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PPRREELLIIMMIINNAARRIIEESS  BB::    DDEEFFEERREENNCCEE  IINN  KKOORREEAANN  CCUULLTTUURREE  
 

Teachers 
 

With a Korean teacher, always give and receive papers and objects with 
two hands, and always show deference to the 선생님.   선생님 is a highly 
respected title in Korea that stays with the person even when they are no 
longer your current teacher.  Students’ parents, past students, and even the 
teachers’ colleagues will always address a teacher as 선생님 and show 
proper respect. In fact, the 님 in 선생님 is an honorific title reserved for 
kings, gods, others’ parents, and high officials – and teachers.   

 
선생님은 그림자도 밟으면 안 된다. 

Don’t even step on a teacher’s shadow. 
 

 

Politeness and respect 
With other older people (as well as teachers), Koreans speak and act with deference and respect.  
Family history, ancestors and parents play a central role in Korean culture.  Along with 
schooling, connections are very important in advancing in one’s career and social standing.  
Therefore, one’s parents must be respected and you had better respect other older people too, 
lest they judge your family according to your behavior.  Whatever the origins or basis for the 
system, Koreans show respect for their elders and superiors in many ways.   
  
TWO HANDS:  Always give and receive using both hands and full attention.   
 
BOWING:  Greet elders with a bow.  The first time you see them: a full 45º bow, from the 
waist and with your arms at your sides.  Afterwards, you should still bow, but less and less 
deeply, gradually becoming a nod.  Do not make eye contact as this will appear defiant. 
 
Additionally, there is traditional bowing (세배) at the new year, wherein youngsters make a 
full ceremonial bow, on their knees, to the floor – and then receive a monetary allowance 
(세뱃돈) from their elders. 
 
HONORIFICS:  Deference for one’s elders and superiors also shows in the language, which 
has a system of marking politeness and social distance on its verbs and sentences as well as an 
honorifics system (words and conjugations) of honoring another and humbling oneself. 
 
 




