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The Thai education system has long attached great importance to the learning of
Thai wisdom. It is believed that only with a deep and strong cultural root; a child will
withstand the strong winds of change and grow.

The term Thai wisdom or Thai Bhumipanya has been used to encompass all forms of
knowledge, cultural practices, art forms, norms, values and beliefs that have been
accumulated through centuries of existence as a nation.

Dr. Ekavidhaya Na Talang’, a renowned Thai scholar, has classified Thai wisdom into
two levels.

High level Thai wisdom covers the wisdom that has safeguarded Thailand to
overcome all the obstacles and to prosper as a nation. Four areas, in particular, were
highlighted to signify the highest levels of Thai wisdom, namely, the Thai language,
Buddhism and related Buddhist Arts, understanding of the specific geographical and
ecological conditions of Southeast Asia, and the ability to cope with western influences.

Local level wisdom enables Thai people in every part of the country to survive and
achieve quality of life. Examples include inter alia wisdoms on how to live with nature, rice
farming and natural food products, tackling economic problems, coping with western
capitalist influences and achieving a balance between traditional and new wisdoms.

Thais are well known for the ability to learn from, assimilate, and adapt external
influences to create new wisdom which is uniquely Thai. Asian wisdoms can be seen in all
aspects of life from foods, art forms, languages, religions, and beliefs. Thai food is a clear
example of a blend of Chinese, Indian, Tai (as an ethnic group) and ASEAN foods. The
famous namprik, which has become the household dish of every Thai family, has more than
a hundred variations originated in late Ayuttaya period after hot chilies have been
introduced to the Kingdom of Siam. Similar chilies-based sources can be found in all ASEAN
countries. Ramayana, the classical Sanskrit epic from India, was popularized in Thailand
after being transformed into poetry by King Rama the Second, painted on the temple walls
and performed as Khon in Thai styles

Transmitting Thai Wisdom in Schools

The role of Thai wisdom and the process through which it has been transmitted, have
evolved over the years. In the old days, when learning took place in the palace to prepare
the youth to become future bureaucrats or in the temples to educate the general
population, the students acquired Thai literacy, religious knowledge, and other essential
Thai wisdom necessary for performing their future roles through direct teaching or
apprenticeship with experts in the respective fields.
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As Thai education became more modernized with western oriented subjects in the
curriculum, Thai language and religious teachings continued to receive priority. Other areas
of Thai wisdom such as music, arts and crafts, cooking and vocational skills became less
emphasized and were no longer taught by experts in the fields but by the school teachers
themselves.

The nearly universal expansion of educational opportunity along with the rapid
globalization of the country led to a serious review of the approach around 1974. For the
large majority of learners in the rural areas, western oriented subjects were seen as
irrelevant, resulting in high drop-outs rates. Those who fared well became alienated to the
local way of life, and migrated to the cities to search for jobs for which modern education
had well prepared them. At the same time, the graduates were left with no safeguards
against globalization which rapidly penetrated into every corner of the society.

Dr. Ekavidhaya Na Thalang compared Thai education at the time with a famous
Aesop fable cautioning that “a nation which neglects her own wisdom is like a deer
nibbling away all the leaves shielding her from the preying eyes of the hunters”.

Subsequent national curricular reform of 1978 brought about a major revival of Thai
wisdom in the schools. Greater number of hours was devoted to the teaching of Thai
language with the decision to postpone the teaching of English until grade 5. Learning about
Thai wisdom and ways of life were taught as subjects as well as integrated into the teaching
of all subjects. Special funds were allocated to all schools to invite persons from outside to
teach. Outside the schools, national and local scholars well-versed in various forms of Thai
wisdoms were identified and assisted to further enhance their works and disseminate them
to the public.

Two decades later, the approach to teach Thai wisdom in schools underwent
another transformation. While concerns for relevancy and national identity continue to
prevail, the Ministry of Education was pressured by the economic sector and the general
public to give greater attention to producing more globally competitive workforce. Thai
wisdom is no longer taught as an end in itself but as a bridge towards reaching international
standards, as a means to build on the cultural advantages of the nation for creative
economy and as a vehicle for the development of self-directed and innovative learners for
the twenty-first century.

The process of teaching and learning gradually changed from content-centered and
classroom-based to become more learner-centered, more activity- and more community-
based with greater emphasis on research, projects and real life experiences.

Students are now encouraged to conduct research to utilize modern technology to
improve traditional practices, to examine how knowledge generated from traditional local



wisdom can create new products and new knowledge as well as to apply global knowledge
to local conditions®.

For the past few years, another wave of change has taken place in Thailand to
prepare the population for the participation in the ASEAN community. The schools are given
mandates to foster understanding and collaboration with ASEAN countries and other multi-
cultural groups. Learning the languages, history and cultures of ASEAN members are being
introduced in secondary schools along with exchanged programs and joint educational
activities with other ASEAN countries.

While the values of teaching and learning Thai wisdom in Thai schools have been
fully recognized, the actual implementation requires the corresponding development in and
supports from all sectors of the society as illustrated in the following case studies.

Teaching Buddhism in Thai Schools

Buddhism has reached the land now known as Thailand as early as the third century
B.C. Over the centuries, Buddhism in Thailand has received influences from Theravada or
Southern Buddhism, Mahayana or Northern Buddhism, Burma Buddhism and Ceylon
Buddhism. Scholars, however, generally classified Thailand as a Theravada Buddhist
country.3

Buddhism has long been the foundation of the Thai way of life, culture and
education. The Thai constitution stipulates that the reigning monarch to be a Buddhist and
an upholder of Buddhism.

When the first declaration on primary education for the general public was
proclaimed in 1911, it was the wisdom of King Rama the Sixth to designate the temple abbot
to be one of the three committee members overseeing the provision of education at the
sub-district level’. Most of these early schools were, therefore, established within the
Buddhist temples with the monks performing the roles of teachers, thereby integrating
literacy with religious teaching.

Over the years, professional principals and teachers took over the operation of the
schools and religious teaching was reduced to 1-2 hours per week conducted mostly by
school teachers themselves. There have been repeated calls from the religious sector as well
as the general public to strengthen the teaching of Buddhism in schools. With the national
education reform in 1999, several changes took place.

The curriculum on Buddhism was revised in 2002 by Buddhist scholars from the two
Buddhist universities of the country. The syllabus covers the life history of Lord Buddha,
religious rites and the teachings of Lord Buddha.

Such a curriculum posed challenges to the schools in allocating adequate time for the
subject and in finding teachers qualified to impart such comprehensive contents effectively.

3



To overcome these difficulties, the schools came up with many innovations. It is important
to note that the schools greatly benefitted from working closely with the Buddhist
Universities and from sharing with other schools determined to strengthen the teaching of
Buddhism. As a result, a highly active nationwide network of professional communities in
the field has emerged to provide technical backups for the schools.

The concept of Buddhist School Model, for example, was proposed. In such a model,
the teaching of Buddhism is not limited to one or two hours of class time but is integrated
into all subjects as well as the entire school life of students. The environment within schools
is designed to be simple, nature friendly with talking trees to remind students of Buddhist
principles. All subjects and all learning activities, including physical exercise and music
lessons, are planned correspondingly.

Many traditional practices such as prayers, meditation, religious rites, making merits,
or summer ordination of novices were revised and regained strengths. More diversified and
innovative approaches to teaching were introduced to supplement the traditional lecturing
and rote learning of the past. Students are encouraged to produce plays, documentaries,
cartoons, and works of arts based on Buddhist principles. Research and surveys on such
topics as “good people mapping” are supported to relate Buddhism to the development of
the twenty-first century skills.

To upgrade the competencies of the teachers in organizing these new approaches to
learning, many agencies came to assistance. The Department of Religious Affairs offered to
subsidize over 10000 monks to teach in the schools. The Two Buddhist universities helped to
train these monks along with 4000 monk supervisors and teachers who worked as
counterparts to the monks.

The effectiveness of the teaching and learning process was further enhanced by
many supportive developments taken place outside the schools. Many renowned monks
and religious movements such as the Young Buddhist Association have made concerted
efforts to popularize the Teaching of Buddhism in the forms of books, talk shows, television
programs and short courses, thereby creating more conducive environment within the
general public. Many university professors have developed education philosophy and
teaching methodology based on Buddhist principles and provided all teacher trainees with
more solid foundation on Buddhism.”

With the support of the Center for Moral Development, innovative models of
Buddhist teaching and moral development from other Asian countries were explored and
adapted to the Thai situation. The most frequently visited program has been the work of Tzo
Chi Foundation in Taiwan which has inspired Thai schools to promote the concept of public
service as a means to put the principles of Buddhism into practice.



One noteworthy effort along this line was initiated by a group of monks, with the
support of the Ministry of Education to encourage students to serve as volunteers in public
service in commemoration of His Majesty King Bhumibol Adulyadej’s 80th Birthday. Over
10000 innovative public service projects were carried out by the student groups in 2007.
These projects continued long after the celebration and inspired many movements such as
the scout movements that adopted a similar approach.

The crowning achievement is, perhaps, the inclusion of 30 hours of community
service as a requirement for secondary school graduation and the recognition of the
services rendered by the students as a criterion for university admission.

It is important to note that the Thai schools have long supported religious education
for students of other faiths. With the grave situation of conflicts in the Southernmost part of
the country and the commitment towards the spirit of ASEAN, Thailand has given due
attention to strengthen the teaching of Islam in Thai schools as well as the promotion of
many other inter-faith learning activities.

Through the combined efforts of several organizations, the teaching of Buddhism has
been a cornerstone in Thai education and has served as a foundation for the development
of the country as a whole.

Learning Thai Arts and Crafts in Thai Schools

In all Thai schools, children learn to perform Thai dance, play Thai music and master
some forms of Thai arts and crafts. It is believed that such lessons will instill the national
identity among the future generation, provide opportunity to learn to work with their hands,
strengthen concentration and personal characters. In many cases, it can lead to decision on
career choice. Teachers have also found that arts and crafts training are effective in
enhancing multiple intelligences and serving the learning needs of students who may not
fare well academically.

The schools, however, differ in their abilities to provide training in arts and crafts.
Well-endowed schools are able to hire experts or specially trained teachers to provide the
lessons. Most schools have to depend on regular teachers or local resource persons.

Several measures have been carried out over the years to enhance the effectiveness
of the teaching process. Over 50 universities have offered teacher training programs with
specialization in various fields of arts and craftsmanship. Local resource persons have been
assisted to upgrade their skills and to transform their workplace into learning centers. The
curricula are designed to help regular teachers with manuals, instructional videotapes and
access to distance learning. In every sub-district, a school has been equipped to serve as a
resource center for teaching Thai arts and crafts.



It must be recognized that arts and crafts in schools have benefitted greatly from
continuous efforts to revitalize Thai arts, to upgrade the quality, to adapt traditional
products to modern usage as well as to develop new products building upon the wisdom of
the past.

The Thai royal families have been the patrons of all forms of Thai arts and crafts. Her
Majesty Queen Sirikit set up the SUPPORT Foundation to revive Thai silk weaving,
goldsmiths, silversmiths, wood carving and other exquisite forms of arts by carrying out
research and development for quality improvement, organizing training programs and
providing marketing opportunities to villages and women groups across the country.

Her Royal Highness Princess MahaChakri Sirindhorn founded the Royal Arts and
Crafts Schools within the Grand Palace to preserve and promote traditional arts and crafts.
Students can learn to master arts such as goldsmith, sculpturing, enamellings, cooking,
flower arrangement, embroidery. Many of the graduates become teachers in schools or
artisans in various business enterprises.

The government’s One Tambon One Product Project has also helped to revitalize
local craftsmanship and upgrade local products for national or international markets.

With new influx of trained teachers, the qualities of work produced by the students
have greatly improved with new products generated from their research, design and
experimentation. The Annual Regional and National Arts and Crafts Fairs organized by the
Ministry of Education are the testimony to the progress in these areas. The highly
prestigious awards are given not only for the quality of traditional work but also for
creativity and innovation.

Fostering Philosophy of Sufficiency Economy in Schools®

Since his ascension to the throne, His Majesty King Bhumibol Adulyadej has devoted
his time traveling extensively within the country and initiated over 4000 Royal projects
aiming to improve the livelihood of the Thai people.

As early as 1974, he has cautioned the Thai population to take a step by step process
of development, advising that “development must start with basic sufficiency in food and
adequate living, using techniques and instruments which are economical but technically
sound. When the foundation is secured, then higher economic status and progress can be
established.”’

After the economic crisis of 1997, the King further emphasized the need to change the
development philosophy of the country, stressing that, “In fact, | have often said that to be
a tiger is not important. The important thing is for us to have a self supporting economy".8

In particular, the farmers should be self-sufficient in rice farming with excess sold to raise



income. They should not, however, rely on single crops for marketing but should return to
integrated farming to sustain their livelihood.

A new theory of integrated farming was proposed as an example of how farmers with
15 rais of land can produce enough food for the family, live in a good environment and
enjoy good health. After the first phase of self-sufficiency, farmers can organize into
cooperatives to market or process their excess products. Finally, with connections to
capitals, marketing strategies and energy resources, the cooperatives can expand the
commercial activities to the national or the international levels.

Self-sufficiency, therefore, does not mean that the farmers have to be isolated, or
the process of development has to be limited to small scale family enterprises but can be
proceeded step by step, in moderation. All decisions must be made carefully, with full
awareness of the present specifics as well as anticipation of future changes, taking into
account relevant wisdom, appropriate technology and morally sound reasoning. The
philosophy was not confined only to agricultural activities but also applied to all aspects of
living. It was enshrined in the Tenth National Development Plan (2007-2011) and the
Constitution of 2007 as the foundation for the envisioned Thai way of life and Thai model of
development.

Schools were among the first to adopt the philosophy of self-sufficiency starting with
pilot plots of new farming theory but soon expanded across the curriculum to all student
development efforts. Over the years, schools have translated the philosophy into a host of
on-going activities. Examples include agricultural activities for school meals with excess
products donated to needy families or sold to the communities, school cooperatives, school
banks, energy saving measures and alternative energy products, recycling, garbage banking,
production of cleaning products from local herbs for use in the school and for sale, and
school-wide and community-wide recordings of individual and family expenses to improve
personal and family spending.

In 2011, the Ministry of Education in cooperation with Siam Commercial bank aim to
develop at least 9999 model schools for self-sufficiency by applying sufficient economy
philosophy in the school operation through teaching and learning, creating conducive
environment and organizational culture.

Lessons Learned from the Thai Experiences

Lessons from the Thai experiences clearly illustrate that schools have played
important roles in transmitting the national wisdom. In order to carry out their missions,
schools have to overcome a number of obstacles. Some of the major barriers include
discontinuity of policies, inability to adapt to changing roles and expectations, inadequate
technical backups, the concern that too much emphases on local wisdom will ill-prepare



students for globalization, and the conflicting evaluation criteria which do not give due
priority to the acquisition of local wisdoms.

Over the years, however, Thai land has gradually recognized the grave implications
of neglecting the accumulated wisdom of the motherland, resulting in greater efforts to
create more conducive environment for transmitting Thai wisdoms in schools. The notable
contributing factors include the following;

The Royal patronage for all forms of Thai culture, arts and wisdom:

Recognition of the crucial roles of Thai wisdoms in the Constitution and the National
Development Plan as foundation for the envisioned Thai model towards sustainable
development;

Better alighments between development policies and educational strategies, first in
the areas of curriculum and learning methodology and gradually in learning assessment and
criteria for quality assurance;

Establishment of a system through which national and local wisdoms are
continuously identified, preserved, enriched, adapted and popularized to serve the evolving
needs of the society;

Emerging networks of scholars, universities, the mass media, government, private
sectors, and professional communities within the country and abroad to assist schools in
developing innovative ways of transmitting local wisdom and to equip teachers,
administrators and educators with firm foundations to organize effective learning activities;

Greater incentives and motivations for creative integration of Thai wisdom in schools;
and

Increasing integration of Thai wisdom at all levels of education both in schools and
out-of-school learning activities, thereby strengthening an environment that values,
reinforces and enriches Thai wisdom.

It must be noted, however, Thailand has much to learn to fully benefit from the
wealth of wisdom accumulated within the Region. The universities, in particular, can lead us
towards a more comprehensive and a deeper quest by serving as the champions of Asian,
national and local wisdoms. It is crucial that the universities publicly recognize the
contribution of Asian wisdoms to the advancement of knowledge in all disciplines, find ways
to forge linkages between Asian and global wisdoms and serve as learning resource centers
for their identification, preservation and enrichment.

Teaching and learning processes within the universities as well as in students’
activities must also reflect respect for Asian wisdoms so as to prepare future professionals in
general and teacher trainees in particular for integration in their respective work. On-going



technical supports need to be provided to practicing educators and teachers to continuously

upgrade the quality of their missions.

Through the combined efforts between the universities and the schools, our children

will recognize the value of our Bhumipanya not only as showcases for tourist attractions but

as effective safeguards against unexpected changes and as guiding lights towards more

sustainable future.

Footnotes

1

Na Thalang, Ekavidhaya, Sueb tod Bhumi panyaThai,( Enhancing Thai Wisdom)

reprint from the eleventh Sirindhorn Lecture, Ministry of Education, Thailand,2008,
in Thai

Example of this approach can be seen in the work of Rajabhat Universities. An
example is described in BanSomdejchaopraya Rajabhat University, Trends Model:

Delivery System, Thailand,2011, published in 9 languages.

Kusalasaya, Karuna, “ Buddhism in Thailand : Its Past and Its present”, Access to
Insight,Buddhist Publication Society, June 2011

“Prakad Karn MulSuksa Kong Tuay Rasdorn”( Declaration on Basic Education for the
Population) printed in Collection of Legislation in the reign of Rama the Sixth
Rattanakosin Period 130 or 1911, in Thai

One of the most respected work in this area is carried out by Professor Sumon

Amornwiwat, Karn PattanaKarn RuenRu Tam NaewBuddhasart, ( Development of

Learning in accordance to Buddhist Principles),SukothaiDhamatiraj University,1999
For more details on Sufficiency Economy Philosophy see “King Bhumibol and His
Enlightened Approach to Teaching”, Foreign Office, The government Public Relations
department, Thailand 2011

Apichai Puntasen,”The King’s Sufficiency Economy and Its Interpretation by
Economists,” prepared for the 1999 Year-End Conference of the Thailand
Development Research Institute,Pattaya, December 1999

His Majesty Birthday Anniversary Speech on 4 December 1997 quoted in King
Bhumibol and is Enlightened Approach to Learning.
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