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Korean English


Korea has been popular with English since the first contact with the westerners for trade, and missionaries from Europe and western countries. After contact, Korea has used English not only for communicating with native English speakers, but for educational purposes as well. The influence of English in Korea has made it through the popular media, and towards the younger generations of young Korean as of today, being able to mix English with Korean counterparts. But English has its good and bad parts too which I will mention in this paper later. 

The first country to come in contact with Korea was China in the first millennium B.C. (Macdonald, 27)  Martin Baik’s article also states that in 108 B.C. the Chinese built colonial districts in the Korean territory, which indicated that Korea went through a language change because of Chinese influences. According to Kyung Jutae the people used Hancha since the 5th Century A.D. which is Chinese script writing, though most of the script writing was used by the elite, scholars, or the Yangban class. (p.259) Later on Hangeul was introduced by King Sejong of the Yi Dynasty in the 1440’s (Wikipedia) and Jung (257) states that Hangeul was used as associated with low class especially with the uneducated women, and children. 

Jung said that in 1882 the Roman writing system was introduced around the late 19th Century when English was introduced by way of a treaty between Korea and America (259). The treaty of Peace was negotiated with both Korean and American representatives. The treaty was an alliance to overthrow the Japanese when Japan threatened to destroy Korea’s capital. 

The second language contact that Korea came into contact with was Japan during the Japanese Colonial rule in 1910 to 1945. Many Koreans had to learn Japanese, and speaking Korean in public was not allowed or else got punished. (Baik 181-182) After 1905 the Japanese helped modernize Korea by building subways, permitting Western missionaries to come to Korea, promoted most of the educational, and business activities as long as the Koreans weren’t involved with politics. Young Korean people went to Western countries to study western ideas of government, to find the answers to help their country become stronger, and returned back to Korea to spread what they’ve encountered. (Macdonald, 42) 

Later after that globalization became a big part of Korea’s economy boom. According to Hagen Koo’s article, Korea’s educational system relied heavily on the English language because English became an international language in the age of globalization. Part of the reason why English was important was because it lead to occupational success and social mobility. Jobs could be offered in big companies like Samsung, Hyundai, LG, and other professional jobs that paid more. Having the knowledge of English was important for screening in job interviews, and it could get someone in a managerial position. Also depending on how good one’s English competency is those who have low proficiency is said to lack proper sociocultural aptitude for a global business environment. English proficiency is what determined the first class employees from the second class employees within the globalized economy sectors. After realizing that English was a tool for survival many white-collared workers enroll themselves in English classes or private institutes to learn English. (13)


Korea is known for their education fever because most parents of the upper and middle class families spend a lot of time and money trying to prepare their children to go to the high-ranking schools (Koo, 11) like SKY universities, short abbreviation for Seoul University, Korea University, and Yonsei University. Parents would keep coaxing their young children when they are born until when they become adults. Koo mentions that the changes of education in Korea have a lot to do with the social inequality in Korea’s history where there were caste systems from the elite to the low class. After the system’s been abolished by the Japanese, and people were created equal there was a sense that families had to compete with one another for status for survival. In the 1980’s English was taught in secondary public schools, but in the ‘90’s English was taught in the elite private elementary schools. Unsatisfied with the educational system in the private school middle class parents looked to private institutes for English tutoring. The English Education market made $10 billion per year, and private institutes made $2 billion per year, but in the late 1990’s the most popular trend with the middle class was to send their children abroad to study English. Each year many elementary and secondary school students go abroad for either a short term or long term English education in America, Canada, Europe, and Australia. The numbers have increased the following ten years among elementary students from 212 in 1998 to 6, 276 in 2004. Families would emigrate to other countries for the sake of their children’s education. Another fact is that there are Kirogi( wild geese) fathers, Kirogi in which wild geese fly long distances across the ocean to mate, but in this case it’s the mothers accompanying the kids to live with them while they are studying abroad. The fathers would stay behind in Korea to work, and the pay he makes is sent to support his family abroad. Once in a while the fathers would fly to visit his family abroad, or the other way around his family would come back to Korea during vacation, and then go back again. Even though the father is lonely, and kids might become distant from him, but it’s worth a sacrifice hoping that his children become very successful in the future. That sense of desire to provide an early education for their children is very strong in Korea. (Koo, 14-15)

My primary focus is introducing Konglish as the main theme for my paper, and Konglish is a style of using the derived English (Wikipedia) with Korean speech and writing. English is an inseparable part of Korean (Jung, 258), most of Konglish words include borrowed English that are made short, and many of the sentence structures, grammars, vocabulary, and pronunciations are incorrect and often have mistakes. Konglish involves many code-switching and code-mixing especially in the uses of daily conversations, advertising, and entertainment which makes it trendy and cool. ( Wikipedia) Most of Konglish words are used by the younger generations these days. 

In advertising, the product names and attention getters are transcribed and analyzed in Korean and English in speech and text-wise. (Jung, 260) In the 1990’s Roman script became popular in Korean advertisements. Subheadlines, slogans, and company names can be used as the attention getters. (Jung, 263) For example, the video clip I included in my PowerPoint showed a group of young men from a popular boy group ZE:A doing a chicken commercial. They would announce their choice of food in English, and later at the end they’d say the name of the company, Mama’s Touch Chicken. The company’s name is seen written in English and English Romanized Hangeul.

Also popular in the media, Konglish is popular in the entertainment industry for music videos, movies, and shows. The music video I’ve provided for my presentation was from the group called 2NE1, a popular girl group from YG entertainment, the music industry that produces the hip-hop, rap, ballad genre, and are known for training their artists to sound like a native speaker of English in the songs. Most K-pop artist as of today use Konglish in their songs, which are quite catchy, and have repetitive lyrics. 

There are problems with Konglish in Korea, and often times it deals with the poor English on signs, brochures, media, and so on. A customer would see “Crap Cake Burger” sign which should’ve been said “Crab Cake Burger” in a display next to a bun. Those who don’t really use English may not notice anything, but to a native English speaker, or someone educated in English will take notice of it, and criticize it negatively. In another picture I’ve seen, there are people who are wearing shirts that have cuss words, but don’t really know what the words mean. Like with kids who go to school wearing a shirt that has the F words in it, maybe the English teacher that sees it might be surprised. 


I’ve also mentioned some Konglish words in my presentation, and some words are English Romanized, some words have half of the English and half Korean like hwang-taestik (prince+fantastic) meaning that a guy is acting, princely like,  has the features of a cute prince. And there are some Konglish words that don’t really mean what they mean, but have different meanings. There are even derived words that exist in Konglish for example skinship meaning to make out, dealing with any skin to skin contact like holding hands, caressing, kissing. So it is shown that there is a shifting of the definition to have another meaning. 

In Konglish, most English loanwords end with a fricative consonant, but Koreans like to add an epenthic vowel after the fricatives to make it into a consonant vowel syllable (Baik, 182), for example the word sandwich= 샌드위치( saen/deu/wi/chi). As for the bilabial fricative phoneme F(-voiceless) and B (voiced) are used in the absence of dental fricative phonemes. Those who learn how to pronounce the English dental fricatives have no problem, but for others they produce these phonemes: / f, F/ becomes ㅍ/ph/, and /v, B/ becomes ㅂ/p/ (Baik, 183). An example like sofa becomes 소파 (sopa), and Valentine becomes 바렌타인 (balentain). 

The uses of code-switching and code-mixing are used with Konglish as well. With code-mixing the speakers tend to use English expressions, clausal, or phrasal in the syntactic matrix of Korean for example 이제 go to home 해야 되요 (I have to go home right now) , and code-switching deals with switching the sentence from Korean to English or the other way around like in this example: I am sorry. 못 봤어요. (I am sorry I didn’t see you). In the video clip I presented I showed a variety show on Speed English which is popular in Korea, and the celebrities have to describe the Korean word in English, so that the Native English teacher would guess the correct answer in either Korean or English. Those who tried their best, but is unsuccessful can pass their turn to the next person before time is up. Other celebrities are made fun of because they try to create a strategy to have the English teacher guess their word by acting it out or doing hilarious things. 

Indirect refusal is a way of Korean speech act. Koreans will not say yes or no, but will just get to the main point. Here is an example: Bob: Hey Min-soo, do you want to come with us to Jake’s house?
Min-soo: I have a test tomorrow so I must study.

One time, my Korean speech teacher lectured about the Silent “yes” as a way of showing of a person’s shyness, or shame acted in the culture. If a mother asked her son if he took a cookie from the jar, and the son silently looks down, and is silent, and this is how he expresses his shame, with the silent yes. 

Kinesthetic-wise, I also want to share how Koreans, especially from my personal experience how my aunt would show that she’s listening. When I have a pause in between a story that seems to shock, surprise, or excite the listener, she would express her reaction by drawing in a long breath, and display a facial reaction. Most females often do this, but with guys, not so much reaction. Just that their eyes get big and their mouths would be open a little. 

The use of English in Korea has its ups and downs. Some negative aspects of having English in Korea would affect Korean English teacher as stated in Wikipedia, if the teacher is Korean who studied English or a Gyopo (Korean American/ or Korean born in other English speaking countries) were to teach the students, the negative thinking to that is that they might pass their mistakes of bad English towards the students because they might communicate with students by using Konglish. In a way, Konglish is a positive way of connecting to the students in case their students might not understand a part of a lesson. Poor English is often seen as misused in the streets in Korea, on signs, brochures, and sometimes the media. Because English is used often with Romanized Korean, the Hancha characters is slowly fading away because it’s not as popular in Korean ads, and English has taken a larger role (Jung, 268) . Baik (192) explains the concern from English educators that negative influences of English is a way of losing Korea’s linguistic identity. 

The positive aspects of English is that it shows a lot of motivation for young students, hoping that they land a future job in the big economy market. Now there are a lot of bilingual Koreans in Korea now than before (Baik, 191). 

Because Konglish is a used mostly with the younger generations like s code talk, some of the older generations are confused of some of the vocabularies. The younger generations are the ones that produce Konglish so Konglish is expanding. 
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