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ABSTRACT 
 

Since 2000, the British Council, under the auspices of the Foreign & Commonwealth 

Office has run an English Language Teacher Training Programme in Pyongyang, North 

Korea.  Its primary aim is to train North Korean teachers on best practices for instructing 

the English language. The program’s longevity and absence of drama underlines several 

important characteristics necessary for successful NGO work in North Korea. It 

highlights that the long-term vision of the DPRK and providing NGO must be shared, 

and that sustained engagement can lead to continued programming. Embassy support also 

plays a crucial role in protecting the capabilities of NGOs to perform their functions. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Engaging North Korea has long been the prescription by Korea-watchers and others 

alike. A combination of “carrots” and “sticks” must be employed to persuade North 

Korea to act as it should, and rejoin the company of responsible international actors, goes 

the argument.  This, however, is easier said than done. The world has watched on 

multiple occasions how North Korea and the international community come to 

agreements or principles on its nuclear program (the 1994 Agreed Framework, 2005 Joint 

statement, and 2012 Leap Day agreement1 come to mind), only for them to fall apart.  

 

Nothing has ever been accomplished without communication. However, in the current 

climate, educational exchanges and public diplomacy efforts as occurred with the Soviet 

Union during the Cold War seem impossible. The contentious relationship between the 

United States and North Korea has had the effect of also blocking consistent engagement 

on Track II, and civilian, NGO fronts. 

 

Not so for other states. 

 

The Sunshine Policy of ROK President Kim Dae-jung (1998-2003) heralded a period of 

intense optimism and rapprochement between North Korea and the international 

community, including the United Kingdom. The positive atmosphere enabled the 

establishment of diplomatic relations, as well as new government-funded programs and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 “The U.S.-North Korean Agreed Framework at a Glance,” Arms Control Association, August 2004, 
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/agreedframework; “Joint Statement of the Fourth Round of the Six-
Party Talks,” U.S. Department of State, September 19, 2005, 
http://www.state.gov/p/eap/regional/c15455.htm; Victoria Nuland, “U.S.-DPRK Bilateral Discussions,” 
U.S. Department of State, February 29, 2012, http://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2012/02/184869.htm. 



	   2	  

partnerships. In the realm of education, the thaw allowed for the founding of an English 

Language Teacher Training Programme, funded by the Foreign and Commonwealth 

Office (FCO), and operated by the British Council.2 

 

The English Language Teacher Training Programme (ELT program) differs from most 

educational programs in North Korea in that the priority is for the educators (or 

“trainers”) of the British Council to teach North Korean teachers. That is, they train North 

Korean instructors on best practices and teaching methodology.3 The British Council’s 

day-to-day contact is with the Commission of Education, who has expressed an explicit 

interest in British English, as “they wanted their students to be instructed in ‘received 

pronunciation’…[because] they wanted to use this as the basis for study of other 

international varieties of English.”4  

 

The existence of this program is actually quite fascinating.  Why have the British Council 

and the FCO established and continued an English Language Teacher Training 

Programme, despite international reticence to dealing with the DPRK, pedagogical 

restrictions, and limited access? Would repeat violations of international norms, UN 

Security Council resolutions, and increased sanctions not be grounds enough for 

discontinuation of this program?  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  James E. Hoare, “A Brush with History: Opening the British Embassy Pyongyang 2001-2002.” (Author 
used a word copy provided by James Hoare. A paper by the same title was published in Papers of the 
British Association of Korean Studies 9, (2004)). An abridged version of said paper appears in North Korea 
in the 21st Century: An interpretative guide, J.E. Hoare and Susan Pares, (Folkestone: Global Oriental, 
2005), 199-225.  
3 British Embassy Pyongyang, “The British Embassy in Pyongyang supports British interests in the 
DPRK,” Gov.uk, Accessed April 2017, https://www.gov.uk/government/world/organisations/british-
embassy-pyonyang. 
4 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 1, interview by Charlotte Fitzek, Email, March 31, 2016. 
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That is what this paper will seek to answer, thereby identifying the qualities of this 

program that lent themselves to its longevity, including: resilience and quality of trainers, 

scope of the project, and incentive overlap between the host country and providing 

institution, leading to greater state support.  

 

Surprisingly, little has been written on this topic. As a result, the following conclusions 

are drawn from a series of interviews conducted primarily in the spring of 2016. 

Interviewees included current or retired senior FCO officials, as well as former British 

Council staff. These were then supplemented with publicly available articles and data to 

cross-reference the accounts and provide the larger context. 

 

BACKGROUND 

The origins of the United Kingdom’s relationship with the DPRK are tied to the détente 

in the international community during the Sunshine Policy. While there had been contact 

between the DPRK and UK prior to the 2000s, it was informal in nature.5 There had been 

a steady increase in contact between both nations, especially since the official recognition 

of the DPRK, which occurred in 1991, when the ROK and DPRK were granted 

admission into the UN.6 Britain had supported this development, though diplomatic 

relations had remained off the table.7 In fact, when Robin Cook, then-Foreign Secretary, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 James E. Hoare, “A Brush with History”; in North Korea in the 21st Century, 199 
6 Ibid, 200. 
7 Ibid, 200. 
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announced the establishment of diplomatic relations in late 2000, it came as something of 

a surprise, even to some FCO insiders.8  

 

Independent from the establishment of diplomatic relations, were talks to establish the 

English Language Teacher Training Programme. Peter Carter, then head of the North 

East Asia and Pacific Department in the FCO, had reached an agreement on the ELT 

program in May 2000, when he visited the DPRK.9 The program sent its first teachers to 

North Korea in September 2000.10 The direct linking of the establishment of diplomatic 

relations and the ELT program are thus erroneous, as diplomatic relations did not occur 

until December 2000.11 It is worth noting that Carter’s visit precedes even the June 2000 

summit between Kim Jong Il and Kim Dae-jung. The FCO decided to establish the 

program before the outcome of the summit was clear, and whether relations between the 

ROK and DPRK would truly improve. 

 

This program supports the UK’s policy of “critical engagement.”12 That is to say, it 

supports “creating institutional and people-to-people links with North Korea, to 

encourage a wider understanding and engagement with the outside world in one of the 

most isolated societies in the world.”13 “Critical” is an important distinction, as the UK 

does not refrain from making remonstrations and sending stern messages to the DPRK 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Ibid, 203. 
9 Ibid, 202-203. 
10 Ibid, 203. 
11 James E. Hoare, interview by Charlotte Fitzek, Skype, April 4, 2016. 
12 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 1; The Rt Hon Hugo Swire MP, “Security in Asia: The UK 
Approach,” (Address, Center for International and Strategic Studies (CSIS), Washington, DC, April 18, 
2016); Senior British Foreign Service Officer 2, interview by Charlotte Fitzek, The Brookings Institution, 
May 10, 2016. 
13 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 1.	   
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leadership on matters of great concern. 14  Engagement should foster understanding 

between the DPRK and the outside world, while still maintaining the ability to make 

“clear the views of the UK and the international community on the DPRK’s nuclear 

weapons programme and proliferation activities and on its human rights record.”15 

 

Since embassies are not typically in the business of running larger-scale educational 

projects, the program was “put out to tender” for the British Council to manage it.16 

(After the first contract expired, the British Council easily won a renewal – alternative 

organizations’ proposals were “amateurish and speculative.”17) The British Council was a 

natural fit because it has for many decades served as a vehicle for “soft power” 

diplomacy. Founded in 1934 by the FCO, the British Council received a royal charter in 

1940, making it a registered charity. Its stated role is to: 

a) promote cultural relationships and the understanding of different 
cultures between the peoples of the UK and other countries 
b) promote a wider knowledge of the UK 
c) develop a wider knowledge of the English language 
d) encourage cultural, scientific, technological and other educational co-
operation between the UK and other countries 
e) otherwise promote the advancement of education.18 

 

The British Council is “operationally independent” and no longer a formal branch of the 

UK government,”19 increasingly so as the funding sources have diversified.20 That said, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 1; The Rt Hon Hugo Swire MP; Senior British Foreign Service 
Officer 2. 
15 “UK and North Korea,” Gov.uk, Accessed May 12, 2016, https://www.gov.uk/government/world/north-
korea. 
16 British Council Teacher, interview by Charlotte Fitzek, Skype, April 8, 2016. 
17 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 2. 
18 “Relationship with the UK Government,” British Council, Accessed May 12, 2016, 
https://www.britishcouncil.org/organisation/facts/what-the-british-council-does/relationship-uk-
government.	  
19 Ibid. 
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“it aligns its long term plans with the UK’s long term foreign policy priorities and 

interests, and there are some specific issues on which the British Council must seek 

approval from UK government ministers.”21 Its role, neither as fully independent NGO, 

nor as government branch, has meant that the British Council has always been able to 

carry on its cultural role, even when diplomacy has gotten difficult,22 whether in the 

DPRK or elsewhere. 

 

But what can explain the longevity of the British Council’s program in North Korea? A 

combination of state incentive overlap and support, as well as program quality. This is 

best demonstrated through a narration of the program’s organization and expansion.  

 

While exploring these aspects, it’s worth keeping in mind an important distinction 

between the British Council and a few other programs. In the course of researching this 

paper, names of one or two other NGOs with a similarly long history in North Korea 

would appear on occasion. Those were the Eugene Bell Foundation, and the Mennonite 

Central Committee. However, the British Council program differs significantly from 

them in at least one crucial way: these other programs are not resident programs.23 That 

is, their home bases are located abroad, while the British Council program operates from 

Pyongyang as a base. Additionally, unlike most other resident and nonresident NGOs 

operating in North Korea, the British Council was never under the supervision of the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 2; British Council Staff Member, interview by Charlotte Fitzek, 
Skype, April 12, 2016; “Relationship with the UK Government.” 
21 “Relationship with the UK Government.” 
22 James E. Hoare, interview. 	  
23 Mark E. Manyin, and Mi Ae Taylor, “Non-Governmental Organizations’ Activities in North Korea,” 
Congressional Research Service, March 25, 2011, 2, https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R41749.pdf. 
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs, meaning it was not subjected to political reprisals as other 

“EU Program Support Units.”24 

 

THE PROGRAMME IN ACTION 

Incentives 

Part of the reason this program succeeded is because the terms of the program were 

acceptable to both the government of the DPRK as well as the UK. At risk of sounding 

obvious, but to keep a program running for 17 years requires interest from both parties, 

making it worth exploring what incentives were fulfilled for each party to continue the 

program. 

 

On the UK side, the aim was for British Council trainers to teach North Korean 

teachers.25 Two overarching “goals” that thus emerged through the teaching was to 1) 

expose as many North Koreans to the outside world as possible, and 2) provide 

something tradable.26 This program was an opportunity to bring a fairly large number of 

North Koreans in contact with foreigners, through a medium respected in North Korea 

(education).27 Additionally, the program was fairly popular in the FCO because it brought 

some hope that it could provide a tiny bit of leverage.28 Whether this leverage actually 

exists is another matter,29 but it was a way for the UK to constructively engage with 

North Korea. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 1. 
25 All interviews. 
26 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 3, interview by Charlotte Fitzek, Skype, April 22, 2016. 
27 Ibid.  
28 James E. Hoare, interview. 
29 British Council Teacher.  
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Through the program, the FCO and British Council saw an opportunity to increase North 

Koreans’ exposure to foreigners. There was an element of creating chances for North 

Koreans to view “Brits as human beings,”30 and encourage an opening of minds to “let 

people see the world was not as the North Korean authorities necessarily depicted it.”31 It 

also addressed the fact that North Korean English language teachers, especially those 

outside Pyongyang, often had never actually met a foreigner before.32 Through people-to-

people interactions, the UK hoped to make an investment into the future of the northern 

half of Korea.33 It was also important to them to try and maximize the effect of whatever 

resources they could put into the program.34 By training teachers, there would be a 

trickle-down effect. 

 

Additionally, improved English language skills in North Korea would benefit the 

international community itself, and teaching at universities would eventually improve the 

English levels of government employees. For instance, graduates of Kim Il Sung 

University often fill senior government department positions, and enter the diplomatic 

service – eventually becoming ambassadors, and first and second secretaries.35 Students 

from Pyongyang University of Foreign Studies (PUFS) become language specialists, and 

work in business, or become “working-level diplomats.”36 Finally, many of the partner 

universities are also the feeders into the North Korean tourism industry, training 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 2. 
31 James E. Hoare, interview. 
32 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 3.  
33 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 2.  
34 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 3.  
35 British Council Teacher. 
36 Ibid. 
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translators37. These translators might also be employed to work for other foreign NGOs in 

North Korea.38 

 

Definitively ascertaining North Korean incentives remains difficult. Clearly, the period 

during which the program was established saw strong support by top leadership. And to a 

degree, it meant that North Koreans were trying to engage with the outside world on their 

terms.39 The leadership also desired to improve the quality of its workforce,40 and was 

keen on the project because it wanted to improve the skills and knowledge of English in 

its population.41 In later years, it also became apparent that language training was seen as 

a way to modernize, as evidenced in Kim Jong Un’s letter to Mangyongdae 

Revolutionary School and Kang Pan Sol Revolutionary School on October 12, 2012.42 

This letter highlighted the need for students to become versatile and proficient in foreign 

languages, and urged the schools to “do away with dictation, rote-learning and other 

cramming methods.”43 

 

Participants in the English Language Teacher Training Programme were from a diverse 

background. The foreign ministry was especially keen on this program.44 Other ministries 

with early interest included the Ministry of Public Health and Ministry of Foreign 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
40 James E. Hoare, interview. 
41 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 3.  
42 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 1, email message to the author, November 14, 2016.	  
43 Jong Un Kim, The Sons and Daughters of Revolutionary Martyrs Should Become the Backbone of the 
Songun Revolution and the Reliable Heirs of the Lineage of Mangyongdae, the Lineage of Paektu, 
(Pyongyang: Foreign Languages Publishing House, 2013), 10. 
44 James E. Hoare, interview. 
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Trade.45 From a North Korean perspective, association with such a project would have 

brought prestige to them.46  

 

Monetary considerations were also at play, as the British Council was “willing to give 

something, and they were keen to see what they could get.”47 The North Koreans were 

creative in trying to make money out of it. Though not part of the ELT program itself, the 

FCO also began providing scholarships for North Koreans to study in the UK for short 

periods of time.48 At one stage during the first trip, the North Koreans tried cashing in 

their plane ticket between Pyongyang and Beijing. Ultimately, they were unable to do so 

as the travel agent referred them to the British Embassy in Beijing.49  Within North 

Korea, there were also constant requests to pay for various items (replacement of 

equipment, for instance), to which the staff simply “had to get a little bit thick-skinned,” 

and learn to “test the waters of what we really needed to say yes to, in order to do what 

we wanted to do.”50  

 

Not that the program was universally loved. Constant infighting between the 

military/security apparatus and the foreign ministry, which came to a head in 2005, were 

part of greater internal tensions in which the security apparatus was predisposed to eject 

foreigners from the country.51 Notwithstanding the valued service the British Council was 

providing, having the British government back the project certainly helped the program 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 Ibid. 
46 James E. Hoare, email message to the author, May 12, 2016.  
47 James E. Hoare, interview. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 
50 British Council Teacher. 
51 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 3. 
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stay its course.52 But step away from the security apparatus, and North Koreans liked the 

program,53 and so the British Council was never affected by, nor bore the brunt of this 

infighting.54 

 

Logistical Organization 

In understanding the success and longevity of this program, it’s also important to 

understand the actual work and trajectory of the program. What functional arrangement 

was acceptable to both sides? 

 

The first universities at which the British Council taught were Kim Il Sung University 

and PUFS.55 A third trainer was, in the second year, dispatched to Kim Hyong-jik 

University of Education, which trains teachers for deployment across the country.56 In 

2011, the British Council also began working with Kimchaek University of Science and 

Technology – the sister university to Kim Il Sung University. (Kimchaek University 

focuses on the sciences and technology, whereas Kim Il Sung University focuses on the 

arts and humanities.)57 Eventually, the British Council also began teaching at Kim Chol 

Ju University. This university too is dedicated to education (and is in fact the main 

university for teaching), though their focus is on primary and secondary school 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 2. 
53 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 3.  
54 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 2. 
55 British Council Teacher.	  
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
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teachers.58 The British Council also moved into middle schools, one of the places where 

they did teach English directly.59 

 

The proportion between English language training and teacher training has been a 

constant balancing act, as the North Koreans have wanted the British Council to teach 

English directly, whereas the British Council’s primary aim is to train teachers.60 Over 

time the program has been trending towards increased teacher training, while still 

expanding the direct language instruction component.61 

 

The day-to-day life of the teachers is fairly flexible, especially compared to outside 

expectations of “the hermit kingdom.” Staff is provided a car and a driver, and “from 

time to time they really didn’t mind us…taking a short detour to a shop, or helping us 

pick up bottles of water and things within the international compound, as long as 

it…wasn’t taken advantage of.”62 At the universities, each teacher is paired with a 

“coordinator” – a position that seems to entail Teacher’s Assistant, Minder, and Guide, 

all at once:  

They were there to help us. If we had problems in the compound with our 
accommodation, they would help us with…sorting [things] out, getting 
repairs done. But they were also the key points...for…the trainers in the 
universities, [and those] who sorted out our schedules…We were 
always…aware that they probably had a bit of a dual role as a minder as 
well…I made a point of trying to contact as many of the past trainers on 
the project as I could…Our relationships with our coordinators were very 
on the surface. [But] we never felt like they were spying on us.63 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid. 
61 British Council Teacher, Senior Foreign Service Officer 2.	  
62 British Council Teacher.  
63 Ibid.  



	   13	  

 

In terms of lessons, the British Council staff has not generally been involved in the 

setting of curriculum, though they are keen to.64 The teachers are, however, asked to 

update existing materials, or write new lesson plans on request.65 This makes them 

unique in “that it's the only programme which does teacher training in the DPRK, or gets 

involved in curriculum development or producing tailored classroom materials.”66 They 

also provide supplemental materials, and in the current cycle, the British Council is using 

the “Britain is GREAT” video series.67 These are short clips, between 5 and 10 minutes 

long, and introduce common facts about life or history of the UK. For instance, one video 

introduces British literature, by showcasing Shakespeare’s Globe Theater, and discussing 

Charles Dickens.68 Another features a man named Richard who takes the viewer around 

London to visit some of the most famous places to go shopping, such as Harrods, Oxford 

Street, or Lock’s – the original maker of the bowler hat.69  

 

The British Council also runs more intensive, larger-scale teacher training events.70 

Meant to liken conferences, the British Council hasn’t been able to fly in speakers.71 

These conference-style events are nonetheless eye opening to both sides. It was at these 

“conferences” that the British Council first noticed that teachers from outside of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 1, interview; British Council Teacher. 
65 British Council Teacher. 
66 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 1, email, Nov. 14. There may have been some overlap with ELIC, 
at least for a period. http://www.elic.org/countries/north-korea/. 
67 British Council Teacher. 
68 “Literature is GREAT – Part 1,” British Council, Accessed April 2017, 
https://learnenglish.britishcouncil.org/en/britain-great/literature-great-part-1. 
69 “Shopping is GREAT – Part 1,” British Council, Accessed April 2017, 
https://learnenglish.britishcouncil.org/en/britain-great/shopping-great-part-1. 
70 British Council Teacher. 
71 Ibid. 
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Pyongyang were being bused in.72 This was of course a welcome surprise, since all agree 

wide reach is an aim of the FCO and British Council. 

 

The FCO involvement has become less than what might be expected – in part because the 

ELT program has its own structure, since it precedes the existence of an embassy.73 In 

effect, the FCO backs the program monetarily, with its coordinating role further 

diminished when the British Council engaged a Team Leader/Project Manager to be 

based in Pyongyang in 2007 to lead the program directly, rather than work 

administratively out of the Beijing Office.74 The embassy does procure materials, and 

takes care of financial matters such as teacher’s salaries.75 Many of the former embassy 

members also tried to meet regularly with the British Council staff. Naturally, these visits 

took on something of a dual nature. While genuine in their offer to assist with any 

difficulties, 76  conversations with the teachers were also opportunities to glean 

information on what was happening in North Korea. 77 But generally speaking, in 

instances of disputes, the British Council attempts to solves issues internally first.78 

Nonetheless, because the North Korean foreigners’ community, especially the British 

community, is fairly small, relations are always quite close between the embassy and 

British Council staff.79 
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73 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 3.  
74 British Council Staff Member; British Council Teacher.  
75 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 3.	  
76 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 3.  
77 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 2.  
78 Ibid. 
79 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 3.	  	  
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In evaluating the organization of the program, what jumped out was the negotiated 

balance between English language teaching and teacher training, and the British 

Council’s access to the highest places of learning in North Korea. The program was also 

successful because it afforded the teachers greater living space, an important factor in 

maintaining mental health. Finally, the courses seem to have found the appropriate 

balance for cultural exchange and reaching teachers across North Korea. The British 

Council and DPRK have also managed a working relationship that can withstand the 

occasional roadblock, with the FCO at hand to facilitate solutions if internal conflict 

management does not succeed. 

 

Taking Stock – Expanding the Programme 

That the program was established around the Sunshine Policy might not be too surprising. 

However, a fascinating feature has been the program’s longevity – despite nuclear tests in 

2006, 2009, 2013, and 2016. Beyond simply the existence of the program, it’s worth 

examining its expansion, made official through Letters of Understanding. 

 

Though the 2014 Letter of Understanding received more press,80 the first LoU was 

actually signed in 2011.81 The impetus was simple. Though there were many “service-

level agreements” between the FCO and British Council on what their respective roles 

were for the ELT program, there was never any “sense of any sort of contract or 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
80 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 1, interview; “Letter of Understanding on DPRK English 
Teaching and Teacher Training Programme Signed,” KCNA, June 25, 2014; British Embassy Pyongyang, 
“Promoting English language teaching in the DPRK,” Gov.uk, July 2, 2014, 
https://www.gov.uk/government/world-location-news/promoting-english-language-teaching-in-the-dprk. 
References to the 2014 LoU were found with ease.  
81 British Council Teacher. 
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agreement that was signed between us [the FCO, and the British Council], and our 

Korean partners,” which led to pushback when the two sides couldn’t agree on what had 

been decided as parameters.82 Subsequently, a 3-year project cycle was established, the 

length being related to funding timelines,83 and also the usual length expatriates tended to 

stay in North Korea.84   

 

With the new Letters of Understanding came the expansions. After operating in just three 

universities for 11 years, in 2011 the British Council grew to teach in three additional 

institutions.85 In 2014, the project increased again by two universities, and also added two 

middle schools. The total now stands at seven universities and three schools.86 The 

British Council was being granted greater access than ever before,87 leading to greater 

exposure.  

 

As with the actual establishment of the program, why the North Koreans decided and 

agreed on an expansion was never explicitly explained. However, as one British Council 

teacher related, 2012 was a very big year in North Korea. It was the 100th anniversary of 

Kim Il Sung’s birth, heralding in year Juche 100, and all North Koreans were exclaiming 

with great pride and joy that “We are going to be a strong and prosperous nation! We are 

going to be leaders in the world!”88 And as part of this momentous time in North Korea, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
82 Ibid. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 1, interview. 
85 British Council Teacher. 
86 British Embassy Pyongyang, “Promoting English language teaching in the DPRK.” 
87 British Council Teacher.	  
88 Ibid. 
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there was apparently a sense that education would have to catch up, and be included with 

“everything else that was going on.”89 

 

That said, it bears in mind that personal relationships also matter. By the time of the 2011 

Letter of Understanding, the British Council had a team that had been in Pyongyang 

almost 18 months.90 And “that continuity had allowed probably a stronger level of 

trust…They felt comfortable with us going into other universities.”91 The training had 

been going well over a long period of time, and the North Koreans “started to feel like it 

was good.”92 The trainer recounted, that:  

if one looks “at the expansion…in 2014, by the time we left, all 4 of us 
[trainers] staggered our departure so there was some sort of project 
knowledge and history being handed over. All of us had been there for a 
[combined] total of 16 years…So again, there was that trust. And 
also…we had been working with pretty much the same coordinators the 
whole time, which is really unusual.93  
 

The detrimental effect of frequently changing local staff/minders had been a common 

complaint by other European NGOs.94 Instead, growing trust and understanding of each 

other enabled the British Council, with FCO approval, to sign a Memorandum of 

Understanding in July 2014 with the DPRK Committee for Cultural Relations with 

Foreign Countries on further engagement, engendering “activities including exchange 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
89 Ibid.  
90 Ibid. 
91 Ibid. 
92 Ibid. 
93 Ibid.	  	  
94 Michael, Schloms. “Chapter Three: The European NGO Experience in North Korea.” Paved With Good 
Intentions: The NGO Experience in North Korea. ed. Gordon L Flake and Scott Snyder. (Westport, CT: 
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visits, study tours, courses, collaboration to produce teaching materials, and sporting 

events.”95 

 

The expansion revealed two important lessons on successful program/NGO management 

in North Korea. First, it remains undeniable that direction from the top echelon can make 

or break a program. Not only had a level of trust developed over the years, but by the 

time of the 2014 LoU, the Commission of Education had a new Director who himself had 

been taught by the British Council at one point, thus experiencing first-hand the quality 

of training.96 Timing of a momentous anniversary was probably a key variable in 

focusing the North Koreans to expand their educational system. A project has far better 

chances of surviving if it can retain the unswerving attention of the North Korean 

leadership. The expansion served the North Koreans, but could be approved because 

there were years of quality service to point to. At the same time, expansion fulfilled a 

major aim of the British Council.  

 

However, given North Korea’s reluctance to exposing its population to foreigners, 

increased state support could not have been possible without consistency in the 

relationship between the British Council staff and North Korean coordinators. Contact 

does create trust. 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
95 “British Council forges new UK/North Korea cultural ties,” British Council, July 15, 2014, 
https://www.britishcouncil.org/organisation/press/british-council-forges-new-uk-north-korea-cultural-ties; 
Kamila Kingstone, “UK, N. Korea agree on more cultural exchanges,” NK News, July 21, 2014, 
https://www.nknews.org/2014/07/uk-n-korea-agree-on-more-cultural-exchanges/; Senior British Foreign 
Service Officer 1, email, Nov. 14. 
96 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 1, interview. 
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This has meant that the ELT program “has not been fundamentally impacted by the shifts 

in the political ‘mood’ surrounding North Korea, and has proved surprisingly durable.”97 

At worst, it has been “disrupted periodically by DPRK staff and students being removed 

from classes or activities at short notice, because of the need to attend political rallies, or 

to participate in the rice planting or harvest.”98  

 

ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS 

There are three compelling alternative explanations as to why the program has continued 

up until now, without major roadblocks. 1) The international community has been 

unaware of this program, and thus hasn’t organized great resistance to it.  2) North Korea 

values all services in which it does not have to upend a great amount of capital. Since the 

FCO funds the British Council activities, there has been no reason for the North Koreans 

to cancel the program. And 3) English language training is a non-threatening area of 

interaction.  

 

While all these alternative explanations are grounded in a kernel of truth, they are not 

sufficient in explaining the 17-year success of the program. 

 

International Awareness 

British citizens seem to be, by-and-large, unaware of the program. In researching the ELT 

program, it became quickly apparent that even newspapers had written little about it. 

Interviewees confirmed this impression, and agreed there wasn’t much publicity about 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
97 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 1, interview. 
98 Ibid. 



	   20	  

the program. On the one hand, it hasn’t attracted much attention because it’s not a high-

profile project, like building a dam.99 One FCO official ventured to say that many British 

citizens probably don’t even know the North Koreans have an embassy in London and 

that “outside a small number of academics, there’s nobody who follows North Korea. It’s 

just not high profile.”100  Generally speaking, there is little interest in North Korea, and it 

only garners attention when it flashes up on the radar screens with stories on arms 

exercises, or the occasional human rights story.101 In that regard, the British landscape 

seems not too dissimilar from the American one.  In many ways, this arrangement suits 

the FCO (and is perhaps encouraged by it), which is happy “not to shout about it from the 

rooftops,” and go about “quiet diplomacy.”102 Without the constant barrage of news 

stories, it becomes easier to manage the program.  

 

But public disinterest and lack of engagement is hardly a reason to cancel a program, 

even if the government funds it. Society relies on government to pursue actions and 

diplomacy in the state’s best interest, whether it is aware of it or not. And there were 

many opportunities for the FCO to pull the plug on the program – some obvious ones that 

come to mind are the repeated nuclear tests and provocations against South Korea, and 

the UN Commission of Inquiry (COI) on human rights violations. There were also many 

opportunities for the North Koreans to evict the British Council, which leads to the 

second point. 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
99 British Council Staff Member; James E. Hoare, interview. 
100 James E. Hoare, interview. 
101 Ibid. 
102 British Council Staff Member.	  
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“North Korea likes all things Free” 

North Korea is in fact highly selective in the programs it permits to operate. In no case is 

this better demonstrated than through its actions in 2005, when most European NGOs 

were ordered to leave North Korea.  The timing coincided with a resolution submitted by 

the EU condemning Pyongyang’s human rights record. Reports indicated that at least 11 

of the 12 foreign NGOs had been asked to leave, including Handicap International 

(French), Premier Urgence (French), PMU Interlife (Swedish), Concern (Irish), the 

World Food Programme (UN), and also Save the Children (British).103  

 

The work of these NGOs covered a wide range of subject areas, such as food security, 

health, forestry, and water quality,104 hardly insignificant, and areas in which North 

Korea struggles with on a chronic basis. “Common wisdom” would thus lead us to expect 

that the NGO work should continue to receive support, since they are neither DPRK-

funded, nor in areas of controversial service. It would also be in line with observations 

that North Korea has used international aid to divert money that is typically needed for 

imports, and instead uses it to support other priorities, such as military programs.105 That 

the other NGOs were asked to leave but the English Language Teacher Training 

Programme emerged unscathed, points to its special place from the North Korean point of 

view. 

 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
103 Joe McDonald, “North Korea Expels European Aid Groups,” Washington Post, November 16, 2005, 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/11/16/AR2005111601507_pf.html;  
Sungwon Yang, “North Korea Tells Aid Groups To Leave,” trans. Sarah Jackson-Han, Radio Free Asia, 
November 16, 2005, http://www.rfa.org/english/korea/nkorea_aid-20051116.html. 
104 Sungwon Yang. 
105 Marcus Noland, “Does Food Aid Support the North Korean Nuclear Program?” Peterson Institute for 
National Economics: Witness to Transformation (Blog), March 28, 2011, https://piie.com/blogs/north-
korea-witness-transformation/does-food-aid-support-north-korean-nuclear-program. 
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The ELT program also hasn’t struggled as other NGOs:  

such as MSF, Medecins du Monde (MDM), and Action Contre La Faim 
(ACF) [that] are accustomed to implementing programs in famine-stricken 
countries all over the world. Out of respect for their operating principles 
(and due to frustrations in working with the DPRK government), these 
NGOs decided to withdraw.106  
 

Given the British are not by nature unscrupulous about where and how they conduct 

NGO and government-sponsored work, one may conclude that the nature of the ELT 

program is what led to terms amenable to the FCO and British Council.  

 

Indeed, compared to many other NGOs or educational programs in North Korea, the 

British Council staff enjoy relatively greater freedom.107 As adverts for teacher positions 

put it: “Our staff enjoy a significant degree of freedom to explore Pyongyang’s clean and 

quiet streets and marvel at its striking architecture and spectacular cultural displays. 

There are also opportunities to experience some stunning countryside away from the 

capital.”108 Teachers have their own apartments, and may move within Pyongyang rather 

freely109 – compared to other educational programs, the most famous at the moment 

being the Pyongyang University of Science and Technology (PUST), perhaps. A reading 

of Suki Kim’s book, “Without You, There is no Us” (Crown, 2014), reflects that teaching 

at PUST can be an emotionally isolating experience, compounded by lack of mobility.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
106 Michael Schloms, 48. 
107 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 2; Senior British Foreign Service Officer 1, email message to the 
author, March 31, 2016. 
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But the issue does not seem to be that the students of PUST are more elite than those of 

the ELT program, accounting for this difference.110  

 

Evidently, the priorities of the North Koreans favored the British Council ELT program. 

English, in particular, is an important point of North Korean education as early as 5th 

grade,111 and has become the most taught foreign language in North Korea, next to 

Chinese.112 The German program, run by the German Academic Exchange Service 

(DAAD), has only one instructor, despite the long historical ties between Germany (both 

the East and unified Germany) and the DPRK113. Neither the Germans, nor the French 

have a program the size of the British Council, and indeed, relatively few foreign 

language programs exist to begin with.114 The British Council thus distinguishes itself not 

only by focusing on teacher training and occasional curriculum development, but also 

through its reach.  

 

But perhaps the reason the ELT program persists in its form, is because it had been 

established before the “great crackdown.”115 It was thus easier to maintain freedoms that 

had been negotiated during a period of greater optimism. However, there was also a 

Swiss organization, the Adventist Development and Relief Agency (ADRA), which had 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
110 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 1, interview.	   
111 Joel Lee,  “Foreign languages taught in North Korea to instill loyalty,” Korea Herald, April 26, 2016, 
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been operating in North Korea since 1999, and had six ongoing projects in 2005, when it 

was expelled.116 So we cannot ascribe all credit to the FCO’s negotiation skills. Plus, 

teacher experiences indicate that flexibility and openness to materials has actually 

increased with time, not decreased.117 

 

One UK Senior Foreign Service Officer suspects that the DPRK used the 2005 UN 

resolution as justification to kick out the NGOs, to: 

behave quite nastily to the EU NGOs… because at the same time the WFP 
were forced to cut down their staff on the ground quite dramatically. It 
was part of a wider bout of tightening up, of harder-line policies within the 
North Korean system. The security apparatus hated even the limited 
access the WFP staff had to ordinary people…but at no point do I 
remember the British Council program coming under threat. Teachers 
were seen as part of the embassy...not as an NGO.118 

 

What can, and should be acknowledged is that these NGOs, more frequently than others, 

did have opportunities to see beyond the veil that North Korea likes to put up between its 

less savory aspects and the international community.  The unease with that reality 

probably contributed to the call for NGOs to leave.119 And some were ultimately able to 

stay after coming under the auspices of the EU.120 Still, it is remarkable that the British 

Council program remained wholly unaffected during this period. 
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Benign Topics 

All interviewees freely admitted that their program did not seek to push topics that might 

be politically sensitive. When in doubt, trainers sought out their coordinator, explaining 

why they wanted to use a certain source.121 In most cases, the coordinators allowed the 

usage of the material in question. This back and forth established increased trust.122 

However, the North Koreans were not above being challenged, and there were occasions 

during which either the British or North Koreans found themselves in unexpected waters.  

 

In one instance, a teacher was asked to write a course on international law and banking. 

He was handed a book – the United Nations Charter – and asked to write a lesson on it. 

What to do with chapter three, which deals on human rights? “As in most things,” the 

teacher avoided opinion, and “would just allow the text to do the teaching.”123 He 

arranged comprehension questions and activities, but otherwise let the text speak for 

itself. Having written the lesson, he was subsequently asked to teach it so that the North 

Koreans might observe how to do conduct such a class themselves, and thus this 

instructor suddenly found himself teaching on the UN Charter and human rights to a 

classroom full of 20-something-year-old North Koreans.124   

 

As to the international banking lesson – the North Koreans were eager to learn about the 

financial collapse, and why it happened.125  This was not entirely surprising. The British 

Council has been able to use a number of contemporary materials, such as magazine 
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articles from The Economist.126  (In another example of the contemporaneous nature of 

materials that make it to North Korea: in 2012, the FCO paid for the rights so that the 

famed BBC drama Sherlock could be screened at the Pyongyang International Film 

Festival.127) The North Korean students reportedly also listen to BBC News radio to 

practice their English.128 The British Council staff is eager to help the North Korean 

teachers find materials they could use, and when in doubt about the appropriateness of 

what they find, all they have to do is confer with their coordinators.129 The frequency of 

positive feedback actually surprised the trainer. It seems in the early days of the program, 

such frequent acquiescence was not the case.130 

 

One of the common refrains regarding outside information in North Korea is always 

about how the state is trying to restrict knowledge of the outside world. Teachers had to 

be circumspect in what they discussed and what materials they used, but their use of 

contemporary materials (newspapers, magazines, Britain is GREAT) signals something 

about both the students and the DPRK regime. Entrusting them with greater access to 

outside materials, confirms to a degree the privileged position of Pyongyang residents, 

and their relative “elite” status, particularly compared to the rest of North Korea. 

Nonetheless, the several hundred of students and teachers are not all part of the “inner 

circle.”131 
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CONCLUSIONS 

This program has highlighted a series of important characteristics necessary for NGOs to 

succeed in North Korea. Key qualities include: resilience, quality of service, self-

containment, and consistent state support. 

 

Resilience was a term that was naturally brought up by multiple sources. Other related 

terms – patience, flexibility, self-sufficiency, self-awareness, self-contained, 

psychological stability – all point to the great professionalism and difficult work of the 

British Council in teaching in the DPRK. The British Council has selected an excellent 

staff that can manage well in North Korea. This seems like a self-evident requirement, 

but is not a given. The problem with many other educational programs in North Korea is 

that the teachers are often very young and inexperienced.132 Consequently, many have 

trouble handling the environment.133 The British Council, on the other hand, operates in a 

number of difficult locations, and teachers arrive with prior experience.134 

 

This was something also remarked on by the Commission of Education, which translated 

into an appreciation of the quality of teaching: 

The line from the Commission of Education was consistent – that they 
appreciated the high quality of the training, its modern nature and that it 
fitted in with the educational aims of the country, including the extension 
of the period of compulsory education.  They also came to understand 
better the high quality and standing/reputation of the British Council…So 
there was a high ‘demand’ for English teaching, both direct language 
training and modern teaching practice.  The Head of the Commission of 
Education also made the point that they had realized that the method of 
training offered by the British Council, with a focus on communicative 
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English, was more useful than the much more traditional methods which 
involved studying grammar in a very formalized way.135  

 

As a result, the program has never been under threat. Sanctions were never really 

discussed in relation to the program.136 When there is a policy of “critical engagement,” 

the program must continue.137 There were occasionally small continuity problems, related 

to internal events that might take students out of the classroom suddenly,138 but never an 

existential crisis.  

 

Institutional structure was also key. Continuity within the program and the ability to take 

on larger projects grew with the establishment of the project manager position.139 The 

North Koreans also found this new structure easier to deal with, as they preferred having 

one point-person with whom they could discuss their concerns or ideas.140 

 

That said, the program probably couldn’t be set up today, as it might be seen as 

rewarding North Korea behavior, 141 and “the longevity of this programme is partly 

because all involved on the UK side recognize the difficult environment it operates in, 

and the fact that if it were to be closed for whatever reason, it could not be easily 

resurrected.”142  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
135 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 1, interview. 
136 All interviewees. 
137 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 2. 
138 British Council Teacher; British Council Staff Member. 
139 British Council Staff Member. 
140 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 3.  
141 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 2.  
142 Senior British Foreign Service Officer 1, interview; Senior British Foreign Service Officer 2. 



	   29	  

One might think that NGOs not affiliated with a specific state might be more flexible in 

establishing programs in difficult places such as North Korea. However, they are also 

much more vulnerable. They are easier to manipulate and bully, and eventually expel too. 

The British Council seems to have found the middle ground. It’s important too, to 

acknowledge that its actions are seen as non-threatening, and that it fulfills key criteria 

for both the UK and DPRK.  

 

The DPRK continues to support the program because English language acquisition is a 

priority. It’s through English language that North Koreans can engage with the outside 

world, be it in business, tourism, or diplomacy. English also remains the lingua franca of 

the international community, meaning that for North Koreans to have access to outside 

materials in the scientific community or elsewhere, its citizens will require a command of 

the English language. But credit should also be given to the British Council, which 

provides a high quality service, and is supported by its foreign ministry, aiding it through 

rough periods.   

 

The implications of the British Council’s program are far-reaching, making the ELT 

program a fascinating study for quiet diplomacy with the DPRK. 
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