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By Oh Kyu-wook

Roos Bezemer, a Korean-born 
Dutch student, had always been cu-
rious about living in her motherland.

The 18-year-old, adopted when she 
was 17 months old, came to Seoul 
in February thanks to Youth For 
Understanding, a global nonprofit 
organization promoting international 
student exchange programs.

With the Korean name of Eun-
bi, she stays with a host family and 
attends a women’s high school in 
Seoul and is finding how pleasant it 
is to be in a different culture. 

“I find everything interesting so 
far, because what seems to be so 
normal in the Netherlands is really 
different here,” she told The Korea 
Herald.

“I hope to learn the language and 
culture, and I hope to have as many 
experiences as I can to grow as a 
person.”

She is the first member of the ex-
change program launched last year 
by YFU branches in both countries.

Bob Poel, the national director of 
YFU Netherlands, noted that the 
youth exchange program could have 
a long-lasting impact on the young 
students involved.

“If you really (want to) understand 
why people think differently, I think 
you have to go and stay there,” he 
said in an interview with The Korea 
Herald.

The Dutch director visited Seoul  
last month to better understand the 
country and to expand the student 

exchanges between the two coun-
tries.

He explained that the YFU’s ex-
change programs gave students a 
unique opportunity to step out of 
their “comfort zone” and “to start a 
new in a completely different envi-
ronment.”

YFU’s foreign exchange students 
stay with a local host family and at-
tend a school for either a short-term 

or long-term exchange, he said.
The purpose, he added, was to 

help young people learn the “life of 
somebody in their age, but in anoth-
er culture,” and to learn about the 
similarities and differences.

“Also, I think if you want to really 
value what you have, we need an 
opportunity to step away from it for 
some time,” he added.

YFU’s exchange program was 

launched in 1951 by church leaders 
in Michigan in the U.S. when they 
invited 75 West German teenagers 
with the aim of bridging the World 
War II foes.

Its network has now expanded 
to 65 countries to become the op-
erator of one of the world’s largest 
international educational exchange 
programs. There are currently more 
than 4,000 students participating in 

its foreign exchange program every 
year.

Poel, who has been leading YFU 
Netherlands since 2000, himself was 
a YFU exchange student. He studied 
in Ohio, U.S., from 1973-1974. 

The Dutch director noted that he, 
too, was afraid of stepping out of his 
comfort zone, but YFU helped him 
to adjust to his new living environ-
ment.

“You do not feel completely on 
your own, because YFU arranges a 
host family and school for you,” he 
said. 

Although nowadays people are be-
coming increasingly more globalized, 
the importance of student exchange 
programs will remain unchanged, he 
added.

“The world is still divided, not the 
East and West anymore but because 
of different religions,” he said. “So I 
think even today our organization 
has a task to build a bridge to exist-
ing differences, to bring the world 
together.”

YFU Netherlands currently 
organizes short-and long-term ex-
changes with 38 member countries, 
including Korea. He said there 
are currently two Korean teenag-
ers studying in the Netherlands 
through the exchange program, 
and three Dutch students will com-
mence their programs here this 
summer.

“We’re very much focused on ex-
panding exchange programs with 
Asia. We think it is a very impor-
tant continent already, and will 
become more important,” Poel said. 
“We hope to not only include more 
Asian countries, but also to improve 
the number of Dutch students going 
to Asia.”

Bezemer hopes to be able to speak 
Korean fluently before finding her 
biological mother one day.

“I think I’m not ready. But when 
I do I want to talk with her and un-
derstand her,” she said.

Poel said she would certainly 
have some challenges being able 
to communicate in a foreign lan-
guage. 

“But she’ll manage like thousands 
of other YFU exchange students 
have done before,” he added. 
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Korea will play a major role in 
the UNESCOs’ plan to build a glo-
bal network of lifelong learning, 
according to an adviser to the ini-
tiative.

The United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and 
Cul tura l  Or-
ganization is cur-
rently working to 
establish a net-

work of cities advanced in lifelong 
education in October. 

“Korean cities will be part of 
the network and will have the op-
portunity to show the rest of the 
world what they’re doing,” Michael 
Osborne, professor of adult and 
lifelong learning at Glasgow Uni-
versity, told The Korea Herald.

The renowned British scholar is 
one of a group of experts advising 
the UNESCO Institute for Life-
long Learning regarding its plan 
to launch the Global Learning Cit-
ies Network. He visited Korea this 
week for an expert meeting on the 
project.

With human resources the big-
gest asset of its rapid growth, Ko-
rea has already put the system in 
place for learning through different 
periods of one’s life and careers, he 
said.

The envisioned network’s 
members will be designated as 
UNESCO’s global learning cities. 
The aim is to create a global plat-
form and establish a set of bench-
marks for other cities to follow in 
allowing citizens more opportuni-
ties to acquire knowledge and 
skills.

“(When the network is com-

pleted) for sure, Korean cities will 
come out very strongly. It will 
be an opportunity for them to be 
known more in the world.”

The panel is currently looking 
to establish a set of standards for 
global learning cities. The UIL will 
hold a series of workshops before 
the official launch of the Global 
Learning Cities Network at the 
next summit in Beijing, Oct. 21-23.

A number of Korean cities have 
already shown great interest in be-
coming a UNESCO Learning City.

But he cautioned that cities 
should not be overly occupied with 
gaining such an honor which with-
out strict standards and principles 
could end up a “catchy but mean-
ingless name.”

There are a lot of cities in the 
world that already use the title 

“learning city,” but it doesn’t nec-
essarily mean they really are, he 
said.

“It’s very attractive rhetorically 
to talk about being a learning city, 
but they need to make sure all the 
stakeholders are involved and to 
make sure the learning cities are a 
meaningful idea.”

Osborne has worked with many 
governments and international 
agencies, including the Council of 
Europe and the U.K. and, most re-
cently, German governments.

One of the projects he is cur-
rently engaged in is analyzing 
implications of a survey called the 
Program for the International As-
sessment of Adult Competencies, or 
PIAAC.

Developed by the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment, the survey is designed 
to measure adult competencies, 
such as reading, numeracy, team-
work and communication, he ex-
plained.

There are currently 25 countries 
participating in the survey, includ-
ing Korea. The first results will be 
released in October, he said. 

“My hypothesis is that coun-
tries which put a big emphasis on 
lifelong education will show the 
strongest results in PIAAC,” he 
added.

He expects Korea to show a 
strong showing, noting that it is 
one of the highly ranked countries 
in an international student assess-
ment called PISA.

“It’ll be interesting to see wheth-
er the performance of the countries 
that do well in PISA is reflected in 
PIAAC,” he added.
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More than 100 practitioners, aca-
demics and policy planners in edu-
cation discussed how to help people 
continue learning throughout their 
lives at an annual forum in Suwon, 
Gyeonggi Province, Monday.

The forum hosted by the state-
run National Institute for Lifelong 
Education in Korea in cooperation 
with the Gyeonggi Provincial In-
stitute for Lifelong Learning drew 
international experts, including 
Arne Carlsen, director of UNESCO 
Institute for Lifelong Learning, 
Michael Osborne, professor of the 

University of Glasgow, and Luis 
Scasso, director of lifelong educa-
tion at the Organization of Ibero-
American States.

Under the theme of “The power of 
learning cites to change the world,” 
they participated in a series of pres-
entations and discussions on various 
lifelong learning models in different 
countries.

“This forum is a unique opportu-
nity to share new ideas and promote 
international cooperation,” Choi Un-
shil, the president of NILE, said in 
her opening remarks.

Since 2009, NILE has been host-
ing the annual forum in an effort to 

learn from advanced countries and to 
help spread best practice in lifelong 
education around the world.

This year, in particular, the forum 
was followed by a consultative meet-
ing on Jeju Island for establishing a 
global network of cities to promote 
lifelong learning. 

The UNESCO Institute for Life-
long Learning is planning to estab-
lish the new initiative in October 
this year, and before that it plans to 
make a list of “key features,” a set of 
indicators for monitoring and assess-
ing cities wishing to be part of the 
network.
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Student exchanges bridge Korea, Netherlands
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Guide to understanding contemporary Korean society

Available at 
Kyobo and 
other major 

bookstores and 
Amazon.com

• Insight into Korea offers essays by renowned foreign experts 
on Korea’s transformation during the past two decades.

• Social Change in Korea, co-authored by leading Korean 
sociology professors, provides a comprehensive analysis of 
contemporary Korean society.

• Political Change in Korea helps readers better 
understand Korea’s political development since the 
mid-1980s democratization movement.

• A New National Strategy for Korea explores new 
approaches for Korea to ensure national security, political 
development and economic growth.

• Korean Wave provides a firsthand account of the fever 
for Korean TV dramas, films and popular music in Asia 
and beyond.

• Big Bang in Capital Market analyzes the Korean 
government’s scheme to create a vibrant capital market.

• Financial Industry at a Crossroads charts the future course 
of reform for the Korean financial industry and regulators

• Insight into Dokdo scrutinizes the positions of Korea and 
Japan regarding Dokdo from historical, political and legal 
perspectives.  

• Green Growth (I) introduces climate change efforts 
in a dozen advanced countries.

• Green Growth (II) discusses the political, economic and 
technological foundations needed to pursue green growth.

• Korea’s Territorial Policy analyzes the role of territorial 
policy in Korea’s economic development since 1960.

• Empowering Korea with New Innovations outlines new 
directions for Korea to promote research and development.

• Making the High-Speed Train Fly focuses on the interna-
tional dimensions of Korea’s science and technology policy.

Priced at 
20,000 won each
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