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Exploring the Educational Experiences of North
Korean Defector University Students
: A Case Study on the Impact of North Korean
Schooling on Academic Adaptation

Hye Ran Lee*

Abstract_This study qualitatively explores the educational experiences of North
Korean defector university students, analyzing specific cases to understand how
economic backgrounds and educational experiences in North Korea affect their
academic adjustment in South Korean universities. In-depth interviews were
conducted with seven defector students who had experienced both public and
private education in North Korea. Findings revealed that participants from
higher socioeconomic backgrounds in North Korea had greater educational capi-
tal due to consistent public education and additional private tutoring, positively
influencing their academic adjustment in South Korea. Private education experi-
ences in North Korea particularly aided foundational skills in math and science,
whereas further support was needed for subjects significantly differing between
the two Koreas, such as English and writing. The study highlights the necessity
of tailored educational support systems considering the unique backgrounds of

defector students.

Keywords_North Korean Defector University Students, North Korean Edu-
cational Experiences, Academic Adaptation, Qualitative Research,

Comparative Education Between North and South Korea
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