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My mother studied music in college, and after graduation, she taught at a high school in

Busan. After she married my father and gave birth to three daughters, she taught piano

lessons to neighborhood children at our modest house in Seogyo-dong. My mother is now 86

years old, and she still recalls her students with great fondness. 

My mother, father, and two sisters and I immigrated to New York in March of 1976. My

mother didn’t want to leave Korea. She had family in Busan and Seoul, and she loved

teaching. However, my father had been a teenage war refugee from Wonsan, North Korea,

and he had lost his mother and sister to the national division. After the Vietnam War ended,

he was concerned that another war could happen again in Asia, so we went to the United

States.

I’ve spoken to thousands of Koreans around the world, and when I ask them why they left

their homeland, there are as many different answers as there are people. That said, mixed in

with their very specific and personal reasons, often, I hear this common refrain: I wanted to

provide better educational opportunities to my children. 

In New York, my parents owned a small wholesale jewelry business in Manhattan, and they

worked six days a week. Neither of my parents ever checked my homework, and my mother

attended the requisite parent-teacher conferences, but she was not a member of the Parent

Teacher Association and there was no time to make food for the bake sales. 

Growing up, my parents expected my sisters and me to care about school; however, I never

felt any pressure from them. There were no arguments about report cards or where I should

go to college. In Korea, I did not go to hagwons, and in America, I did not attend any

Korean hagwons. In my junior year in high school, I heard from a friend about a six week

SAT prep course called Princeton Review, so I asked my parents for the money and they let

me go. In college, for one semester, I taught the verbal section of the SATs for a Princeton

Review course in Connecticut for a part-time job, so that was my experience with one

American hagwon until I took BARBRI, a summer program to study for the New York State

Bar exam after I graduated from law school. I thought Princeton Review and BARBRI were

helpful, but even then, I noticed that every student’s outcome depended largely on their

motivation and preparation. 

My dear Reader,



To this day, my mother, a former teacher, believes that you cannot make a child study. You

should not push anyone to do anything they don’t want to do. Whenever a young parent

asks my mother how she raised her three daughters, my mother shrugs and says we came

this way. She says she didn’t do anything special, and I should add, characteristic of a

daughter of a Presbyterian minister who served as the headmaster of an orphanage, she will

tell the young parent, she prayed for us. Finally, she says, you have to believe in your child.

To write this novel, I have traveled a number of times to Seoul, Sydney, and Orange County,

to meet the people I wanted to write about. The narrative time is set between 1992 through

2007, so consequently, the families in this novel experience both the Asian Financial Crisis,

which Koreans term as the “IMF Crisis” and the precipitation of the Global Financial Crisis.

Almost ten years ago, I began the novel to explore why Koreans value education so much,

and in that time, I realized that what all of us must value the most is wisdom. 

It is an extraordinary privilege to share the story of mothers, fathers, sons, daughters,

friends, and neighbors, as they try to survive personal betrayals, dramatic economic

displacements, unexpected migrations, and struggle to flourish while persisting in their faith

in a better future for the next generation. Thank you for picking up this novel, and I hope

you will allow me to honor the wisdom life brings each of us. 

With profound gratitude,

Min Jin 



Please note the following questions may contain spoilers for their section. We recommend you read only after

you’ve finished that section.

 

Book I: March 1992-January 1995

1.The opening line of American Hagwon—“The rules of engagement have changed already”—serves as a

thesis statement for the novel. What does the line mean to you, and how does it set the tone for the

story?

2.Mido, the youngest of the Koh siblings, is very shy. How do the adults in her life respond to her shyness?

As she moves between the US, Australia, and Korea, is her shyness valued differently?

3.How would you describe John and Taehun’s friendship? Looking at the transactional nature of their

working relationship, would you say the mutual benefits of sticking together are balanced?

4.In “Shimcheong,” the pastor recalls the folk tale of Shimcheong, about a daughter who sacrifices her life

for her father’s health. In his sermon, he also implores, “For what do we give up everything? What do you

love more than your child?” Did you draw parallels between the sermon and the story, and what effect did

the sermon have on you as a reader?

5.How would you describe hagwons? Can you identify hagwon-like programs from your own experience, and

how are they similar to hagwons in Korea? How are they different?

6.What are Helen and John’s views on hagwons? Why is it important to them that their children receive a

good education? What responsibilities do Helen and John have to their children?

7.DH goes on to attend boarding school in New England, and he’s set up to attend university in the US,

too. What are the advantages for Korean children like DH who seek education outside of Korea? What

are the costs?

8.How does Mido and Yun’s friendship shape their lives? Does it differ from the ways in which DH and

Peter’s friendship shapes theirs?

9.John acquiesces to Taehun’s order to fire Danbi, which backfires. Did you sympathize more with John or

with Danbi? Did you agree with John’s decision?

Book II: November 1996-March 1999

1.How does the suneung compare to the university entrance testing where you’re from? Do you agree with

Bo’s decision to retake it?

2.After Bo fails the suneung a second time, Sonya tells him, “We don’t believe in the Korean education

system.” What do you think she means by this? Why do you think Bo is so determined to attend

university in Korea? 

3.How does this section portray the ramifications of the Asian Financial Crisis, across Korea, Australia, and

the US?

4.Mido weighs leaving Australia for the US, joining her parents and leaving Tek behind. Yun wants to stay

in the US—even with her father’s exit and her mother’s desire to leave—and marrying Lion would

simplify her road to citizenship. What roles do geography and citizenship play in these and other

relationships in the novel?
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5.In a letter to Mido, Yun writes: “I used to think my parents knew everything, but I don’t think they do. I

used to think they were so wise. How do you live a wise life, I wonder.” Did you relate to Yun’s line of

questioning?

6.After arriving in the US, John and Helen Koh have very different experiences than those of their children;

what do those differences say about immigration? Do you see historic parallels, either in the stories of

your own family or those you may have read about? 

7.In a letter to Tek, Mido experiences doubts about finishing her degree. How would you weigh your

options in her situation?

8.What was your reaction to Ginny’s situation with the homestay guardian? Who did you empathize with

—Ginny, her parents, and/or the homestay guardian? As a child, were you ever similarly caught up in the

problems of adults?

9.What role does community play as the Kohs and other characters immigrate to the US?

Book III: October 1999-January 2001

1.What connections does Bo make between Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and his own needs? How does Bo

adjust to Cal State Fullerton, in light of his attempts to attend Yonsei University?

2.What was your reaction to Sonya and Danbi’s confrontation at the church?

3.DH finally learns that Peter’s mom paid for his high school tuition and is paying for college, too. In his

situation, how would you respond to such a revelation?

4.Mido and Tek get into an argument when he visits her in Orange County. Did you understand where they

both were coming from? Who did you agree with?

5.How did Tek leave a bad impression on Mido’s brothers?

6.What was your reaction to Tek’s proposal?

7.Taehun extends an olive branch to John after Helen is diagnosed with cancer. How would you respond in

John’s situation?

8.What did you think of Mido’s advice to her rebellious student, Susie?

9.What are the effects of class on the Kohs’ and Ginny’s pursuit of education? What are the effects of class

on college admissions where you are today?

10.Lion’s first hagwon is named Exodus to represent his own freedom. When he expands his business, he

names his second hagwon Fortress. Why do you think he chooses this name?

Book IV: January 2003-December 2005

1.What do the Koh siblings learn and reflect upon as they clean up their mother’s belongings?

2.Mr. Shim is a hagwon instructor who gets fired for using illegal copies of SAT tests. Did you understand

Mr. Shim’s rationale for doing so? Why do Mido and Peter think hagwon instructors have a bad

reputation?

3.What frustrations do the hagwon instructors have about US college admissions? What is the thought

behind the hagwon-led college tour?

4.How do Peter and Tek view Mido’s life path? In what way are their viewpoints similar, and how do they

differ?

5.What do students and parents expect to get out of Lion’s hagwon? Do their expectations match Lion’s

objectives for his hagwon?

6.What point is Lion trying to make by telling the story of Hong Gildong? Do you agree with him?

7.How do students and parents respond to Lion’s lectures? What did you think of their rebuttals?



Book V: January 2006-May 2007

1.When Mido meets Peter’s mother, Renee, how does Renee surprise her?

2.What is the rationale behind opening an American hagwon in Korea?

3.After Taehun’s death, what did you think of John’s visit to Danbi in jail? How did you react to Danbi’s

ultimate downfall?

4.Compare the marriages between Helen and John, Danbi and Taehun, and Sonya and Yong-gil.

5.What are Mido’s views on marriage? 

6.Sonya remarks, “A mother is a child’s first teacher.” Throughout the novel, how do parents take on the

role of teachers and vice versa?

7.When Sung isn’t admitted to Eagle Academy/Fortress Seoul, how do he and his parents fight the result?

Peter ends the conversation by saying, “It’s like a disease, I think. This constant battle between greedy

ambition versus moderation.” What did you think of the whole exchange?

8.What played into Mido’s final decision, and do you think she made the right one?

9.What did you think of the ending? What does John’s act signify, and how does it relate to the story as a

whole? 

10.Recall Yun’s words in her letter to Mido: “How do you live a wise life, I wonder.” What answers does

American Hagwon provide to this question?

11.Who were your favorite characters?
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