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Dutch-American Maarten Meijer and his family, above, sit in front of Tapotap Pagoda near Kyongju, North Kyongsang Province. Inset at left, Meijer is wrapped in the South Korean national flag.
/ Courtesy of Hyeonamsa 

Living in South Korea is tough for many ex-pats and some of them readily admit to having a love-hate relationship with their Easy Asian home. 

But Maarten Meijer says he has a balanced understanding of the place he has been calling home for five years and its education system, and he has written a book to illustrate his point-of-view. 

``What Is So Good About Korea, Maarten?’’ is a very personal account of what one at first expected to present positive spin on Korea and the Korean school system of which Meijer is an enthusiastic defender. After all, he is wrapped by his publisher in the ``taegukgi,’’ the South Korean national flag, on the front cover of the book. 

``What bothers me is that many people are so down on the (Korean education system). There is a golden mean, I think. The truth is in the middle,’’ he said, explaining why he was motivated to write. 

Naturally, but arguments about pedagogic policy aside, what comes through in the 300-odd pages of the book is not so much a defense of the Korean school system, but the story of how the Meijer family is negotiating its way through Korean culture _ the country’s living habits and institutions _ much the same way a South Korean family might maneuver through cultural pitfalls in the United States. 

Meijer came to Seoul in the summer of 2000 before he could start at the job he lined up over the Internet. So, for six months, he was teaching English here and there. His present job is with the Chungsin Educational Foundation, helping to set up a private school. 

Meijer, a Dutch citizen with U.S. residency, received his master’s degree in humanities at State University of New York in the early 1980s and his PhD at Moscow State University in the 1990s. He met many North and South Koreans while he and his family stayed at an international dormitory for foreign students in Moscow, which motivated him to visit South Korea in 1995 and 1997. 

After settling into work here, he found he enjoyed the lifestyle and his relationships with Koreans warm and fulfilling. ``Westerners can sometimes be cold and distant, but Koreans are warm-hearted and generous,’’ he said. 

The Meijer family seems to have also settled into Korea quite well. Two of his three children of school age attend Korean schools: daughter Rene and three sons, Bobi, Vasya and Liam. Liam is not old enough to go to school. 

Renee is in a local high school, but she is not preparing for the college entrance exam because Meijer says she will likely go to college in the U.S. The 17-year-old, however, has completely adapted to high school life here, has Korean friends and is a voracious text messager, according to Meijer. 

Bobi, on the other hand, did not take well to the local education system and is being home schooled according to U.S. home schooling standards. He hangs out mostly with children from the ex-pat community, Meijer said. 

But he added that the 15-year-old attends a drum institute, which sounds a lot like any well-adjusted South Korean teenager. 

His 11-year-old has adopted local cultural habits so thoroughly that his siblings sometimes joke, ``Oh, he’s Korean,’’ as though he’s a lost cause or something, according to the Dutch educator. ``He loves ttokpokki and odeng,’’ he added, referring to two popular snacks sold at roadside stalls. 

Meijer is happy his children have assimilated well into Korean culture, but he draws the line at ``PC bang,’’ local Internet cafes. ``Computer games are too violent,’’ he said. 

``I don’t let them go to PC bangs, because they come home smelling like an ashtray,’’ he added. But he allows them a half hour on weekdays and one hour on weekends. 

Meijer says, although he is not sure, he and his family have no plans to leave in search of greener pastures anytime soon, because it is difficult to just get up and move on when one has a family. Perhaps staying in South Korea is the greatest compliment he could pay to his adopted home. 
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