Matthew Kim is a senior who is currently attending East Catholic High School after graduating as the Valedictorian of Assumption Middle School in 2004. He had received the President’s Education Award and was recently accepted into The National Honors Society of High School Scholars and was elected as the treasurer. He had received the Fairfield University Book Award which is given to a junior with an outstanding academic record, leadership qualities, and is involved in community service. Matthew was nominated and attended the Congressional Student Leadership Conference in 2006 which was held at Fordham University. He was accepted into this year’s UCONN Mentorship Connection Program for Gifted High School Students with a full scholarship; where he will experience teaching English as a second language to high school, undergraduate and graduate students from all over the world. Matthew has been volunteering at East Rock Institute since 2006 as a Youth Volunteer in order to gain more knowledge about his own Korean culture and background. 

Hello, my name is Matthew Kim and I am truly honored to be able to attend this year’s Teach Korea Conference and to be able to talk about my experience living as a second generation Korean-American. To introduce myself, I am sixteen years old and I am approaching my senior year at East Catholic High School; after having attended Assumption Middle School since Pre-K to Eighth grade. I was born here in the United States and still have yet to visit Korea for the first time. 

Looking back from my experience through both middle and elementary school, there were both many advantages and disadvantages of going to schools similar to mine. The advantages of my middle school were that my class was very small, numbering about twenty students and because of its size, everyone was included as a tightly-knit community. Also because my middle school was Catholic and had a strict rule of proper conduct that was to be followed, I had rarely been discriminated or criticized for my Asian ethnicity. However, the disadvantages were that because the size of the class was so small, I was usually the only minority never mind the only Korean which had made me feel different and separate from my peers. Also, because of the lack of knowledge and information about Korean culture it was harder on me as I wasn’t distinguished as a Korean but usually as either Chinese or if not just Oriental in general. 


I can still remember to this day when I was in first grade, how I was hurt and confused at my ethnicity as I was constantly categorized as Chinese despite all my efforts in trying to explain that I was in fact Korean. Then after telling my mom about this incident, she had decided to share with the class a taste of Korean culture. She brought in a videotape on facts about Korea, Korean food, and clothing; and after as a class we had a discussion and answered any questions that they were curious about. One thing that had shocked both my mom and me was that my friends weren’t the only ones who didn’t have a clue about Korea but my teacher was just as clueless. Because of what my mom had done, it had both taught my peers about Korea and gave me more confidence to share my culture and take pride in being different from everyone else. 

I had expected to experience a completely different outlook on Korean culture in my high school since the classes consisted of many more students and of different ethnicities. However, I have found that my experience was similar to that of my middle school because most of the students were ignorant to the difference between the many Asian cultures. But their ignorance can’t be blamed on them but rather on the lack of educational resources on the history and background of Korea which this conference is trying to solve. 

I have truly been fortunate to have met such wonderful teachers and friends who are curious and interested in learning about my culture. In fact, recently, I have had the opportunity to treat my principal, several other faculty members, and a group of my friends to a Korean dinner which they had enjoyed so much that they had even requested that my mom would provide them with Korean food for school functions. As for my friends, they enjoy coming over for Ramen and kimchi; and they love watching Korean shows and listening to Korean music. Since I am one of two Koreans in my whole school, the only way for my friends to get a taste of my Korean culture is through me. Because of this, I feel honored to be able to share with them my background but also at the same time I am frustrated that I am the only resource for them to learn about Korea. 
Examples of how uninformed and lacking in knowledge about Korea most people are is that many have rarely ever heard about Korea except through the Korean War and see it as a third-world country. When in fact starting in the late 1970s, Korea became the world's 12th largest trading nation and a major exporter of cars, consumer electronics, and computer components. While from 1980 to 1990 economic growth averaged from ten percent a year, which was more than three times that of the U.S. and twice that of Japan. However, many people aren’t familiar with these facts about Korea, but as mentioned before people having learned more about Japan and China, they automatically assume that anything Asian is associated with China and Japan.   
I feel that there is just so much that one person or a group of people can do to teach others about Korea and its culture. But if it is taught at schools and included in history books, then people would have more knowledge and would be able to appreciate Korean culture. I believe that this Teach Korea Conference is a huge step in the development of the growth of knowledge and understanding about Korea that will also benefit those Korean-American students who have undergone many similar problems as I have. 
