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LESSONS DRAWN FROM LIFE

A growing number of parents, not all of them Buddhist, are
realising the benefits of a mind-centred, Buddhist-approach to
education

VANNIYA SRIANGURA

In a society where success is measured in material terms, most
parents hope that the educational system will set their children on
the path to a prosperous future. A school's academic reputation, the
variety of languages it offers and the intensity of its English lessons
are crucial factors that the present generation of Thai parents
consider when choosing a school for their kids.

But that's about to change. Lately, a large number of people are
taking the view that developing children's minds is more important
than just providing them with academic knowledge. As a result,
alternative schools, particularly rongrien withi pud, or Buddhist-
approach schools, are among the hottest subjects with new parents.

Today, Buddhist-approach schools that follow an educational
system which is somehow regarded as out-of-date are seeing their
waiting lists grow. Flowers Bloom, a dhamma-related hymn by a
Buddhist nun, Mae Chee Sansanee Sthirasuta, commonly sung in
rongrien withi pud has become a popular song among kindergarten-
age kids nationwide. While vowing to keep the five moral precepts,
sitting meditation and phae metta - extending kindness to all lives in
the world - are some of the routine rituals an increasing number of
schoolchildren perform every morning.

"Social problems are clear evidence that academic knowledge
doesn't help a person when dealing with problems," says Bupaswat
Rachatatanun, founder and director of Thawsi, one of the pioneers
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of Buddhist-approach schools. "And having a level of high
education doesn't guarantee for a happy life, either."

Bupaswat Rachatatanun
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Vitoon Sila-On

Bupaswat or Khru Onn points out that reports about university
students committing suicide because they didn't get good grades and
cases of doctors killing their wives have caused people to question
the nation's education system.

"The purpose of Buddhist-approach education is to develop a
person both academically and spiritually,” says Bupaswat. "For us,
developing the mind is as important as providing an academic
education and we consider human life as the most significant
learning process."



Bupaswat observes that the way today's parents raise their children
has changed dramatically from that of the past. While earlier
generations of parents gave their kids little opportunity to express
themselves, modern-day parents see the benefit of giving their
children more leeway.

"Nowadays parents may focus on allowing their kids to express
their ideas and creativity," he says. "Many raise their children as
their friends and are afraid to act like mums and dads. They give
their offspring a lot of freedom - democracy as they'd like to call it.

"But | think that's dangerous because even in a real democracy you
cannot exercise your rights in every situation. For example, as an
employee you will never have the same rights as your employer.
And it's important for children to understand that.

Dhamma talks are one of the regular practices at Buddhist-approach
schools.

"The Buddhist-approach education aims to expose children to the
real world where they have to respect other people's rights and be a
good friend (kallayanamitta). They are always allowed to express
their opinions, but it has to be done genially.

"In the Western world, being creative might mean thinking
differently or thinking outside the box, but in Buddhism creativity
must also be virtuous and done in a balanced way."

Following the Lord Buddha's philosophy, ethical conduct (sila),
steadiness of mind (samadhi) and insight wisdom (panya) are the
three main practices used in Buddhist-approach education in order
to achieve the state of being intellectual. Students need to
understand how to act and speak ethically. They also learn how to
think thoroughly and be able to examine themselves and properly
handle different situations.

"Some people think that they need to build an academic foundation
for their children starting from kindergarten so that their kids can
get into a top university and eventually find a well-paid job. That



idea may or may not work," says Vitoon Sila-On, vice president of
S&P Syndicate Plc.

"In my view, we usually study something simply because we see the
possibility that we might have to use that knowledge later. But 80
percent of what most people study at school doesn't really get used
in real life," says Vitoon. "Our mind, on the other hand, is
something we use all the time. Yet mind-studying is not found on
many schools' curricula.”

Vitoon is a father of three children, all of whom go to a Buddhist-
approach school. Educated in England, he admitted that he is not a
Buddhist-orientated person nor a regular temple-goer. But he
admires the educational methods of the Lord Buddha.

"Even Westerners are interested in Lord Buddha's teaching because
they realise the importance of the mind," says Vitoon. "Buddhist-
approach education teaches you how to understand and master your
mind, which many people may overlook. Children need to
understand themselves first and know how to handle their own
emotions before they can understand others. These things should be
inculcated when they are young while academic subjects can be
studied later at any time."

The Buddhist approach to education is not a dull or sombre system
instructed by monks or nuns, if that's what you're thinking.

"Although this educational method originated more than 2,000
years ago, it is still highly effective today," says Patchana Mahapan,
Thawsi school's Head of Holistic Education Development.

"Many people believe that Buddhist-approach education is all about
chanting, meditation and dern chong krom walking. Some might
even think that our students are studying the Pali language while
kids at other schools are learning English and computing. But that's
simply a prejudiced impression," says Patchana.

She adds that the core principle of Buddhist-approach education is
to understand both the external (life and sciences) and the internal



(the human mind). And because, as the Thai saying goes, "No
knowledge is as vital as knowing your own mind", the Buddhist
training will make learners the most intelligent and up-to-date
people.
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Learni g by doing

Learning outside the classroom is one of the key characteristics of
Buddhist-approach education. Instead of sitting in a classroom with
textbooks, or in a laboratory with test tubes, students go to ricefields
to actually grow rice. Some people may think such an approach is a
distraction rather than genuine studying and that rice farming is old-
fashioned in this digital age.

"Do we want to have rice to eat in the future? Can we eat the
Internet instead? Of course not," says Assoc Prof Prapapat Niyom,
founder and director of Roong Aroon, another prominent Buddhist-
approach school.

"Rice is our most important source of food and we cannot live
without it. Knowing how to grow rice will never be out of date as
long as people eat rice.

"Rice growing is multi-disciplinary subject for students, helping
them to integrate science, language, biology, geology, geography
and social culture. It's not a selective activity just for fun but an
important learning process that also creates a conscious mind."

Bupaswat of Thawsi school also notes that there may be some
misconceptions about Buddhist-approach education."There's a
number of people who think that it is all about playing and going on
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field trips. But the truth is that at Buddhist-approach schools we
make sure that education doesn't happen only in the classroom but
everywhere and all the time. So kids will have lots of real-life
knowledge. Children are curious by nature and always want to
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"As a child, we learned about nature - the earth, water and plants -
from textbooks," adds Thawsi school's Patchana. "We studied about
natural resources like oil and thought it's a distant subject and would
never run out. And now we are experiencing fuel shortage.

"At Buddhist-approach schools we teach students to look at
everything as a whole and to realise that they are a part of nature, so
even the smallest thing they do will effect the universe."

Getting accepted

Just as with many famous mainstream schools, getting accepted by
a Buddhist-approach school is not that easy. For parents expecting
to join highly-reputed schools, they might have to seriously prepare
their children for entrance exams or calculate their budget on how
much they can "donate" to the schools. However, those who are
interested in being a part of the Buddhist-approach school have to
face other kinds of challenges.



"Each year there's a number of parents who are interested in our
approach and wanted to have their kids study at our school but can
accept only 75 students,"” says Prapapat of Roong Aroon.

"So instead of sitting for the interview, we organise a two-day
workshop where parents and their kids can join in various activities
including seminars, sports and cooking. That way we can observe
how parents and children communicate and interact."

At Thawsi school, an hour-long, one-on-one meeting between
parents and teachers helps the school to make sure that they are
made for each other. There's no test or exam. To be approved by the
school depends solely on the interview with parents and, in most
cases, without looking at the children because the school believes
that the parents are the most influential persons in the kids's life.

So what types of families - parents, to be exact - may not fit in with
the system? Do they need to be Buddhist?

According to Bupaswat and Prapapat, you definitely don't have to
be Buddhist to join the boat. In fact, Christian, Muslim and Sikh
students are seen at both Thawsi and Roong Aroon schools.
However, you have to demonstrate that you are "ready".

"We have a clear vision on how we approach education," says
Bupaswat. "When we talk to the parents, we try to see what they
expect from us and whether we can deliver it. If they need their
children to be heavily spoon-fed with academic knowledge, our
school may not fit the bill. At the same time, we also indicate that
we value the five moral precepts and we'd like them to do so, too,"
Bupaswat explains.

Roong Aroon also shares the same principles. Yet it doesn't mean
that you have to be an extreme Buddhist practitioner or dress in
white vipassana-style outfit in order to blend in with the system. At
both Roong Aroon and Thawsi schools, they see a diversity of
parents.



"Some parents are business people while some are very fashionable
but we all respect the same moral philosophy and live together
without feeling odd. I think it's human nature to yearn for warm
relationships and a sense of belonging. At Roong Aroon, we aren't
just related by our social status but we all belong in the same family
where generosity is a common practice,"” says Prapapat.

"The characteristic that parents of Buddhist-educated children need

are to be alert, awake and happy, and most importantly to always be
ready to learn and improve together with their children," Bupaswat

of Thawsi school concludes.

Views from parents
Anotai Gongvatana, mother of a 5-year-old Roong Aroon student

- Enrolling my son into a Buddhist-approach school had nothing to
do with religion, I just wanted my children to be taught good values
and be able to know right from wrong.

Mainstream schools today tend to focus more on academic success
rather than moral education. In real life, people can't always rely on
the textbooks. We, instead, must rely on our sati (mindfulness)
because without it, everything will become chaotic. So I'd like my
son to know how to master his sati. And, for that, a Buddhist
education seemed to be the best answer.

My son is a normal kid. He's not acting like a novice monk. He's
very happy and still loves to play with action heroes and toy swords
and eat candies.

| myself am not better than parents at other mainstream schools,
either. Sometimes I still get a bad temper. But I'm willing to take
advice and ready to improve. Being a part of a Buddhist-approach
school, there seems to be a string that tugs me whenever | am about
to cross the line.



The Buddhist way of learning is an ideal educational approach for
my family. But | cannot say it's the best for everyone. Don't enroll
your children into a Buddhist-approach school because it's the trend.
You should do so because you really like the philosophy, are open
to improvement and ready to raise your children the same way the
school does. Otherwise, it's not going to be good for anyone.

Prapavadee Sophonpanich, mother of a 6-year-old Thawsi student

- We didn't want our daughter to go to a traditional rote-learning
school or an international school, so we were looking for an
alternative. The Buddhist-approach school offered an interestingly
innovative way of learning, the class sizes were small and the
environment was pleasant.

My daughter is very happy with the school. She has a good attitude
and always loves to learn, explores deeply what she's interested in
and thinks systematically. I believe that meditation practice helps
her to concentrate. So academic-wise, | think that Buddhist-
approach school students are as smart, or even smarter, than kids at
other schools because their foundation is so strong since they can
thoroughly understand what they learn.

| admit that, at first, when we realised that there's chanting,
meditation and dhamma lectures at the school we were
apprehensive that we wouldn't fit in because we aren't strong
Buddbhist practitioners. But as we got closer to the Buddhist
philosophy we began to feel that we, as parents, also improved.

Wannapachr Wansom, mother of a 3-1/2 -year-old Jan Jao student

- We are a Buddbhist-orientated family, every weekend we go and
make merit at the temple. So we see the benefits of providing
principles which our children can hold on to.

All of us are happy with the school. Other than the fact that it's in
our neighbourhood, the school also has a strong academic
curriculum that meets international standards while emphasising
building a good basis for the children's mind.



| can see that, since going to a Buddhist-approach school, my son
has improved. He speaks more courteously and has learned how to
say "please" and how to act properly among the elderly and monks.

Vitoon Sila-On, father of 5, 7 and 9-year-old Thawsi students

- | am satisfied with the school's academic quality. I believe that it's
as good as that of other schools, the only thing that's different is the
method, because they use life as a lesson.

My kids are very happy with the school and have developed both
their 1Q and EQ levels. What's more important than the education
itself is the eagerness to study. Thawsi stimulates kids to be
ambitious learners. As a result the children always want to learn
more than what we are teaching them and cleverer than we think.

For me, it's not a matter of necessity to enroll my children into a
Buddhist-approach school. But when there's an opportunity that you
can provide the best thing for your children, why not? It's like
giving them highly nutritious food or vitamin supplements, it might
be okay for the children not to have them. Many people don't take
vitamins but they still survive. But to let them have the best
vitamins and develop a strong immune system from the start would
definitely be better.

Bongarn Punyabukkana, father of a 3-year-old Thawsi student

- We once considered international school but we were afraid that
our son would lose Thai manners. And because society is so
materialistic, it is good to give your child immunity and to train him
to be a good person.

A Buddhist education seemed to be the best answer and | think
we've made the right decision to enroll him here. My son is very
happy. He often tells us things that he has done at school. On
Mother's Day, he prostrated (krab) himself at his mother's feet, it
was funny but at the same time impressive.
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| like how the school encourages parents to get involved in activities
and also how people - parents, teachers and students - interact at the
school. Everyone is so cordial and courteous.

Prominent Buddhist-approach schools

More than 20,000 schools nationwide are registered with the
Ministry of Education as Buddhist-approach institutes. According to
Buddhist education authorities, however, not every school has the
same level of serious practice or really understands the core
principles of the system. Following are some of Bangkok's most
prominent Buddhist-approach schools.

Roong Aroon

- With an advisory board headed by the country's well-known
Buddbhist scholar, the Venerable Phra Dhammapitaka (P.A. Payutto),
Roong Aroon was established eight years ago on a 50-rai plot of
land in Bangkok suburb.

The school aims to develop life through the learning process,
especially with hands-on activities and is open to children from
kindergarten to Matthayom 6 (Grade 12).

The school is located in Soi Wat Yai Rom, off Rama 2 Road, Bang
Khun Thian district. Tel 02-870-7512/4. For more information, visit
http://www.roong-aroon.ac.th.

Thawsi

- Founded in 1990, Thawsi aims to create a haven for oneself to
diligently train and study in order to become a wise person under
the guidance of the Venerable Phra Acharn Jayasaro, former abbot
of Wat Pah Nana Chat (International Forest Monastery in Ubon
Ratchathani).

The small school in the middle of Ekamai admits children from
nursery level to Pratom 6 (Grade 6).

Thawsi is located in Pridi Bhanomyong 41 (Ekamai 22), off
Sukhumvit Soi 71. Tel 02-713-0260/1. For more information, visit
http://www.thawsischool.com.
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Siam Saam Tri

- Formerly known as Nue Noy kindergarten, the school was
established in 1980. Siam Saam Tri, under the guidance of Phra
Acharn Mitsuo Gavesako, the abbot of Wat Pah Sunantawanaram (a
forest monastery in Kanchanaburi), has now extended to accept
children from nursery age up to Pratom 6.

The school is located in Sukhumvit Soi 89/1, Phra Khanong district.
Tel 02-311-6258/60. For more information, visit http://www.nue-
noy.ac.th.

Jan Jao

- Opened 22 years ago, this kindergarten that styles itself as a
Buddhist brain-based learning school has received several awards,
including one for being the country's only kindergarten that is a
good example of a self-sufficient academic institute.

Jan Jao operates following the direction of the late reformist monk,
Buddhadasa Bhikkhu, and the late VVenerable Phra Panyanandha
Bhikkhu. The school accepts children aged from 2 to 6 years at its
nursery up to kindergarten year 3.

The school is situated in Nang Linchee Soi 6, off Sathon and
Narathiwat Rachanakarin roads. Tel 02-286-3809 and 02-286-8355.
For more information, visit http://www.janjao.ac.th.
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