Dear colleagues,

As outgoing chair of CKS, I am writing this letter to inform the Koreanists of a recent workshop assessing the state of the field that I organized on June19th at UC Santa Barbara campus. Over the past two years as chair, I have had the opportunity to read and evaluate hundreds of graduate students as well as faculty applications for both the Korea Foundation fellowships as well as the Korea Studies division of the AAS NEAC funding. I came away with many positive impressions of the future of the field especially in terms of the exciting new areas being pioneered by our younger Koreanists especially in post-colonial/cultural studies addressing issues of race, gender, and media such as film and music. However, at the same time, I was disturbed by the overall lack of organization, theoretical perspective, writing, and, of course required language skills (be they Korean or Japanese or Hanmun) necessary to carry out serious academic research. The NEAC administered grants especially when compared to the Japanese specialists were striking in their low numbers of application files. I was especially concerned with and somewhat embarrassed about the chronic nature of under-spent funds which I was not aware of at all. Here I will enumerate my findings below: 

First of all, I want to point out that except for the year 1998, the NEAC KF funds have been under spent and/or returned to the Foundation. In 2003, a record amount of $10,147.93 was returned to the KF. Fortunately, I was able to get this money back and used it to fund a Korean studies workshop here at UCSB (More on this later). In 1999, the amount of $8,264.41 and in 2000, the amount of $6,405.00 was returned. In 1996, $7,500 dollars was re-allocated towards the short-term travel to Korea, otherwise that amount would have also gone unspent. Such large amounts of unspent funds is due to consistently under-performing categories which have had a chronic lack of applicants. For example, the category for research assistance was not allocated at all in 1997, 2001, and 2003. The few years, the fund was actually awarded only an average of $500.00 was given out.  The other category lacking applicants were instructional materials development (1995-0, 1998-0) and to enhance teaching categories (1999-0, 2000-0). The category of funding for conferences and workshops was also anemic; for example, in the year 1996, no funds were allocated. Subsequently, that year, the amount of $7,500.00 was re-allocated for the short-term travel grants. The other category that lacked applicants were the “Korea related speakers and panels” which had no awards given out in 2003. In other years, there were usually funds leftover for these awards as well.  Finally for this year ‘04, we did not give out any awards for research assistance, or teaching enhancements, or Korea related panels. There may be several reasons for such lack of interested applicants or schools for these projects such as the dollar amounts are not sufficient to launch anything substantial, either for projects or conferences. However, when I consulted with senior Korean Studies scholars both in America as well as Korea who have had much more experience in administering Korea foundation grants over the years, they commented that such lack of interest in field development as well as lack of qualified applicants were not unique to our NEAC grants but were reflected in the applicants’ pool at other foundations such as the Fulbright and Korea Foundation graduate fellowship language program in Korea (Last year there were only two U.S. students who applied compared to dozens from China, Russia and South-east Asia). Therefore, rather than fund mediocre projects or students, they had decided to carry the grants over in some cases.  In my own recollections of the discussions we had with the NEAC committee members the past year, I remember personally rejecting two applicants for these conference and research assistance categories due to the substandard level of research or teaching component in their proposals. 

As part of my own personal effort to understand the state of the Korean Studies field in North America, I organized a workshop entitled:  A Review of the State of the Field and Future Recommendations at UCSB campus Inter-disciplinary Humanities Center.  Though the idea was initially welcomed by all the directors of the Korea Institutes in North America, at the end only Sohn Ho-min (U. of Hawaii), Don Baker (UBC), John Duncan, and Sohn Seung-ock (UCLA), and Kim Sun Joo (Harvard U.) were able to attend due to scheduling conflicts. Ross King was invited as the in-coming chair of the CKS.  


We also invited a few current PhD candidates at Harvard University and UCLA to participate. The participants were given prior assignments depending on the field of their expertise to reflect on their teaching, research, grant administering, AAS Korea related panels, and Korea related publications at their Centers. Ms. Ah-jung Suh also flew in from Korea to talk to us about the overall structure, workings and funding situation around the globe. Most importantly, we tracked the job market situation in North America relying on the past three years of web-archives that the AAS ‘s Jon Wilson was kind enough to provide us. I also gave a brief presentation of the library situation based on the Consortium of Korean Libraries and Council of East Asian Librarian Statistics. Overall, we had a very productive workshop which ended with an informal question and answer session with current graduate students concerns regarding research, dissertation writing strategies, competing for fellowships, and job hunting skills. 

Due to remarkable research, analytical, computer, and quantitative skills of our hardworking group of professors and students, our workshop yielded hundreds of pages of data in excel spreadsheets, and power-point presentations. Though I have not yet analyzed the hundreds of pages of data accumulated from this workshop, the preliminary impression we all walked away with is that the field has indeed grown in terms of tenure track job prospects at both major research universities and small teaching colleges, with accompanying increase in the number of Korea related panels as well as an exponential increase in the number of dissertations and publications. However, we agreed that we still had a long way to go in such key areas as the development of an inter-university center for intensive language training programs for academics, money and staff for libraries, and to successfully place our recent PhD’s at four year institutions. 

After discussing at length with Ms. Suh Ah-jung of the Korea Foundation about what to do with the data results from this conference, we agreed that the best way to give credit to the authors of this data-base as well to keep the momentum of our conference (updating our data-based bi-annually) going, we decided to design a web-site dedicated to enhancing the state of the field. I envision this web-site to be an official arm of the Committee on Korean Studies at which Korean studies scholars can share their ideas, opinions, recommendations, as well share information regarding professional, career as well as academic issues directly related to the field. I would like to see information on CKS events, conferences, fellowships, job applications, dissertations/publications on Korea, as well as a direct email link to willing advisors and mentors who can advise graduate students on their areas of specialty. I believe these are the critical areas that we have to develop so we can indeed promote the quality and quantity of applicants for our under-subscribed teaching material enhancements and conference categories. The Korea field I believe is well on its way to a promising future and though I believe a critical mass is there it seems that there is not enough information sharing or access to knowledge of such funding sources or grants for students and faculty. 


In order to create such a website for dialogue, Ms. Suh suggested that we hire a computer knowledgeable graduate student currently in the field of Korean Studies who will be able to continually update and make links to the main areas of concern to scholars active in the field that we have addressed in the conference. Professor Sohn, the new director of CKS at Hawaii has graciously offered to have be host-site linked with the CKS site at the University of Hawaii. 


Finally, in order to fund this web-site for next year, I have written a request the NEAC committee to allocate the above chronically under-performing categories: research assistance funds ($1,500.00), Korea related panels and speakers ($1,500.00) and Enhancement of Korean Studies ($1000.00). If we create a new category called: “Korea Field and Career Development” and add up these funds, I believe we can come up with an annual allotment of between $4000.00 + initially to hire a web-designer. Since the NEAC Committee has to meet to vote on this re-allocation this November, we anticipate the site will begin its launch next spring.  At present, I will stay on as advisor but preferably I would like to see the newly elected chairs of CKS continue to supervise and administer to the web-site in close communications with our major centers’ directors such as U. of Hawaii, UCLA, Harvard, UBC and Columbia. In this way, there will be institutional continuity as well as common sense of purpose to creating a vibrant virtual community and forum for dialogue dedicated to the future development of Korean studies in North America.  For your information, I am attaching our conference schedule. For those interested, please contact me and I can email you some of our preliminary findings. 
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