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An Introduction to How to Thrive in South Korea
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This book is an idea that has been forming in the corners of my mind for years and something that I wish I'd had when I first moved to Korea. I've lived in my adopted home for a decade and during that time, I've met an astounding number of foreigners who were thriving here while I've also met plenty of them who clearly were only surviving, and just barely in some cases. There are even people who've been here a long time still in survival mode, living in tiny apartments, bouncing around from sub-par job to sub-par job and doing nothing to plan for their futures. Conversely, I've met people who, even though they had only been living in Korea for a few months had clearly adapted and were making positive, healthy and sustainable lives for themselves.

This book is a collection of tips from long-term expats who are far beyond surviving and are thriving in Korea. I know most of them personally through work, KOTESOL or other networking opportunities while a few of them I've never met in person but we ran across each other in the blog, podcast or websites of the Korean Internet community. They have a lot of wisdom to share with people who are thinking about coming to Korea, have recently just arrived or perhaps even been around for years but want to pick up a few new tips for making their lives better.

I hope you find this book very useful to help you get beyond only surviving South Korea—my goal is that it will be an extremely practical resource that you'll keep going back to for some more inspiration. Make this place your home and thrive. Investing time, money and energy into doing this is something that you'll never regret.
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About the Author: Jackie Bolen
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I've been living in Korea for the past 10 years and have loved most of my time here. Of course I've had bad days, weeks or even months (mostly involving a terrible hagwon experience that I'd rather forget) but for the most part, Korea is an excellent place to live as an expat if you're able to adapt. This process of adaptation involves figuring out how to make things go smoothly at work, learning how to get along with Koreans, avoiding certain traps that some foreigners fall into, truly making Korea your home, getting out and exploring, and finally making a plan for the future—either in Korea or not.

I'm originally from Canada and came to Korea after college for a bit of adventure and a chance to travel while paying off my students loans. Little did I know that it would become my “real life” and not just a stop along the way but I have no regrets about the way things have turned out. I've been able to work my way up in the job world from a terrible hagwon to a good one, to a decent university job in the countryside, and finally to a great job in Busan.

As far as living in Korea goes, I spend a lot of time cruising around the country on road trips with friends, hanging out in my apartment overlooking the Nakdong River, and going stand-up paddleboarding, biking or hiking whenever I get the chance. During vacations times, I've had some unforgettable adventures around the world that never would have been possible if I had stayed in Canada after university. All that to say—almost anything is possible in Korea and your life can be whatever you want it to be.

If you like this book, please leave a review wherever you bought it and don't forget to check out my other books at the same time:

The Wealthy English Teacher is a book in which you can learn all about finances for English teachers.

If you are interested in getting the most awesome job in South Korea which is working at a university—please check out How to Get a University Job in South Korea.
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Jackie Bolen around the Internet
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ESL Speaking

Pinterest

Twitter

If you want to stay up to date with all of my projects and content for ESL teachers, sign up for my email list and you'll get something useful delivered straight to your inbox every week. I promise to respect your privacy and I will never share your name or email address with anyone for any reason.
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How to Thrive: Work
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Like anywhere, a good job can go a long way towards ensuring that you have a happy life in South Korea. Conversely, a terrible job will be hard to overcome and you will likely feel pretty miserable in the rest of your life away from work as well. Before you even come to Korea, you need to make sure that the job you take is a decent one and then once you start working, you'll want to make sure things go smoothly. Here are some tips to help make your work life—and by extension, the rest of your life—as awesome as it can be.
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Be Flexible
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In Korea everything happens last minute—I call this the “bbali-bbali” syndrome (bbali = “fast” in Korean) and what it means is that at work you need to be flexible and roll with the punches. Here are some examples of things that have happened to me:

- getting a new class to teach less than five minutes before it was set to start

- being told about a school dinner as people were walking out the door

- finding out about some urgent paperwork that needed to be submitted less than 24 hours before the deadline

These are only three examples that I thought of off the top of my head but I could come up with countless more things. If you're the type of person who needs to plan everything far in advance and can't handle last minute changes, then you'll have a really tough time in Korea. What I find really helpful is to repeat this mantra in my head when the bbali-bbali things happen, “Serenity now!” Then I laugh to myself and go about my normal chilled-out mode of operation. In the end, the Koreans around you will always pull through with what needs to get done, even if they go about it in a different manner than you would.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Be Reliable

[image: ]


Teaching in Korea is a real job—it's not a vacation. If you're working at a hagwon, your boss is trying to make money and run a business so they need you to show up each and every single day. If you work at a public school or university, the profit motive may not be there, but you'll severely inconvenience your co-workers and administrators if you aren't ready for all your classes. By showing up, I mean ready to teach with a lesson plan of sorts and a smile on your face. Even if you aren't the best teacher (and who is in their first year?), as long as you're reliable and try your best to help the students, you'll make it.
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Work Hard
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Koreans put in some of the longest hours of anyone in the world and it's really normal for employees in the big companies like Samsung to go into work at 9am and then finish the day at 7pm. After that, there are often mandatory work dinners or meetings with clients. While you won't experience this extreme, you will be expected to work hard for your money. This can include things like proofreading for brochures or tests, planning lessons, phoning students, doing report cards or going to opening and closing ceremonies. This is a normal part of life in Korea and unless they are really unreasonable requests, you should just do them without complaint.

Let me tell you a story from when I was working at a sketchy hagwon (private language institute) for my first job in Korea. Due to the sketchiness of it, I didn't have the best attitude towards working there and whenever they asked me to do some extra little thing, I'd usually say no. The relationship continued to deteriorate and the whole regretful year ended badly with trips to the labor board, an apartment eviction and other such terrible things. In retrospect, I should have said yes to all those things that would have cost me little in terms of energy and time in order to maintain a positive relationship and I'm sure things would have ended much more amicably. In Korea, relationships are everything and whatever you can do to maintain smooth ones can go a long way to helping you thrive instead of just survive in Korea.

Another area that you should work hard at is preparing your lessons. I've heard plenty of teachers brag over the years about how they just walk into class, ask the students what page they're on, and then “teach.” Except that it's really, really hard to have consistently great classes if you do this and your students will be served far better if you plan ahead. At the very least, you could consider these questions which will take you less than five minutes per class:

1. How will you introduce the target language? A reading? A listening exercise? A story? A worksheet?

2. What will you write on the board?

3. What controlled practice activity will you do? What page in your book? Another resource? Is it student-centered? How will you provide feedback?

4. What freer practice activity will you do? Is it student-centered? Are students active and engaged? How will you provide feedback?

5. What will you do if you have some extra time left at the end of class?

6. Do you need any supplementary materials?

7. Follow-up or review in the next class?
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Relationships are More Important than Contracts
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Relationships are the most important thing in Korea and you should do everything you can to maintain positive ones. In contrast, contracts generally aren't worth the paper they're written on, especially if you're working at a hagwon where there might be discrepancies related to working hours, overtime pay, vacation time, pension and health care. Public schools and universities are often better at following contracts, but there is vague language that can be understood in a variety of ways. For example, things related to apartment maintenance, vacation days and sick days are often wide open to interpretation.

Where does that leave you? Basically, you're stuck working at a place that might not necessarily honor the contract that you've signed. It should lead you to focus a lot of your energy on maintaining a positive relationship with your hagwon boss, university administrators or your public school co-teachers.

I'll tell you about a mistake that foreign teachers in Korea often make. There's usually a clause in contracts about how the school is responsible to provide housing for the teacher. Except that there sometimes isn't a desk, rice cooker or shower curtain provided because the school doesn't think they're vital, while the foreign teacher does. Instead of just going out and buying any of these cheap things which can be easily picked up second-hand, the foreign teacher complains to anyone who will listen. Their Korean co-workers and bosses get sick of them complaining and buy the thing for them but that relationship is burned
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