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EXPLORING KOREAN STUDENTS’ ORIENTATIONS TO ENGLISH
DURING THEIR STUDY AT A UK UNIVERSITY

By Jiyeon Lee

Over the last two decades, research has exposed the need for new responses to
English in various regions of the world, raising many critical issues. Recent English
as a Lingua Franca (ELF)-oriented research deals with English in Asian contexts;
however there seems to be insufficient research related to South Korea and,
especially, Korean postgraduate-level students’ orientations to English. To help
address this gap, this PhD thesis reports research into changes to South Korean
postgraduate students’ use of and feelings about English during their study abroad in
the UK.

Explorations and discussions of the findings of this study shed light on the
students’ orientations and attitudes to English before coming to the UK, how their
attitudes and beliefs adjusted over the course of an academic year, and the factors
that played a part in these changes. This research produces a comprehensive study of
Korean postgraduate students using English in a multilingual but also native English
language setting and reveals how the students oriented themselves to English in
Korea, how useful their English preparation was before arrival in the UK, how they
feel about their English, and what influenced the evolution of their perspectives over
time.

Importantly, the findings of the study suggest that the experience of living
and studying in the UK had an impact on the participants’ attitudes and orientations
towards English and their language use; among numerous other effects, a move away
from norm-dependence in general, and in particular increasing awareness of the
existence of different English varieties, were widely evidenced. The results give rise
to new potential avenues for research into language attitudes and provide a deeper
understanding of language(s) and language users in the field of English as a lingua
franca in this previously unexplored context.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

“A Thai doesn’t need to sound like an American in order to use English well with a
Filipino at an ASEAN meeting. A Japanese doesn’t need an appreciation of British
lifestyle in order to use English in his business dealing with a Malaysian. The
Chinese do not need a background in western literature in order to use English
effectively as a language for publications of worldwide distribution. The political
leaders of France and Germany use English in private political discussions but this
doesn’t mean that they take on the political attitudes of Americans. It is clear that in
these situations there is no attempt for the user to be like a native speaker of
English.”

(Smith 1983, p7)

1.1  Background of the study

1.1.1 ‘Englishes’ in a globalised world
As a consequence of colonisation long ago, and of globalisation in the last century,
English has been widely spread around the world, and is, or has become, the
dominant global lingua franca in many parts of the world. It is therefore used in
various kinds of communications and for different purposes by an increasing number
of English speakers. However, due to the question of what ‘English speaker’ might
mean, it is impossible to quantify the number of speakers exactly; and defining who
‘qualifies’ as a speaker is clearly arbitrary (Crystal, 2003; Seidlhofer, 2011). In spite
of the difficulties in defining the number, recent statistics on English use estimate
that its speakers around the world are around 2 billion people (Crystal, 2008). At this
present time, in other words, English is being used internationally in users’ daily
lives, not only among those users who were born and raised in countries where
English is the Native / first Language (ENL) but also the users of English as a
Second Language (ESL) and English as a Foreign Language (EFL).

The spread of English was explained based on the concept of plurality by
Kachru’s (1985; 1990) model which set out three concentric circles of English
language use in the global context; Inner Circle, Outer Circle and Expanding Circle.

1



This model of three concentric circles suggests the existence of different varieties of
English around the world. In addition, it implies that the users of different
regionalised Englishes may have developed their own ways of using English, ways
which take into account their particular requirements of the language and their
influences on it, resulting in Englishes that are more appropriate to the speakers
(Brutt-Griffler 2002). This has lead to a shift from a monolithic view of English to a
pluralistic one, and provided a new way of approaching the language and its use.
However, despite the usefulness of Kachruvian research on World Englishes, it has
been the subject of some criticism; one particular point of criticism is that,
considering that in many parts of the world English has some characteristics of
fluidity, variability and is transient in nature, it seems overly simplistic to separate
inner, outer and expanding circles by geographical areas, rather than taking a
demographic view of the users of English who are in the circles of the model.
Because of this, it can be said that the model fails to take into account the way
English is used in some Outer and Expanding circle countries, such as Korea
(Canagarajah, 1999; Graddol, 2006; Kirkpatrick, 2007, Rajadurai, 2005), and it also
fails to take into account the growth of bilingual/multilingual speakers of the
language across the globe; the model’s concentration on geography and history rather
than the actual users of the language is the heart of this criticism. The Outer and
Expanding circles are not so clear cut as Kachru (1990) put them, for example, many
regions in the Expanding circle use English more often than just as a second or
foreign language. In reality those who are in the Outer circle often use English more
often than the term “foreign language” suggests, and their use of English is often as a

semi-official or even an official language, as an institutionalised variety.

As for use of English in Korea, although Korea is not a country where
English is widely used nationally as an institutionalised variety, as a result of former
president Kim Young Sam’s globalisation policy in the 1990s called Segyehwa;
(Segye means the world and hwa means to become), this issue has taken on a central
role in Korea’s political sphere. In addition, due to the after effects of globalisation
and the spread of English around the world, Koreans are actively engaged in

international business and other activities. Furthermore, regarding education,



English-medium institutions in Korea are attracting more students than ever. Coupled
with the pervasiveness of English on the internet and in popular culture, in this
respect Kachru’s circles of World Englishes as a model certainly seem insufficiently
complex to describe the current situation in certain Asian countries such as Korea. A
full account of English in Korea, including the historical background of English in
the country, English education, as well as Koreans’ attitudes towards English will be

given in the following chapter.

Thus, it is unclear how well Kachru’s model is able to explain the dynamic
and active way in which a user of English may travel between different contexts. In
other words, speakers from all three different circles, Inner, Outer and Expanding
circles, may locate themselves in any of those three regions, and communication
among them could also take place anywhere. Furthermore, more importantly the
norms of such communication may not match those of the places in which the
speakers are located. In that sense, for instance, Korean students in a British
University do not necessarily aim to adhere to the norms of British English,

especially when communicating with students from other parts of the world.

1.1.2 English as a Lingua Franca
English has certainly become the global lingua franca; an entire field of study, with
dedicated academic journals, has grown around English in lingua franca usage.
Nevertheless, the concept of lingua franca English has not yet gained widespread
acceptance or understanding at an institutional level, including higher education
(Jenkins 2014). Although the field of ELF is generating increased interest, standard /
native English is still widely viewed as more correct or desirable, and in practise,

ELF has still not gained widespread acceptance as legitimate way of using English.

As a result of its status as the global lingua franca, English has come to be
known as a ‘world language’, whether this name is welcomed or not; it has a degree
of ‘global expansion’ and also ‘penetration of social strata’ that no other language has
ever had before (Seidlhofer, 2011:3). This English as a world language has two

synonymous terms that are widely used in describing the tag ‘world language’;



English as an International Language (EIL) and English as a Lingua Franca (ELF),
which are perhaps relevant and appropriate conceptions to consider for the
development of this current research. Some researchers of EIL use the name as a
blanket term which involves all English uses of non-native speakers (NNSs) around
the world regardless of whether or not the interactions include both NSs and NNSs
(e.g. Llurda, 2004). Other scholars believe that the term EIL refers more to NNSs-
NNSs communications (e.g. McKay, 2002). Given that the term EIL accepts the
pluralistic view of Englishes, allowing interlinguaculturality of the English language,
it is an applicable model of English for this research as this study involves Korean
English speakers’ experience of engaging in communication with other speakers of

English from many other countries around the world, including both NS and NNS.

However, Jenkins (2007) suggests that English as a Lingua Franca may be a
preferable term to describe the current status more adequately and accurately than the
term EIL, because EIL implies the expansion of native speaker English in different
regions, whereas ELF is more to do with using English for ‘interlinguacultural’
(Jenkins, 2006:164) communication among speakers of different first languages, for
whom English is often the only option as a communicative tool. At this point, in
order to have a comprehensible understanding of what ELF is, it is necessary to
clarify the definition of it. ELF is English that is used as a common language of
choice in communication among people with different first language backgrounds,
regardless of where the interlocutors are from in Kachru’s three circles (Jenkins,
2006; 2007; 2009; Seidlhofer, 2005; 2011). English today is often the common
language of choice in settings such as conferences, business meetings, political
gatherings and many others. Thus, Smith (1983:7) clearly states that the assumption
that the purpose of learning English among NNSs is merely for communications with
native English speakers does not reflect the reality of the English language use in

recent times.

1.2 Rationale of the study and research questions
As one of the numerous users of English myself, my interest in Korean students’

attitudes and orientations towards English, and in their use of the language and



feelings about it, comes from my personal experiences I had when I was doing my
master’s degree at the University of Bristol. I felt this was important, because I have
been through this myself when I was doing my master’s study. I went through this
international student experience as a postgraduate student and while I was doing so |
thought I wanted to find out more about the Korean community, investigate the
phenomenon as it occurs among other Koreans, so I became naturally curious to

learn about other Koreans’ experience of studying and living in the UK.

Consequently, my aim is to contribute to ELF research and the field of
English education in Korea by investigating a group of participants over the course
of a year, on three separate occasions in that year, to find out what happens to them:
i.e. their orientations to and understanding of English and using the language, and
development of their initial reflections. I wanted to understand where the participants’
thinking and attitudes are coming from, and why they are as they are when they get
here. The participants’ accounts, which were retrieved by three sets of longitudinal
interviews, included a whole story telling about Korea where they come from, and
the UK which is where they arrive, as well as what they found, and what happened to
them after their arrival in the country. This longitudinal approach gave a deep insight
into the participants experiences; this was achievable by emphasising the participants’
journey, from being a Korean in Korea, having a particular orientation to Korean
itself including politics and education for instance, to arriving in the UK, being
exposed to and using English daily in an academic setting, to the point they arrived at

after a year of experience and acculturation in that setting.

Koreans in Korea learn English with a very strong emphasis on American
English and American culture, both through textbook and exam materials and
through exposure to native-speaking teachers, who tend to be North American (H.
Song 2013, Young & Walsh 2010). Korean students come from Korea, having been
exclusively exposed to American-English-centred ideologies, to the UK, where the
language, and associated culture and ideologies, are very different from North
America. As mentioned, despite their claims and efforts to the contrary, universities

are generally an environment that is strongly oriented toward native-speaker ideology,



and so provide the ideal environment to observe what happens when Koreans are

suddenly immersed in UK English-speaking academic culture.

Despite a number of studies which made contributions to the specific context
of ELF in Higher education, by adding valuable empirical data (Jenkins 2014;
Montgomery 2010; Sovic and Blythman 2013; Turner 2010 and 2011), there has not
been much research investigating international students and their experiences in the
UK or in any other Anglophone countries, e.g. the US and Australia. Moreover, there
has not been any research that thoroughly explored international students’
understanding of English and their experiences of using the language in the
aforementioned contexts. For instance, Jenkins’ (2014) recent work has made a
significant contribution in this particular field, nevertheless her work only involved
single interviews with individual participants; this current study, however, attempted
to explore not only the participants’ general experiences at the UK university but also
their understanding of and attitudes towards English and language use, as well as,
more importantly, the development of those things over time. The research questions

on which the study is based are:

1. What do Koreans studying at a UK university understand by the notion of
English?

2. What is their orientation to (perspective on) the diversity of Englishes and
the concept of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF)?

3. What are the effects on their understanding of the notion of English of their

personal experience of learning and using English in the UK and before?

1.3 Structure of the thesis

This thesis is composed of seven chapters. First of all, the present chapter, Chapter 1,
provides an introduction to the study, the overview of the whole study with its
research questions, and explains the importance of the current research in relation to
the spread of English in the world, English as a Lingua Franca worldwide and in East
Asia, with particular reference to Korea. Following that, Chapters 2 and 3 mainly

consist of a review of the relevant literature concerning previous studies on English



in Korea; it also comprises a review of relevant and contemporary issues related to
English in Korea, which leads to an introduction and discussion of concepts and
theories of language attitudes and standard language ideologies in English. Chapter 4
discusses research methodology, which begins with rationalisation for the research
paradigm chosen and adapted to set the research project for the study. Next are
Chapter 5 and Chapter 6, which present analyses of the research results and findings
from a three-stage longitudinal interview study, supplemented by those from the
preliminary open questionnaires. These two chapters address the three research
questions; Chapter 5 answers both RQ1 and RQ2, and Chapter 6 answers RQ3, by
exploring the participants’ detailed accounts of their own experiences as international
students at a UK university. Chapter 7 draws the research together by summarising
the findings. Finally, Chapter 8 is the conclusion of the thesis. This final chapter
answers the research questions, and explores the limitations, implications, and future

research possibilities that arise from the study.



Chapter 2 English in Korea

2.1 Introduction

As has been briefly mentioned in the previous chapter, globalisation and the spread
of English across the globe have had a great impact on people’s daily use of the
English language, their attitudes and orientations towards it, as well as English
language policies of countries around the world, including South Korea (Korea
hereafter). This chapter attempts to give an overview of English language in Korea
and Koreans’ attitudes towards it. The first part of this chapter begins by presenting
the background of English in Korea and the role of English within the country. This
section will be focusing on exploring the historical background of the arrival of
English in Korea in order to examine, and have a deeper understanding of, the
evolution of English’s dominating role and its embedded power in the society. The
discussion then moves on to review the development of English language teaching in
both public and private sectors, where English has a great deal of social power and
plays an important role in society. The discussion then goes on to shed light on, to
some extent, the social phenomenon of ‘English Fever’ in Korea. This will then be
followed by a critique of previous studies into Koreans’ attitudes towards English,
and the discussion will consider possible influential factors such as Korea’s historical
relation to the United States, the role of institutionalised English examinations, and
parents’ management in their children’s education, which may contribute to the
construction of people’s perceptions, beliefs and preferences for certain English

varieties and teachers.

2.2 Background of English in Korea and its role within the country
2.2.1 The arrival of English in Korea

In Korea, where English proficiency has traditionally been a longstanding indicator
of social class, demonstrable proficiency in English is prerequisite to university
entrance and employability, which in Korean society are the foundation of social
mobility. English, then, is effectively prerequisite to socioeconomic success (J. S.-Y.
Park, 2011). The social and cultural meaning of English language in Korea is to a

certain extent similar to those of many other countries’ in the Expanding Circle:



people tend to respond positively to western, i.e. British and American, culture , and
are influenced by western media such as imported television programmes, movies,
music and the like — given the extreme value placed on English proficiency, Koreans
tend to embrace chances to expose the population, especially children, to the English
language or English-speaking culture (J. K. Park 2009). Korea has responded to
globalisation by making immense efforts to acquire the world’s lingua franca, i.e.
English — however in doing so, it has overlooked English’s lingua franca usage, and
nationally conceptualised it as the native language of another country (the USA,
although other inner-circle varieties are acknowledged — Jung 2005). In other words,
English’s status in Korea is still very much a foreign language, not a second language
or lingua franca — and it is taught as such (see section 2.3 for a fuller discussion).
While being western-friendlier has been recognised as one of the ways to respond to
globalisation, this too has resulted in people’s attitude that acquiring English
language has a close relation to individual success and, by extension, national

competitiveness in an era of globalisation (Collins, 2005: 419).

Nevertheless, English’s rise to such high status was not an overnight
occurrence, in fact the initial arrival of English language in Korea can be traced back
to the 1880s. The inevitable arrival of English was brought about by the Korean
government’s decision on Shufeldt Treaty with the United States in 1882, which
resulted in the arrival of US advisors, teachers and Protestant missionaries who later
opened several other schools and taught English as a tool for missionary work
(Grayson 2013). The decision to ally with the USA was Korea’s response to growing
Japanese military and economic power in Korean society during Japanese occupation.
Given that, until World War I, English language then had been used as a medium of
communication to voice the tragedy of Korean history — the perceived injustice of
Japanese war crimes, and their invasion, occupation and eventual annexation of
Korea - to the rest of the world outside Korea (Collins, 2005; Jeong, 2004; Swartout,
1996).

However, the status of English in Korea was considerably altered by the

Korean War in 1950, which initiated building a closer relationship between Korea



and the United States. English in Korea then was a communicative tool in order to
deal with the US army during and after the war since in people’s daily lives ‘survival
meant dealing with the US military — in English’ (Collins, 2006:422). English then
underwent another increase in importance and value in the 1990s president Kim
Young Sam’s globalisation policy, called segyehwa, segye ‘the world’ and Awa ‘to
become’, i.e. globalisation (c.f. 1.1.1) stressed the importance of English as a means
of communicating with the world outside and thus establishing Korea as a player in
the global market. He declared in 1995 that Korea was entering a new era of
globalisation and so the implementation of the globalisation policy was the top
priority of his administration. Among six important areas in the globalisation policy
which Kim’s government emphasised such as the legal and economic systems and
the environment, tremendous attention was given to the field of education,
specifically English education. This emphasis on English education reform resulted
in compulsory English education starting in primary school (it had previously begun
in middle school), revision of English textbooks, and a shift in educational policy
from grammar-translation pedagogies to communicative language teaching (Jung,

2005: 252; Yim, 2007).

Yet, having had no official national language policy until independence from
Japan in 1945, since then the government of Korea has tasked itself with increasing
literacy, and of ‘purifying’ the national language mainly by removing the Japanese
elements that had entered the language during occupation. To this end, in 1991 they
established the National Institute of the Korean Language, a language regulating
body that prescribes and defines ‘standard Korean’ (Sohn 2006). Standard Korean is
based on the Seoul dialect, and although numerous and varied dialects are spoken
throughout Korea, the standard dialect is considered more prestigious and a strong
regional accent can cause a speaker to be stigmatised. Much like the role received
pronunciation and BBC English once played in the UK, Korean standard dialect is
still the only form taught in schools, and used in official functions and broadcasts.
The National Institute of the Korean Language continues to operate today. Although
it has been highly successful in removing Japanese words from Korean through

creation and publication of parameters for the standard language, better relations
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with Japan have led to natural assimilation of some Japanese loan words for cultural
imports, such as food (Ramsay 2004). In the case of Korea, having a strong national
standard language ideology may naturally transfer to non-native languages such as
English, and limit the possibility of acceptance of variety (J. S.-Y. Park, 2009).
English has equally played a role in discussions of national language policy in the
last two decades, however. The adoption of English as an official second language
has been considered on several occasions (Bok 1998, J. J. Song 2011), though never
actually happened. Policy has instead been concerned with making public documents
and services available in English, and most notably, frequent reforms in English
education (Shim & Baik, 2004; Yim, 2007). Thus, in the following section, a
discussion of English language teaching in both public and the private sectors will be

presented.

2.3 ELT (English Language Teaching) in Korea

2.3.1 Public sector: Globalisation and its impact on the language policy
Official English language teaching began around 130 years ago in 1883 at the first
English school Dongmoonhak, which was founded by a German advisor of the
Korean royal court and later run by a British English teacher. In spite of having a
British-oriented initial English language education history, however, current English
in Korea is, to a large extent, centred around American English. As has been
addressed in an earlier section (c.f. 2.2.1), this is due to the close historical ties
between Korea and the United States which, in turn, have had a very strong effect on

the development of English education in Korea.

Since the late 1980’s, it has been a shared common idea among the majority
of Koreans that attaining sufficient knowledge of English is one of the essential
factors in achieving success in a global world. Responding to this social phenomenon,
there have been some studies that point out that English has long been considered as
a crucial and fundamental component of the official education curriculum in Korea -
along with maths and Korean, it is one of the three ‘core’ subjects of the curriculum
that are granted the most class hours and the highest status on the college entrance

exam (Jeong, 2004; Shim and Baik, 2000; Yim, 2007). In fact, the significance of

11



English in the field of education, has been acknowledged since the late 1960°s, when
English became the first, and only foreign language to be taught as a compulsory
school subject at the secondary level (as part of the 2" National Education Curricula,
NEC/1969-1974). Since then classroom teaching methods have heavily relied on a
mixture of grammar translation method and the audiolingual method up until early
1990°s; indeed those methods were still found in the 5™ NEC (1987-1992). Then it
was in the 6" NEC (1992-1997) that methodological changes that emphasise
communicative competence were included in the ELT curriculum. The
implementation of communicative methods in Korean classrooms has met with
numerous obstacles (Li 1998, Butler 2005, Littlewood 2007, Shin 2012, Choi 2014,
Garton 2014), but recent research suggests that reforms in teacher training are
helping to overcome at least some of these obstacles, if not all (e.g. Choi & Lee 2008,
Butler 2011, Hu & McKay 2012, M. W. Lee 2014, Spolsky & Sung 2015).
Communicative teaching and learning remains the focus of the current national

curriculum, with an emphasis on task-based instruction in the most recent iteration.

2.3.1.1 English language policies

According to the recent documentation in the General Guidelines of the National
Curriculum for English, the primary goal of English edu