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23rd Chemical Battalion ‘adopts’ local middle school

By Galen Putnam

Area IV Public Affairs Office

CAMP CARROLL, South Korea – When it comes to being a good neighbor in the Republic of Korea, the 23rd Chemical Battalion here doesn’t mince words – rather, the battalion helps teach words, and more, to local schoolchildren.

The battalion recently entered into a unique partnership with Seok Jeon Middle School in Waegwan in which soldiers from the battalion are teaching students not only the English language but American history and culture as well.

“The partnership agreement entered into today is far more than mere words on paper,” said Lt. Col. William Barnett, commander, 23rd Chemical Battalion, at the partnership ceremony held at the school Sept. 4. “It is a commitment and bond between two great nations. I deeply respect and live by the Korean philosophy ‘Un Hang Ilchi’ which translates to ‘words and deeds are one.’ I challenge all of us, student and soldier, to commit to making our friendship tie more than ceremony, far more than simply words – that we make our words and deeds one.”

School officials are thankful for the English language skills the battalion’s soldiers are providing.

“Only a school located in a big city or a luxurious private middle school will have a native-language English teacher,” said Lee Kang-Hae, principal, Seok Jeon Middle School. “We are a very small school and now we have good native English teachers. The parents are very interested in this program.”

Besides the language skills the students are acquiring, everyone involved with the program has something to gain according to Chaplain (Capt.) Ralph L. Bieganek, 23rd Chemical Battalion, chaplain.

“Some soldiers don’t have many casual opportunities to interact with Koreans and that goes for the students as well,” he said. “This gives everyone an opportunity to meet, talk and mingle. It encourages interaction and highlights common interests. It makes the two groups more real to one another.”

Besides academics, interaction is a key component of the program.

“Principal Lee worries that the younger generation is biased and he wants them to learn about the ROK-U.S. alliance,” said Capt. Park Ki-chul, Republic of Korea Army liaison officer, 23rd Chemical Battalion, who helped coordinate the program. “The soldiers not only teach English but about the Korean War and our alliance. The program is also designed to show U.S. culture and history.” 

Early indications are the partnership is off to a good start.

“This is an opportunity for us to give something back to the Waegwan community for all the things they have done for us,” said Maj. Sergio Dickerson, executive officer, 23rd Chemical Battalion. “The feedback from the children has been very positive. This is a new school so it is an opportunity for us to start on the ground floor so to speak. It is important to make a good impression at an early age.” 
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