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Introduction
North Korea, often dubbed the "Hermit Kingdom," remains one of the world's most
enigmatic nations, its internal workings largely obscured from external scrutiny.
Among the myriad facets of North Korean society that pique international curiosity, its
education system stands as a particularly crucial, yet consistently under-examined,
element. Far from being a mere conveyor of academic knowledge, education in North
Korea is a meticulously crafted instrument of state policy, deeply interwoven with the
nation's unique political ideology, cultural values, and aspirations for self-reliance. This
book, Education In North Korea: A Comprehensive Overview from Early Childhood to
Higher Education, endeavors to pull back the curtain on this vital institution, offering
an in-depth exploration of its historical trajectory, foundational principles, structural
intricacies, and everyday realities.

Understanding North Korea's education system is paramount to comprehending the
very fabric of its society and the worldview of its citizens. From the tender age of
nurseries and kindergartens, through the formative years of primary and secondary
schooling, and into the specialized realms of vocational training and higher education,
every stage of learning is designed to cultivate a specific kind of citizen: one imbued
with unwavering loyalty to the Workers' Party of Korea, its leaders, and the Juche
ideology. This book will illuminate how this pervasive ideological influence shapes not
only the curriculum and pedagogical approaches but also the daily lives of students
and educators alike, fostering a distinctive national identity forged in the crucible of
state-mandated learning.

This comprehensive overview will navigate the complexities of an educational
landscape that prioritizes collective goals over individual expression, where academic
achievement often converges with political indoctrination. We will delve into the
historical underpinnings that have shaped the system, tracing its evolution from the
post-liberation era to the present day. Subsequent chapters will meticulously dissect
each level of education, from the early developmental stages in nurseries and
kindergartens to the rigorous academic pursuits within universities and colleges. We
will examine the nuances of curriculum design, teacher training, and the pivotal role of
textbooks and educational materials in disseminating approved knowledge and
ideology.

Beyond the formal structures, this book will explore the broader ecosystem of learning
in North Korea. We will investigate the significant emphasis placed on political
education, science and technology, and the arts, culture, and physical education, each
serving distinct national objectives. Furthermore, we will shed light on specialized
areas such as education for gifted students and those with disabilities, alongside the
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vibrant world of extracurricular activities and youth organizations. Crucially, the
influence of the family and the mechanisms of funding and resource allocation will also
be brought into focus, offering a holistic perspective on the intricate interplay of forces
that shape educational experiences.

Recognizing the inherent challenges in researching such a closed society, this book
draws upon a diverse range of sources, including official North Korean publications,
scholarly analyses, and invaluable insights from defector testimonies. These diverse
perspectives allow for a more nuanced understanding, balancing official narratives
with the lived experiences of those who have navigated the system. By critically
examining both the strengths and weaknesses of North Korea's educational
infrastructure, this book aims to provide readers with a balanced yet unvarnished
portrayal of a system that is both remarkably resilient and profoundly challenging.

Ultimately, Education In North Korea is more than just an academic exercise; it is an
invitation to engage with a critical aspect of one of the world's most unique societies.
By offering a comprehensive and accessible account of North Korea's educational
journey, from its foundational principles to its potential future directions, this book
seeks to deepen understanding, foster informed dialogue, and contribute to a more
complete picture of a nation that continues to captivate and confound the
international community.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Foundations of North
Korean Education
To truly grasp the intricate tapestry of North Korean education today, one must first
delve into the historical loom upon which it was woven. The system, as it exists, is not
a sudden construct but a deliberate evolution, meticulously shaped by geopolitical
shifts, ideological imperatives, and the singular vision of its leaders. The Korean
Peninsula, prior to its division, possessed a rich and complex educational heritage, one
that would profoundly influence the nascent North Korean state. This heritage,
however, was also marked by periods of foreign domination, which left an indelible,
and often painful, imprint on the collective consciousness and, by extension, on
educational aspirations.

Before the modern era, traditional Korean education was deeply rooted in Confucian
principles, emphasizing moral cultivation, classical scholarship, and hierarchical social
order. Village schools, known as seodang, provided basic literacy and ethical
instruction, while more advanced academies, or hyanggyo and seowon, prepared
scholars for civil service examinations. This system, while fostering intellectual rigor,
was also inherently elitist, with access largely determined by social standing. The late
19th and early 20th centuries witnessed a gradual introduction of Western educational
models, often spearheaded by Christian missionaries. These new schools brought with
them modern curricula, including sciences, mathematics, and foreign languages,
challenging the entrenched Confucian orthodoxy and laying some groundwork for a
more accessible, albeit still limited, public education system.

The period of Japanese colonial rule from 1910 to 1945 proved to be a pivotal, and
often brutal, chapter in Korea's educational history. The Japanese administration
implemented a highly centralized and discriminatory education system designed to
assimilate Koreans into Japanese culture and serve colonial economic and political
objectives. Korean language instruction was severely curtailed, replaced by Japanese,
and the curriculum was heavily geared towards vocational training to support Japan’s
industrial needs. Higher education opportunities for Koreans were exceedingly limited,
and critical thinking or expressions of Korean national identity were actively
suppressed. This era of systematic cultural repression deeply scarred the Korean
people and fueled a fierce desire for self-determination and an education system that
would nurture, rather than stifle, Korean identity.

Following Japan's defeat in World War II, Korea was liberated, but the joy was short-
lived as the peninsula was divided into two spheres of influence: the Soviet Union in
the North and the United States in the South. This division, solidified by the onset of
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the Cold War, set the stage for two vastly different educational trajectories. In the
North, the Soviet-backed provisional government immediately embarked on a radical
restructuring of the education system, seeking to dismantle the vestiges of colonial
rule and lay the groundwork for a socialist society. The task was monumental, given
the widespread illiteracy, particularly among the rural population, and the lack of
trained educators.

One of the most immediate and impactful initiatives in the North was the promulgation
of the "Law on the Eradication of Illiteracy" in 1946. This ambitious campaign aimed to
achieve universal literacy within a short timeframe, recognizing that an educated
populace was essential for building a new socialist state. Volunteer teachers, often
with minimal formal training themselves, fanned out across the country, holding
classes in factories, farms, and homes. The emphasis was on practical literacy,
enabling citizens to read official documents, newspapers, and propaganda materials.
This mass mobilization effort, while rudimentary, proved remarkably effective in
significantly reducing illiteracy rates and fostering a sense of collective purpose.

Concurrently, the nascent Workers' Party of Korea (WPK) began to establish a new
educational framework based on Marxist-Leninist principles. This involved
nationalizing all educational institutions, abolishing private schools, and centralizing
control over curriculum development and teacher training. The curriculum was
redesigned to promote socialist ideology, scientific materialism, and loyalty to the
party and its leaders. History was reinterpreted through a revolutionary lens, and
subjects like political economy and communist ethics became core components of the
educational experience. The goal was not merely to impart knowledge but to mold
"new socialist men and women" – individuals deeply committed to the collective good
and the revolutionary cause.

The Korean War (1950-1953) dealt a devastating blow to the fledgling education
system. Schools were destroyed, teachers and students were displaced, and resources
were diverted to the war effort. Despite the immense challenges, efforts were made to
continue some form of education, even in makeshift facilities and underground
bunkers. The war years further solidified the notion of education as a tool for national
survival and reconstruction, reinforcing the idea that intellectual development was
intrinsically linked to the defense and advancement of the socialist state. The post-war
period, therefore, saw an even greater emphasis on rebuilding and expanding the
educational infrastructure.

Following the armistice, North Korea embarked on an ambitious program of
educational expansion and reform. The concept of "universal compulsory education"
became a cornerstone of state policy. In 1956, a four-year compulsory primary
education system was introduced, followed by a seven-year system in 1958, and
ultimately an eleven-year compulsory education system by 1975. This commitment to
universal access, at least in principle, was a remarkable undertaking for a developing
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nation still recovering from a devastating war. It reflected the leadership's conviction
that education was fundamental to both economic development and ideological
consolidation.

The post-war reconstruction also saw the establishment of numerous new schools,
vocational training centers, and institutions of higher education. The emphasis was
placed on technical and scientific education to support the country's industrialization
drive, particularly heavy industry. Factories and farms often had their own schools,
providing workers and their children with opportunities for both general and
specialized education. This integrated approach aimed to bridge the gap between
academic learning and practical application, fostering a workforce equipped to
contribute directly to national development.

During this period, the cult of personality surrounding Kim Il Sung, the "Great Leader,"
began to permeate every aspect of North Korean society, including education. His
pronouncements and writings became the ultimate authority, and the curriculum was
increasingly infused with his revolutionary history and "Juche" ideology. While Juche
would later become the subject of an entire chapter, its nascent influence in the post-
war educational landscape was already evident, emphasizing self-reliance, national
pride, and the creative application of Marxist-Leninist principles to the specific
conditions of Korea. Textbooks were revised to lionize Kim Il Sung's role in the anti-
Japanese struggle and the Korean War, presenting him as the nation's infallible guide.

The development of the North Korean education system was also significantly
influenced by foreign models, particularly those of the Soviet Union and China in the
early years. Soviet pedagogical theories and curriculum structures were initially
adopted, and many North Korean students and educators traveled to these countries
for advanced training. However, as North Korea increasingly asserted its independent
path, particularly with the formalization of Juche ideology, the reliance on foreign
models diminished, and the system began to develop its own distinct characteristics,
albeit still within a socialist framework. The goal was to create an education system
uniquely tailored to North Korea's specific revolutionary goals and national identity.

The decades following the Korean War thus witnessed a systematic and
comprehensive effort to build an education system that was not only accessible to all
but also deeply intertwined with the political and ideological aspirations of the state.
This historical journey, from traditional Confucianism to colonial suppression, and then
to a socialist transformation, laid the robust foundations for the educational landscape
that exists in North Korea today. It is a history marked by resilience, ideological
conviction, and an unwavering commitment, however controversially, to shaping the
minds of its citizens from the earliest age. Understanding these foundational elements
is crucial before one can fully appreciate the complex and often unique characteristics
of contemporary North Korean education, which will be explored in subsequent
chapters, beginning with the profound influence of Juche ideology.
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