Studies, 32(2), 29-54. http://doi.org/10.18612/CNUJES.2011.32.2.29 

Kidd, J. K., Sylvia, Y. S., & Thorp, E. K. (2005). A focus on family stories: Enhancing preservice teachers' cultural awareness. Chicago, IL 

Kim, K. S. (2006). Investigation of education of children in multicultural families [Master’s thesis, Seoul National University of 
Education]. 

Kim, M. M. (2010b). The effect of unification education on students' unification consciousness through multicultural education approach. 
[Master’s thesis]. Sungkonghoe University.  

Kim, M. Y. (2010a). Directions for school unification education in light of possible conflicts in unified society [Master’s thesis]. Gyeongin 

https://www.froebel.org.uk/froebelian-principles
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022487109347320
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.postcomstud.2014.04.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1090-9516(01)00070-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2014.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2016.10.003
https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.2002.49.1.11
http://dx.doi.org/10.25024/kj.2007.47.4.123
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13132-023-01586-1
https://doi.org/10.5934/kjhe.2014.23.2.175
http://doi.org/10.18612/CNUJES.2011.32.2.29


South Korean early childhood educators’ perceptions… 

19 

National University of Education. 

Kim, Y. M. (2011). A study of elementary unification education through multicultural education. [Master’s thesis] Gongju National 
University of Education. 

Kim, Y. Y. (2016). Negotiating cultures and identities: Education and adaptation among young North Korean settlers in South Korea. 
Journal of International Migration and Integration, 17(4), 1015-1029. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12134-015-0450-0 

Kim, Y., Kim C., Yoon H., & Choi, H. (2015). Reconstructing elementary school teachers` experiences towards children of North 
Korean defectors: A study focusing on the prejudice. Journal of Teacher Training, 54(3), 508-525. 
http://doi.org/10.15812/ter.54.3.201509.508 

Korea Childcare Promotion Institute. (2019, May 11). Credential & certificate of early childhood educators. 
http://eng.kcpi.or.kr/contents/business/business02 

Lee, C. H. (2017). A study on the multicultural education approach to unification education in elementary school [Master’s thesis]. Seoul 
National University of Education. 

Lee, H. R. (2015). Changes in cultural competence of pre-service early childhood teacher in the multicultural education course. Journal  
of Children’s Literacy Education, 16(1), 299-324. 

Lee, J., & Kim, H. (2022). Pre-service early childhood teachers’ awareness of unification and demand for early childhood unification 
education in education program for early childhood teachers. The Humanities and Social Sciences 21, 13(3), 1409-1422.  

Lee, S. B. (2013b). A study on the relationship between beginning teacher's perception of directors' transformational leadership and 
teacher's job stress. Calvin Journal, 33, 311-337. 

Lee, S. H., Kim, C. D., & Jin, M. J. (2009). Family dissolution and reorganization of North Korean refugees. Seoul National University Press. 

Lee, S. J. (2013a). A study on the communication of early childhood teachers with parents who are escaping from North Korea [Masters’ thesis]. 
Duksung Women’s University. 

Lee, S. Y. (2022). Development and effects of a culture and arts-based early childhood unification education Program [Doctoral dissertation]. 
Chung-Ang University. 

Lee, Y. J., Lee, J. L., & Kim, K. M. (2012). Childcare support for young children from North Korean refugee families. Korean Childcare and 
Education. 

Lee, Y. J., Lee, K. L., & Jo, A. R. (2015). Status and improvement of Nuri policy as free early childhood care and education. Study of 
Childcare and Education, 9(2), 113-136.  

Leem, D. W. (2021). Seeking ways to develop peace · unification education in lower grades of elementary school [Master’s thesis, Seoul National 
University of Education].  

Ministry of Education. (2013, December 28). 3–5-year-old Nuri course manual. 
https://www.moe.go.kr/boardCnts/listRenew.do?boardID=312&m=0301&s=moe 

Ministry of Education. (2019, March 19). preschool teachers’ qualifications. http://english.moe.go.kr/sub/info.do?m=020104&s=english 

Ministry of Unification. (2013, January 23). Unification education support act. 
http://www.law.go.kr/lsInfoP.do?lsiSeq=142938&efYd=20140214#0000 

Ministry of Unification. (2021, November 30). The process of entry and settlement. 
https://www.unikorea.go.kr/unikorea/business/NKDefectorsPolicy/status/lately 

Murray, J. (2017). Early years education as a global village. International Journal of Early Years Education, 25(1), 1-2. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669760.2017.1276878 

Murray, J. (2018). In praise of early childhood educators. International Journal of Early Years Education, 26(1), 1-3. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669760.2018.1423669 

National Institute for Unification Education. (2018, June 22). Direction and perspectives of peace and unification education. 
https://www.uniedu.go.kr/uniedu/home/cms/page/uni_school_support/view.do?mid=SM00000730 

Neaum, S. (2010). Child development: for early childhood studies. Learning Matters. 

Newby, P. (2014). Research methods for education (2nd ed.). Routledge. 

Oh, G. S. (2008). The multicultural education approach to unification education at school. The Journal of Curriculum and Evaluation, 
11(2), 135-163. https://doi.org/10.29221/jce.2008.11.2.135 

Park, C. S. (2016). The direction of integrated policy of education between South and North Korea after unification. Korean Journal of 
Reunification Education, 13(2), 1-20. https://www.riss.kr/link?id=A105266929 

Park, D. S. (2009). A study on the elementary unification education program by applying multicultural learning [Master’s thesis]. Busan 
National University of Education. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12134-015-0450-0
http://doi.org/10.15812/ter.54.3.201509.508
http://eng.kcpi.or.kr/contents/business/business02
https://www.moe.go.kr/boardCnts/listRenew.do?boardID=312&m=0301&s=moe
http://english.moe.go.kr/sub/info.do?m=020104&s=english
http://www.law.go.kr/lsInfoP.do?lsiSeq=142938&efYd=20140214#0000
https://www.unikorea.go.kr/unikorea/business/NKDefectorsPolicy/status/lately
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669760.2017.1276878
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669760.2018.1423669
https://www.uniedu.go.kr/uniedu/home/cms/page/uni_school_support/view.do?mid=SM00000730
https://doi.org/10.29221/jce.2008.11.2.135
https://www.riss.kr/link?id=A105266929


Jiah SEO 

20 

Punch, K. F. (2009). Introduction to research methods in education. Sage. 

Ritchie, J., Lewis, J., Elam, G., Tennant, R., & Rahim, N. (2014). Designing and selecting samples’ in J. Ritchie, J. Lewis, C.M. Nicholls, 
& R. Ormston (Eds.). Qualitative research practice: A guide for social science students and researchers (5th ed.) (pp. 111-146). Sage. 

Rossman, G. B., & Rallis, S. F. (2017). An introduction to qualitative research: Learning in the field (4th ed.). Sage. 

Theobald, M. (2019). UN convention on the rights of the child: “Where are we at in recognising children’s rights in early childhood, 
three decades on …?. International Journal of Early Childhood, 51(3), 251-257. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13158-019-00258-z 

Tiedt, L. P., & Tiedt, I. M. (2010). Multicultural teaching (8th ed.). Pearson. 

Tracy, S. J. (2013). Qualitative research methods: Collecting evidence, crafting analysis, communicating impact. Wiley-Blackwell. 

Walker, G. (2018). The nuclear hermit: Foreign failures and the fate of North Korea. Harvard International Review, 39(2), 10-12.  

Wang, A., Y, J., Zhou, W., Shu, Hua., & Yan, M. (2016). Cross-language parafoveal semantic processing: Evidence from Korean-
Chinese bilinguals. Psychonomic Bulletin Review, 23(1), 285-290. https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-015-0876-6 

Wang, Q. (2023). Kung fu panda: The value of Chinese culture in digital films. Frontiers in Business, Economics and Management, 12(1), 
104-107. https://doi.org/10.54097/fbem.v12i1.13969 

Watson, S. L., Park, G. C., & Lee, H. (2011). Pre-service teachers’ awareness and attitudes on South Korea’s increasing cultural and 
ethnic diversity and the role of multicultural education in K-12 schools. International Journal of Education, 3(2), 1-19. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.5296/ije.v3i2.709 

White, J. (2008). Nonverbal communication in the primary classroom [Doctoral dissertation, Queen’s University Belfast]. 

Yang, O. S., Kim, J. H., Choi, K. A., Lee, O. J., Lee, H. W., Hwang, Y. S., Son, B. Y., & Kim, S.O. (2014). Multicultural education for early 
childhood children. Knowledge Community. 

Yang, S. H. (2020). The effects of unification education on children's peace concepts. Korean Journal of Child Education and Care, 20(1), 
69-81. http://dx.doi.org/10.21213/kjcec.2020.20.1.69 

Yim, S. B. (2014). A theological reflection on the generation gap and the perception of the reunification. Korea Presbyterian Journal of 
Theology, 46(2), 247-270. http://dx.doi.org/10.15757/KPJT.2014.46.2.010010 

Yoon, K. H. (2005). An investigation study on awareness of reunification-education for young children of the preparation kindergarten teachers 
[Master’s thesis], Konkuk University. 

Yuh, J., & Choi, S. (2017). Sources of social support, job satisfaction, and quality of life among childcare teachers. The Social Science 
Journal, 54. 450-457. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soscij.2017.08.002 

Yurtseven, N., & Altun S. (2015). Intercultural sensitivity in today’s global classes: Pre-service teachers’ perceptions. Journal of Ethnic 
and Cultural Studies, 2(1), 49-54. https://doi.org/10.29333/ejecs/19 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s13158-019-00258-z
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-015-0876-6
https://doi.org/10.54097/fbem.v12i1.13969
http://dx.doi.org/10.5296/ije.v3i2.709
http://dx.doi.org/10.21213/kjcec.2020.20.1.69
http://dx.doi.org/10.15757/KPJT.2014.46.2.010010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soscij.2017.08.002
https://doi.org/10.29333/ejecs/19

	South Korean early childhood educators’ perceptions of North Korean defectors and unification education

