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Abstract 

 

This research project focuses on a century of educational reform in the Thai educational 

curricula, from 1871 to 1970. Specifically, it discusses the implications and impacts of the 

various educational policy reforms of this period towards the modernization of the country’s 

educational system. This project argues, through an in-depth analysis of a number of forward-

looking governmental policy approaches undertaken during the reform era that the reform 

initiatives represented the Thai government’s responses to the need of the times for genuine 

national development through the auspices of a modernized primary educational system, 

which was expected to result in all round development and economic emancipation. 

Remaining true the age old Thai cultural as well as religious ethos, ethics and moral as well 

as religious values were expected to form the main undercurrent of all such advancements, as 

is seen in the various policy enactments. However, it is argued that modernized educational 

curricula on Ethics Instructions that should have held the keys to the attainment of high 

standards for the people and a genuine national development failed to a great extend in 

practical spheres. The emphasis on the subject of Ethics Instructions in primary schools as a 

typical case study becomes relevant in this context. It was the hope of the various 

governments of the reform period that the delivery of improved educational curricula in Thai 

primary schools would promote the attitude and culture of moral consciousness among the 

school going population of the country, as well as open the corridors to genuine human and 

national development. This was based on the fact that Buddhism was recognized as the 

country’s national religion, whose doctrines formed the pillars of the nation’s moral base. 

Dreams always don’t come true as is wished, yet whatever is realised adds momentum to 

look further ahead. In spite of the many hurdles it faced, no doubt that the Thai education 

reforms that took Ethics instructions as its central pillar did achieve a great amount of 

success. And this research paper explores all such various aspects, with a view to better 

planning and implementing future efforts, not only in the national levels, but even at the 

corporate/communitarian/parochial and local levels. 
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Chapter One 

General Introduction 

The Push for the Modernisation of the Thai Educational System 

Most of Thai people agree with Wutthichai Moolasilp, a Thai historian that the education 

reform began in 1871 when the first promulgation of schooling ‘Command Declaration on 

School’1 was announced and it was followed by the first Royal school which started the 

modern education. The school was established by King Rama V to educate his young princes 

and the sons of nobles, in order to equip them with the intellectual skills needed to function 

effectively in various capacities in the government. Siamese kings had for many centuries 

provided education within the precincts of their royal palaces for the children of aristocrats. 

This new Royal School ‘Mahadlek Luang school’ was the country’s first educational 

institution in the modern sense that widened the scope of quality education beyond the 

boundaries of the royal and aristocratic cluster. The Royal school had its own school building 

(in the Grand Palace compound), employed lay teachers (rather than Buddhist monks), 

followed a curriculum, and organised its lessons according to a daily timetable. Students 

systematically learned reading, writing, arithmetic and law.2 In the annals of Thailand’s 

history of educational reform, this represented the first step in the country’s long journey 

towards the modernisation of its primary school system.  

In 1882, the Royal School moved out of the vicinity of the royal palace and was split 

into five schools around Bangkok. The effect was that in 1884, the first school for 

commoners, known as the ‘Wat Mahanpharam school’,3 became operational. This was 

followed by the establishment of the ‘Krom Dhammakarn’4 or ‘Department of Religious 

                                                 
1 Department of Education. (1968). A Collection of Documents on Educational organization in 

the reign of King Chulalongkorn. Bangkok: Kurusapa Press, p. 2. 
2 Moolasilp, W. (2003). The Beginning of Educational Reform during the Reign of  King Rama 

V-King Rama VII (เมื�อเริ�มปฎิรูปการศึกษาในสมยัรัชการที� 5 - รัชกาลที� 7). Bangkok: Thai-wattanapanich, p. 83. 

3 Ministry of Education. (1964a). A history of the Education Ministry B.E. 2435-2507 (1892-
1964). Bangkok: Kurusapha, pp. 47-8. 

4 Krom Dhammakarn is combined by 3 Thai words; Krom +Dhamma+Karn. Krom means 

department, Dhamma (Sanskrit: धम� dhárma, Pali: ध�म Dhamma) means Law or Natural Law. It is a 

concept of central importance in Indian philosophy and religion that refers to Law in the universal or 
abstract sense. Dharma designates those behaviours considered necessary for the maintenance of the 
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Affairs,’ a government department for controlling Buddhist affairs and educational matters 

within the country. This development laid the foundation for the continued expansion of 

schools, and thus for the educational empowerment of commoners all over the country. The 

results were so dramatic that by 1885, the number of schools in operation had risen to 142 in 

the Bangkok region alone, while 20 more emerged in other provinces.5 It is thus fair to say 

that the growth of modern education made a quick start during that era. 

This process of modernisation was conceived in the minds of the reformist kings who 

felt the pressure to westernise the country’s educational system and it became a key 

developmental issue in the hands of the Siamese monarchs since the middle of the century. 

King Mongkut or Rama IV (1851 – 1868), for example, had began to show keen interest in 

Western cultures, science, and foreign languages, most especially English and Latin. His son, 

King Chulalongkorn or King Rama V (1868 – 1910), in the same way, developed similar 

desperate desires for learning from the West. Still independent, Siam became a lone island in 

the midst of European colonies within the region, by the end of the nineteenth century, even 

as the British controlled Burma on the west, as well as Malaysia (formerly known as Malay 

Peninsula) on the south. Vietnam remained in the strong hands of the French colonialists. 

Laos and Cambodia which were former dominions of the Siamese kings had been swallowed 

up in French Indochina. In effect, Siam was surrounded on every side by Western imperial 

powers, with no significant guarantee that its precarious independence would remain immune 

from further European encroachments.6 In this sense Siam’s apparent escape from colonial 

subjection could be said to be quite superficial in the real sense of the word. Khun Vichit 

Martra states that to survive the country, Siam has kept i t s  relationship very warm with the 

western countries who were expanding their power to the East and who occupied some 

neighbouring countries.7 Karl Weber states that by the effect of 1893 Franco-Siamese War, 

King V had chosen the ‘buffer strategy’ over the position of ‘buffer state’ or ‘French 

protectorate’8 by having relation with German Bridgeheads to preserve the independence of 

                                                                                                                                                        
natural order of things. Thus, Dhamma may encompass ideas such as duty, vocation, religion and 
everything that is considered correct, proper or decent behaviour. 

         5 Moolasilp, W. (2003). The Beginning of Educational Reform, p. 103. 
6 Wyatt, D. K. (1994). Studies in Thai history. Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, pp. 275-6;  

Tangchitsomkid, W. (1996). Thai Education. Bangkok: Odien Store Printing House, pp. 64-5. 
7 Khun Vichit Martra. (1975). Lakthai (in Thai). Bangkok: Bamrung Sahn, pp. 203-4. 
8 Pensri (Suvanij) Duke. (1962). Les relations entre la France et la Thailande. Bangkok: 

Librarie Chalermnit, pp. 32-61. 
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Siam in the midst of European colonies.9 Nevertheless, some boarder lands were given to 

Britain once in 1786 and to France eleven times since 1793 to 1908. 

King Rama V saw no alternative but to play the West at its own game. It seemed 

obvious to him that Siam could not escape the challenges posed by western sciences, 

technology and industry. It had the option of either imitating the European models, or being 

swallowed up by one or another of the great European powers. It was clear that Siam’s 

survival as an independent state, free of the colonial yoke, and the preservation of its cultural, 

religious, and national identity implied the adoption of the methods that gave the West its 

daunting power. Western methods of production, Western ways of business, and Western 

technology would have to be imported on a large scale. Obviously, this would be practically 

impossible or at least peripheral without also borrowing some core elements of Western 

institutions, including a secular system of education.10 The scene was thus set for a clash of 

core values within Siamese education. The educational ideas imported into Siam from 1871 

were designed in the scientific, technological and increasingly secular West. However, the 

native educational system was religious through and through. It focused on a system of ethics 

shaped primarily by the dominant religion of Thailand - Buddhism. 

 As a religion or a philosophy, Buddhism addresses basically man’s subjective and 

ethical situations. It is concerned with the purity of his mental states, as determined by the 

presence or absence in his mind of the ‘poisons’ of greed, hatred and delusion, as well as his 

moral relations with his fellow men. It does not address itself as an open-ended, factual 

investigation into the objective world or into the means to control it, which was the precise 

domain of the western education system. Thus, the shift in educational priorities entailed by 

the ‘modernization’ of Siamese education could hardly have been more fundamental.  

Before the dawn of the educational reform era, Buddhist monasteries and temples 

were the only public centers of learning in Siam. Buddhist monks were the teachers, and the 

Buddhist Dhamma (Buddha’s teaching) formed the chief content of their instruction. Indeed, 

in the Thai language, the word suksa (‘educate’) and sikha (‘ordain’) share the same roots and 

therefore overlap in meaning. The post 1871 reforms attempted to change this by introducing 

secular schooling, aimed at developing the skills needed by citizens for building a modern 

state. However, this did not mean abandoning Ethics Instruction in Siam after 1871. Indeed, 
                                                 
9 Weber, K. (2004). Dynastic Diplomacy in the Fifth Reign: Siam’s Relations with German 

Bridgeheads. Journal of European Studies. Chulalongkorn University, 12(1), 1-10. 
10 Wyatt. D. K. (1994). Studies in Thai history,  p. 148. 
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the first government department which was set up to take charge of the educational 

development of Thai citizens was the Department of Dhammakarn (‘Buddhist affairs’) in 

1887.11 Ethics was included as a part of every Thai curriculum since 1902.12 

However, over the years, the relative importance of Ethics Instruction, its authority 

and connectedness to national development, and its relation to the evolution of a 

development-oriented model of education have continued to witness fundamental changes. 

Though Ethics Education nowadays is not in any way peripheral, to some extent it seems to 

be at odds with the values implicit in other parts of the Thai educational curriculum. Yet even 

in the changed situation of Thai education, the importance of ethical instruction remains a 

matter close to the heart of the Thai society and it will continue to be so. Therefore, to make 

sense of Thai’s march towards the modernisation of its Primary school curricula of Ethics 

Instruction, knowledge of these historical narratives is crucial for a clearer understanding of 

the context being discussed. Because, as Ketudat, in an oral interview in December, 2006, 

said “today derives from yesterday.”13  

Research Motivation  

King Rama IX of the Chakri Dynasty prophetically claimed that “education is the significant 

element in forming and developing personal knowledge, thinking, manners, and ethics. If any 

country provides good education properly to people, the country will have people of quality 

who can prosper and secure its future in progress.”14 Proper education that leads to a real 

change of the person and society is the result of continuous and conscious efforts to update 

and improvise the existing systems to equip the people in the face of the fast changing world 

views and scientific discoveries. Therefore, no educational system that follows a static policy 

will be effective in achieving its ultimate goal. The commitment to embark on this research 

project was motivated by the need to conduct a historical study of the factors which led the 

reform policies, especially in the Thai primary school curricula, with a special focus on the 

                                                 
11 Ministry of  Education. (n.d.). Document of Department of Academic Affairs: Educational 

Development. (Vol. 1: The Introduction of National Education Plan). Bangkok: Project of Educational 
Development, Ministry of Education, pp. 3-4. 

12 Ibid., pp. 142-3. 
13 Singhsa, K. (22nd December, 2006). The interview was conducted with Ketudat Sippanon in 

Bangkok about his opinion on Ethics Instruction in the past. Unpublished Oral interview. 
14 Ministry of Education. (1984). One hundred years of primary education for people. 

Bangkok: Kurusapha Press. 
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subject of Ethics Instruction. For those policies and efforts kept the Thai education up-to-date 

and effective in the modern era. 

The research was also motivated by the following factors. Thailand was called ‘the 

land of ethics and the land of gold.’ Yet this image of Thailand has undergone negative 

changes, effected by increasing ethical problems in the society, exhibited in such behaviours 

as drug abuse, abortion, dishonesty, aggression, etc. So, naturally the question arises if the 

policies in Ethics instruction were a failure in Thai educational reform? Considering the 

relevance of primary school education towards the all-round development of the Thai 

citizenry, and most importantly of the youths, who constitute the future of the nation, the 

challenge to engage in this scientific historical research project became a matter of utmost 

relevance. 

It was thought useful to approach this problem from the history of the evolution of 

ethics instruction in primary education that started during the education reform in Thailand 

since 1871. It has to be investigated how and to what extend the ethics instruction in the 

primary schools that were set up in the modern styles, away from the temples and Buddhist 

Monks, helped or hindered the character of the young learners. An exploration of the the 

various influences on ethics instruction or curriculum change in primary education as well as 

its effects on the students also are due in this context. All these is with a relevant question in 

mind: ‘How can we have a better future for the country where people live a completely moral 

life and what changes need to be adopted in the educational systems, starting with the 

primary level?’ A good understanding of the past is surely a help in recognizing the failures 

and planning correct and successful strategies for the future. To that end, the impact which 

the project of educational modernisation made on the development of the Thai educational 

system, as well as on the moral empowerment of the children and youth of the country on 

issues of core national development and ethical life in the 21st century constitutes the driving 

force behind the wheels of this project. 

Key Research Question  

It is the opinion of Depaepe and Van Gorp that ‘every scholarly research commences in one 

way or another with a very specific question.’ Guided by such a key question, a researcher 

becomes more scientifically oriented and placed in a position to decipher the chaff from the 

grain of his research. Iwunna adds that guided by a core research question, one is aided to 

develop a critical and analytical eye. This approach is highly relevant in guiding the 
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collection of data, and most importantly as an enabling factor necessary for the handling of 

the various key questions which emerge in the course of the research work15.   

A key research question thus remains the guide and light that leads the researcher on 

the unknown paths of his investigation and exploration always helping him to remain 

focussed. This would enable him/her to get into the depths of the research issue. The key 

question of this research project, therefore, is: How did the continued reform and 

modernisation of the Thai primary school educational system and curricula on Ethics 

Instruction impact its educational and national development after the century of educational 

reform? Answers to this core question shall be harmonised within the different pages and 

chapters of this research project as shall appear under different titles and subtitles. 

Research Hypothesis  

It is a common adage in parts of Thailand that “Mistake is our teacher”. This means that he, 

who reflects proper re-examination of his past failures, has room for learning and growth. 

However, one should not learn from the past failure but also from successes so he/she can 

plan for the better future. Then the past situation will be essential for growth and 

improvement.  

Taking this adage as our cue, therefore, we offer the hypothesis that the key advances 

made during the reform era in Thai society and economic life, and especially those made in 

education, would not have taken place without the governmental policies of reviewing the 

primary school curricula, and most importantly, the curricula for Ethics Instruction. In effect 

therefore, this project interprets the numerous reform policies of the past century as the steps 

or effects for our present primary education and ethics instruction. 

Research Structure 

This research is organised in nine chapters, each dealing with a specific aspect connected 

with the core project. Together, these chapters will provide the key to understanding the 

educational reform policies adopted by governments throughout the periods studied. Thai 

people always compare ‘Educating’ with ‘planting’; to make it grow, the component of good 

                                                 
15 Depaepe, M. & Van Gorp, A. (2009). Introduction: In search of the real nature of textbooks. 

In A. Van Gorp & M. Depaepe (Eds.), Auf der Suche nach der wahren Art von Textbhcheren.  Bad 
Heilbrunn: Verlag Julius Klinkhart. (Beiträge zur historischen und systematischen 
Schulbuchforschung), p. 17; Iwunna, P. (2009b). School textbooks as tools of evangelisation in 
Catholic Mission schools in Igboland, Nigeria (1925-1960). An analysis of key symbols. In A. Van 
Gorp & M. Depaepe (Eds.), op. cit., p. 18. 
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soil/location, time, water and fertilization are needed. Above all, the skill of gardener/farmer 

is the most important in pushing the right process of planting with caring for its growth. This 

analysis is intended to show the way that primary education in Thailand was sowed and 

grown, and where the ethics instruction was located in the curriculum and classroom, and 

how was its change or progress. 

The first chapter is a general introduction that elaborates on the various reasons of the 

push for the Thai educational reform that took the roots during the reign of King Rama V. In 

addition, the motivation, key questions, structure, methodology, sources of data, period, and 

concept of the project are also provided.  

The second chapter presents a picture of the pre-reform period of Siamese education, 

but first giving a general sketch of the kingdom of Thailand. It discusses the major attempts 

made by the kings of Siam to provide forms of primary education. It looks into the education 

in the pre-reform period that was before 1871, which were of course traditional and religious 

in scope focussing on a few of the key practices of the era, this chapter attempt to show that 

the desire to improve (one might even say ‘modernise’ education) was, in some senses, not an 

innovation of the late nineteenth century, but a longstanding concern of Siamese monarchs. 

Starting from the historic year of 1871, the third chapter discusses the attempts made 

by Thai monarchs and governors in preparing the needed educational platforms ground for 

the eventual birth or the soil of sowing of a foundation and an expanded of Westernised 

education in primary schools on curricula and Ethics Instruction. The objective is to examine 

the steps taken to ensure the birth of a modern educational system, which could inculcate 

high moral standards in the youth of the nation, as well as create a fertile soil for political, 

economic, social and technological development comparable with that of the Western world. 

The fourth chapter discusses the key developmental policies adapted into the 

educational system and curricula of primary education in Thailand. In this chapter, the key 

modernising governmental policies which laid the foundation for the continued improvement 

of the primary school curricula form the core topic. The chapter argues that these forward-

looking policies laid the foundations for the continuing reform of the country’s educational 

system, while putting into perspective the challenges that were to be faced and national goals 

sought to be attained to reach the status of a modern and developed nation of Thailand.  

In the fifth chapter, the major focus of analysis is on the actual contents of the primary 

school curricula in Ethics Instruction. The analysis takes a critical look at the primary 
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objectives which informed the choice of the curricula contents. It reaches the conclusion that 

the need to mould the moral development of Thai school attendants constituted the main 

driving force. Consequently, the key questions of this chapter are: what were the main 

educational programs provided in Thai primary school classrooms on the subject of Ethics 

Instruction, and what developmental factors dictated the choice of those programs?  

The sixth chapter focuses on the key methods of Ethics Instruction in Thai primary 

school classrooms. The chapter describes and critically evaluates those methods. Thus, this 

chapter concerns itself with this question: What were the key methods of Ethics Instruction in 

Thai primary school classrooms during the era of educational reform? 

The seventh chapter is a discussion of the core classroom educational aids provided in 

Thai primary schools. The chapter suggests that the project of classroom education would 

have failed if these educational facilities had never been deployed. Classroom education 

would have remained quite boring and less challenging to learners, while teachers would 

have found themselves in a position like that of farmers without ploughs. 

The eighth chapter focuses on the factors which influenced the advancement of the 

project of educational reform in Thai primary schools. It attempts to pinpoint the fundamental 

developmental problems that hindered the modernisation of the Thai educational system. The 

chapter argues that, under the weight of such problems, the program of educational reform 

sometimes faltered and even retreated. Thus, our primary question is: what situational factors 

that acted against the project of educational reform in the history of the Thai school system?  

In the final chapter, we focus on the impact that the long effort to modernise Ethics 

Instruction had on the educational and overall development of the Thai nation. The ninth 

chapter highlights the key areas of national development which resulted from the 

modernisation of primary curricula and the school system during the century of reform. It is 

argued that the education reform activities of the past governments of the Thai nation injected 

new life into national development in terms of the country’s educational system and 

curricula, science and technology, peoples’ outlook, educational administration, and media 

outreach to Thai citizens, irrespective of their geographical locations. Thus, our key question 

in this final chapter is: What areas of national development were impacted by the project of 

the educational reform policies which were followed by the various reformist governments of 

Thailand during the century of the nation’s educational reform program?  
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Drawing these threads together, this project concludes that the delivery of effective 

and development-oriented education is the key to national development. Given such 

education, the population becomes motivated towards development, and equipped with the 

fundamental intellectual and occupational skills which make such development possible. This 

project endorses the view that no nation can attain the heights of modernity while its citizens 

remain shrouded in illiteracy and ignorance. It follows that nations whose educational 

systems are closed to modernising influences are bound to pay a heavy price in terms of 

intellectual backwardness, infrastructural weakness, economic stagnation and political 

instability. This however, is solved not by a blind and uncritical adoption of the western 

styles of education, but by a critical and prudential adaptation of the western forms into the 

cultural and social context of the country, maintaining at the same time the priceless elements 

of each traditional culture. Otherwise it would only result in a social and cultural slavery to 

the western styles and traditions, jeopardizing the age old values and cultural heritage of the 

people. 

Research Methodology 

In this project, our approach is guided by the scientific method of qualitative research 

analysis. In the field of the history of education, this method has been dubbed “classroom 

ethnology.”16 In this method, also known as the traditional or historical method of research 

work, we plan to analyse the field reports and data gathered through different means in 

descriptive formats. We will employ the appropriate scientific concepts and terminologies in 

synthesis with the relevant literatures connected with the core focus elements of this 

research.17 

 Accepting the opinion of Hodder that words are spoken to do things as well to say 

things or that they have a practical and social impact as well as a communicative function,18 

we shall leave no stone unturned in our attempts to provide critical interpretations and clear 

scientific meanings to all our data. Furthermore, this effort is to make our reports as clear as 

                                                 
16 Dams, K., Depaepe, M. & Simon, F. (2002). By indirections finding directions out: 

Classroom history, sources, and objectives. In W. Jamrozka & D. Zoladz-Strzelczyk (Eds.), W dialogu 
z przeszloscia . Poznan: Wydawnictwo Naukowe, pp. 57-92. 

17 Depaepe, M. (2009). Belgian images of the psycho-pedagogical potential of the Congolese 
during the colonial era (1908-1960). Paedagogica Historica, 45(6), 707. 

18 Hodder, I. (1998). The interpretation of documents and material culture. In N. K. Denzin & 
Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research. Thousand Oaks: International and Professional 
Publisher, p. 394. 
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possible. Chesterman views this approach as a key scientific law which governs the analysis 

of all research data.19  

In line with this approach, we have maintained a systematic data collection procedure, 

and organised a method of storing the data collected for this project. To that end, we created a 

number of files, and labelled them appropriately for safe storage and ease of retrieval. In 

some cases, tape recordings of interviews and oral discussions with some of our participants 

are collected and stored for safe and easy availability. These methodical approaches were 

done to ensure accurate and safe storage and analysis of data. The need to ensure a thorough 

and more detailed scientific analysis of our data formed a key factor here, with a view to 

better appreciating the fundamentality of primary school education to the survival and 

development of the modern Thai nation.20  

Sources of Data  

Our data can be divided into primary sources, secondary sources, and oral history (oral 

interviews). By ‘primary sources’, we refer to those firsthand data or materials which are 

directly related to the topic of this project, and supplied by participants who played different 

roles in the project of educational reform in Thai history. The academic community simply 

describes them as undiluted sources of scientific data.21 There is a huge store of such 

priceless materials and firsthand data at the Thai National Archive, the Thai National Library, 

Krom Praya Damrongrachanuphab’s library, Princess Maha Chakri Srindhorn Anthropology 

Centre, The National Defence College Association of Thailand (NDCAT), as well as the 

National Archaeological Centre, Bangkok. In addition, some data from the library of 

Missions Etrangères de Paris (MEP) are included. There is no doubt that these sources will 

amply supply this project with the firsthand and eyewitness accounts and data that are 

needed.22  

                                                 
19 Chesterman, A. (2009). Memes of translation. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing 

Company, p. 74. 
20 Depaepe, M. (1992). Experimenting research in education,1890-1940: Historical process 

behind the development of a discipline in Western Europe and the United States  In M. Whitehead 
(Ed.), Education and Europe: Historical and contemporary perspectives. Hull: Studies in Education 
Ltd., p. 12. 

21 Depaepe, M., et al. (2000). Order in progress. Everyday educational practice in primary 
schools, Belgium, 1880 - 1970. Leuven: Leuven University press, p. 32. 

22 Sinner, A. (2006, May). Sources and interpretations. Sewing seams of stories: Becoming a 
teacher during the First World War. History of education. Journal of the History of Education Society, 
35(3), 373. 
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Data are also collected from a number of secondary sources, including non-

eyewitness accounts, or recycled sources. These include school textbooks, library books, 

scientific and historical journals, periodicals, news reports, internet sources, magazine 

reports, academic research reports, etc. These are abundantly available in Thai libraries, 

Leuven University libraries, and other libraries around the world. Such documents can help to 

fill the gaps where eyewitness details are either not available or in short supply.23  

Finally, we also consider the opinions of our randomly selected participants crucial. In 

view of the historical nature of this study, there is no doubt that oral history has its part to 

play in this project. Everett supports this claim with the opinion that “oral history preserves, 

through interviews, an individual’s interpretation or recollection of events. The final product, 

whether it is an interview, tape, or transcript, reflects the combined effort of the interviewer 

and interviewee in the creation of a unique historical account. An interview is subject to the 

same scholarly analysis and standards that a historian applies to other evidentiary sources.”24 

Oral history fills the gap between the insufficiency of written or recycled documents and the 

unavailability of firsthand data. It gives us a fuller idea of a phenomenon or problem through 

the subjective perceptions of people who participated in certain events in the whole process in 

question. 

Period of Research 

We will restrict our research to the period of 1871-1970. Our interest in this period comes 

from the fact that this period of one century in the Thai history of education witnessed the 

first pro-active regimes of Thai educational reform, which committed maximum efforts and 

unparalleled resources to the cause of changing and modernising the country’s educational 

system. This was the result of considering education as the key to the social, economic and 

technological development of the country that was essential to safeguard the national 

independence in the face of the pervasive threat of foreign imperialism or hegemony. In 

particular, this was an age that paid keen attention to the development of primary education, 

with an outpouring of various governmental policies to stimulate and direct its growth or 

expansion. Continued reviews of the educational curricula, including the curricula for Ethics 

                                                 
23 Verstraete, P. (2009). Savage solitude: The problematisation of disability at the turn of the 

eighteenth century. Paedagogica Historica, 45(3), 271. 
24 Everett, S. E. (1992). Oral History: Techniques and Procedures. Washington D.C.: Center 

for Military History, p. vii.  
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Instruction, were introduced to empower the children and youth of the country with the basic 

educational and moral tools needed for a better and improved Thailand.  

Along with Wuttichai, a Thai historian, this research would consider the year 1871 as 

the first year of educational reform when the first school was set up with a precise schedule, 

curriculum and books.25 Since 1871, the efforts of Thai governments in educational reform 

have continued constantly but with varying emphases for more than a century. It is difficult to 

put milestones that clearly mark the changes in this evolution of Thai education. However, 

there are different historians and some educational organizations who try to divide the 

periods of education reforms according to their specific purposes. Some consider the year 

1892, when the Ministry of Education was established as the beginning of the era of the 

foundation of Thai educational reforms. Accordingly, Thai Educational history was divided 

into 4 eras. The first era is called ‘the First step of Thai Education’ which is between 1892 – 

1932, the second era is the Expansion era, between 1932-1960, the third is the Exposure era 

or the searching for a new direction in educational development, that was between 1960-

1977. The fourth era is the period of educational development for life and implementation of 

social quality which is from 1977 to 1990.26 Lately, the National Education Committee 

(NEC) explained the history of Thai education reform into three main periods, Foundation of 

Formal education period from1868 to 1932, Modernized Education period, from 1932 to 

1997, and the period of New Era of National Education from 1997 to 2003.27 

 However, this study agrees with the opinion of Wuttichai and takes 1871 as the 

beginning of the educational reforms, while recognising the fact that there is no specific 

division of periods for Thai educational reform that is absolutely suitable for a study of this 

sort. Moreover, there was no systematic evidence of ethics instruction and its course of 

development in the past. At that time, most of the changes in Thai education especially in 

primary education depended on political policy and change. For instance, whenever the ruler 

or the governor changed, the new leader or minister of education would also be changed 

which brought change in educational policy as well. It is still an achievement that in spite of 

such changes at the helm of affairs, the educational reforms went on uninterruptedly. In this 

                                                 
25 Moolasilp, W. (2003). The Beginning of Educational Reform, p. 84. 
26 Ministry of Education. (1990). 98th year anniversary of the Ministry of Education. Bangkok: 

Kurusapa Press, pp. 125-7. 
27 Office of the National Education Commission & Office of the Prime Minister. (1999). 

Education in Thailand, pp. 19-24.  



Ethics Instruction in Thai Primary Schools           13 
 

 

background, this study focuses on the ethics instruction in primary curriculum during the 

evolution of Thai educational reform in the first hundred years of 1871-1970 which is divided 

in to two periods as follows. 1) The first period or ‘Foundation period’ began in the reign of 

King Chulalongkorn (King Rama V) in 1871 till the end of his reign in 1910. 2) The second 

period or ‘Expansion period’ began in the reign of King Vajaravudh (King Rama VI) from 

1910 till 1970, in the reign of King Bhumipol (King Rama IX, the present King) when the 

Thai education has been reformed for a hundred years. 

In these periods, there were changes of primary curriculum through different 

government promulgations which effected the primary education and ethics instruction in 

some ways. We will try to look into those various promulgations and directives.  

Education and Ethics Instruction 

In the view of Chao Praya Dhamasakmontri, education is a means to develop a learner’s 

physical, intellectual, and especially moral capacities.28 Or another word, moral capacities are 

the important aim in education which is not different from the meaning given by Catholic as 

follows: Education is a process of development of individual potentiality so that each learner 

will be perfected and balanced in wisdom, psycho-physical and social caliber as a person of 

nobility, virtue and happiness. Education is a process of transference of knowledge and 

experience on facts, beliefs, attitudes, social traditions and culture. Education is a process of 

creation on learning and learning innovation.  

Ethical behavior has been the important aim in Thai education as well. There are 

various perspectives about the meaning of ethics. According to Thai Royal Institute 

dictionary (1999:291), Ethics means moral principal that govern or influence a person’s 

behaviour, a belief or idea involves systematizing, defending, and recommending concepts of 

right and wrong behaviour that influences the way of people’s thinking or behavior; the 

principles of right or wrong that are accepted or believed by individual or a social group 

which involves with moral principles or religion rules; and the principles of social tradition 

and culture. Ethics also refer to moral principles, rules and Dharma or the teaching of Buddha 

(Thai Royal Dictionary 2525). Similarly to Oxford Dictionary (p. 303), ethics were explained 

as moral principles that govern or influence a person’s behavior: draw up a code of ethics, 

medical ethics i.e. those observed by the medical profession.  

                                                 
28 Bhudhamas, S. (1986). Political and educational approach and educational role of Chao 

praya Dharmasakmontri. Bangkok: Historical Department, Kasetsart University, p. 129. 
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According to many authors, such as Bunlua Thepsuwan,29 Prasadet Surenthratibodi,30 

Sumon Amornvivat,31 and Sarot Buasri,32 the aim of ethics instruction is to imbue people 

with good manners, good speech and good hearts so that they can live together peacefully in 

society. The significance of ethical formulations, today, as in all times, is in their power for 

shaping attitudes and constraining behaviour. Ethics provide for a basic social need by 

defining the behavior we expect and will accept from one another. Ideally, our ethics allows 

us to live together, productively and in harmony.33  

For King Rama V, he emphasized the need for both education and ethics instruction. 

So after the inauguration of the first school, ethics instruction was included in the curriculum 

of elementary education with the objective of teaching children how to become morally good 

and socially valuable citizens.34 King Rama V’s vision of educational reform and ethics 

teaching is clear in the following remarks that he wrote to his cousin, Somdej Krompra 

Vachirayan Varorot, who was the Buddhist patriarch of that time and was assigned to take 

care of all district schools. 

Education aims to form good people and so morals must be taught…The 
temple has been the source of Thai education and so the temple must not be 
left out of education now. Morality must be taught in schools both in the city 
and countryside. I fear that if children were to be separated from religion and 
Ethics, and only made more knowledgeable in other ways, then they would 
merely use their enhanced knowledge to cheat more effectively and 
ingeniously.35 

Therefore, the aim of education was not only to educate people for a better quality in 

working but also in living by morality. Since the first school was started in palace in 1871, 

ethics instruction has been considered an important subject in primary education. Although, it 

                                                 
29 Thepsuwan, B. (1981). Is it possible to apply Buddhism method in Education nowadays? 

Thai Culture, pp. 17-19. 
30 Thirachit, V. (1/1/1982). Educational Approach of Chao Praya Surentharathibodi. 

Reporting Researches. Bangkok: Chulalongorn University, Educational Department, pp. 49, 57. 
31 Amornvivat, S. (April 11th, 1980). Moral Encouragement in School. Journal of Teacher, 44. 
32 Buasri, S. (October 20th, 1983). Ethics Education. Journal of Teacher, 4-9. 
33 Allen, S. J. (1990). The Elie Wiesel Prize in Ethics: The meaning of ethics today. A critical  

structure for evaluating modern ethics. New York: The Elie Wiesel Foundation for Humanity. 
34 Thai National Archive. (1964). Royal letters of King Rama V and King Rama VI on official 

matters. The Supplementary Documents. Bangkok: Thai National Library, p. 93.  
35 Thai National Archive. (July 24th,1899). Educational organization and reports, ror sor 117. 

King Rama V’s letter to Somdeej Krompra Vachirayanvaroros. (Vol. sor 12/7). 
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was a not compulsory subject but it was included with the aim of inculcating both wisdom 

and virtue in young people so that they would contribute to social development and progress.  

Religious, moral and ethical values were taught in the temples before modern 

education reform. They have also been taught in schools since the introduction of modern 

education. The key differences were that schooling was relocated from the temples to 

schools, and transferred from the hands of Buddhist monks into the professional hands of lay 

teachers. One consequence of that change was that Ethics Instruction moved from the core of 

education to the periphery of a much wider curriculum. However, successive generations of 

Thai people continued to receive broader grounding in Buddhist teachings and morality. 

Indeed, the continuing role of Buddhism in Thai ethical conceptions is built into the 

Thai language. To talk about ‘ethics’ at all in Thai, one must use the words that were 

imported from India (and mainly from Pali, a canonical Buddhist language) as part and parcel 

of Buddhism. The word for ‘ethics’ itself is ‘Jariya Dharm’ which means good behaviour. 

Likewise, ‘Ethics Instruction’ is generally designated as or ‘the teaching of good behaviour.’ 

As in all societies, there is a very substantial overlap between Thai morality and 

ethics, and the terms can be used synonymously with little danger of confusion. However, 

where we perceive a conflict exists between traditionally approved Thai behaviour and 

abstract ethical principles, the distinction assumes critical importance. For example, Thai 

(Buddhist-derived) tolerance is usually accounted a moral virtue, and in most cases is so. 

However, when such tolerance (within limits) extends to corruption and other major 

behavioural vices, it might also be regarded as antithetical to important ethical principles. 

Religious, moral and ethical values were taught by Buddhist monk before the era of 

education reform. They have also been taught in schools since the introduction of modern 

education. The key differences were that schooling was relocated from the temples to 

schools, and transferred from the hands of Buddhist monks into the professional hands of lay 

teachers. One consequence of that change was that Ethics Instruction moved from the core of 

education to the periphery of a much wider curriculum. However, successive generations of 

Thai people continued to receive broader grounding in Buddhist teachings and morality. 

The Buddhist temples (Thai: Wat) have not only maintained the Buddhist beliefs of 

the people, but also played a very important role in imparting ethical and traditional 

educational knowledge to the people. This could be understood from the 33,902 temples 

which are operational throughout the country, which continue to function as important 
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centres of community life, religious rituals, as well as cultural icons for the performing arts, 

education, and other social activities. For example, they offer refuge to the poor, orphans, and 

the elderly. They function as hospitals and night-shelters for travellers. In addition, people 

often leave their unwanted animals at Wats (temples) for the monks to look after.36  

Brief Historiographical Survey 

The subject of educational reform is also referred to as educational modernisation or 

Westernisation, has long been a subject of interest among authors, researchers, historians and 

the larger academic community. Because of the importance of education to the economic and 

social development of modern societies, and the need to avoid appearing ‘backward’, the 

ongoing need to re-shape educational institutions and curricula has been a major 

preoccupation of governments.  

The need to improve the overall quality of the education offered in schools and 

educational institutions has become an issue of vital concern for governments, and a central 

preoccupation of educational researchers.37 It was with precisely this motivation that 

successive Siamese kings put so much effort into improving and expanding the primary 

school curricula. Ethics Instruction was one of their priorities. With this perspective, it now 

becomes our task to examine the opinions and definitions provided by various authors about 

educational reform. Because of space constraints, however, we shall have to be selective.  

Let us commence by asserting that curriculum reform is necessarily at the heart of the 

wider project of educational reform. Our sources hold the opinion that nations’ desire to 

review and reform their educational curricula creates a “common ground in the world of 

education.”38 They conclude that the benefits accruable from a continued review of nation’s 

educational curricula can never be calculated in simple quantitative terms, most especially 

when reform is enforced through legislation.39  

                                                 
36 Bureau of National Buddhist Institute, Office of Treasure of Religion, Bangkok (2004). Wat 

in Siam. Retrieved December 31, 2011, from http://www.dhammathai.org/watthai/watstat.php 
37 Depaepe, M. (2002). The practical and professional relevance of educational research and 

pedagogical knowledge from the perspective of history: Reflections on the Belgian case in its 
international background. European Educational Research Journal, 1(2), 360. 

38 Goodson, I. F. & Marsh, C. J. (1996). Studying school subjects. London & Washington 
D.C.: The Falmer Press, p. 17.  

39 Iwunna, P. (2009). The impact of the Christian missionary education on the educational 
development of Nigeria. A case study of the primary school educational activities of the Catholic 
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While supporting the relevance of a continued review of nations’ educational 

curricula, it is argued that a thorough understanding of any nation’s history of curricula 

reform opens the channels for a concrete perception and appraisal of its future curricula and 

overall general expansions in the areas of education.40 In the opinion of Okoli, the question of 

educational reform among world nations strongly speaks of the need to facilitate the pace of 

educational development as well as the overall empowerment of citizens.41 Nduka considers 

the project of education reform in terms of proactive governmental policies that seek to 

expand educational curricula, as well as channel funding into the educational sector. He 

argues that this exercise usually gives birth to higher fiscal allocations, the opening of more 

schools, as well as the supply of improved teaching and learning materials in schools.42  

Thus, the question of educational reform in any nation speaks of the need to discard 

old educational systems and school curricula. It is a matter of governmental policy at 

injecting new principles into the quality and quantity of the education provided in schools. 

That being the case, the project of educational reform always demands a fresh commitment in 

terms of material and non-material resources, as well as in the quality of the educational 

materials offered to learners. Considering that the supply of education is the responsibility of 

every government, it follows that the continued reform of the content of the curricula also 

falls on its shoulders. In order to keep up with the pace of change, and avoid the risk of 

falling behind therefore, this process requires a regular and periodical review, as well as fiscal 

support and the commitment of significant human and technical resources. 

                                                                                                                                                        
mission in Igboland (1925 - 1970). [Unpublished doctoral dissertation], Faculteit Psychologie en 
pedagogische wetenschappen, Katholieke Universiteit, Leuven, p. 214. 

40 Goodson, I. F. & Anstead, C. J. (1994). Behind the school door: The historical study of the 
curriculum. In I. F. Goodson (Ed.), Studying curriculum: Cases and methods. New York: Teachers 
College, Columbia University, p. 51; Goodson, I.F. & Marsh, C.J. (1996). Studying school, p. 17. 

41 Okoli, N. J. (2009, August 26-29). Colonial and post-colonial education in Africa 1900-
2000: An analysis. Paper presented at the 31st session of the International Standing Conference for the 
History of Education ISCHE 31, The Netherlands: Utrecht University, p. 10. 

42 Nduka, O. (1964). Western education and the Nigerian cultural background. London: 
Oxford University Press, pp. 46-7. 



 

Chapter Two 

Thai Education and Ethics Instruction during the Pre-reform Era (1238-

1871) 

Introduction  

This chapter discusses the education situation particularly in the context of Ethics Instruction 

in Thailand before the reform period of 1871-1970. Our intention is to present a graphic 

image of what the Thai educational system looked like during those pre-reform years in the 

life of the nation. We consider this historical hindsight relevant in order to point out those 

factors which dictated the urge to reform the education and with the foundation of curriculum 

and Ethics Instruction in Thai primary schools, which began to receive a dramatic attention 

from the historic year of 1871.  

It goes without saying then that prior to this era, the education and Ethics Instruction 

were traditional form or quite ‘old fashioned’ in the modern sense of the world. There were 

no formal school, no curriculum, less functional, non-contemporary, no uniform, and as such 

unable to provide the intellectual muzzle needed to stimulate the country’s developmental 

needs, and be able to keep her on the desired track road to modernity. With these in mind, 

this chapter shall focus its discussion on this key question: What scope of education did the 

pre-1871 era of Ethics Instruction offer in Thailand? Nevertheless before going into any of its 

details let us briefly see what and how Thailand is. 

Thailand in Brief 

Before Thai Education and Ethics Instruction in the pre-reform period (1238-1871) will be 

mentioned, some overview about Thailand will be briefly provided in the respects of people, 

culture and the impact of Buddhism, religious Identity, education and cultural factors. 

Country and People  

Before 1949, the name Thailand, which translates as “the land of freedom” used to be known 

as Siam. In the real sense of the world, the concept – ‘Thai’ means free or independent. On 

the other hand, the word “Siam” was derived from the Sanskrit ‘Syama’, which literally 

translates as ‘dark or brown’ when making reference to the people. Over the years however, 

this concept also became applicable to the people and their different geographical areas. 

Thus, in some contexts, the phrase – ‘Tai Siam’ is used while making reference to the Tai 
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people who live in Siam, who form part of a larger family of peoples of related cultures and 

languages, distributed across a wide area of Southeast Asia. Therefore, the words of Siam and 

Thailand in this research are used as the same meaning. 

Thailand is the third largest country in Southeast Asia, after Indonesia and Myanmar. 

With a total area of 513,115 square kilometres, its geographical size is comparable to that of 

France. It has a tropical climate with monsoons. The country is divided into five geographical 

regions (Central, Northern, North-eastern, Eastern, and Southern), all of which have their 

unique local cultures and dialects. The population is about 63 million, who predominantly 

dwell in the rural areas of the country. Majority of them are concentrated in the rice-growing 

areas of the Central, North-eastern, and Northern regions.43  

The population is relatively homogeneous. The national and official language is Thai, 

which has its own indigenous alphabets, and spoken by over 85% of the population. 

However, the picture is not one of absolute ethnic or cultural uniformity. Until recently, it 

was believed that the whole of Thais migrated from south western China. But recent 

archeological data at Ban Chiang in the Non Han District of Udon-Thani strongly suggest 

that a Tai culture had existed in that area since about 5000 years ago. The sources claim that 

it was from that base that further expansion took place to other parts of Asia, including the 

southwest of China.44 Differing from this view, in general it is believed that there has been a 

long history of immigration from China, which peaked in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century.45 Today up to 12% of Thais are of Chinese descent. 

Malay-speaking Muslims of the south comprise another significant minority group 

(2.3%, or about half of the total Muslim population). In addition, many ethnic and regional 

dialects exist, as well as areas where people speak mainly Isaan (spoken in the Northeast 

region of Thailand) and Khmer (widely spoken in areas near the Cambodian border). 

However, the Thai language is the primary medium of teaching in all schools throughout the 

country, with the exception of international schools where English is used in recent years. 
                                                 
43 National Statistical Office, Bangkok. (2005). Statistical Forecasting Bureau, NSO Bangkok: 

Department of Local Administration, Ministry of Interior, p. 25. 
44 University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology.Bureau of 

Archeology, Fine Arts Department.(2003). The Siam National Periodic Report. Retrieved June 23, 
2007, from http://www.museum.upenn.edu/new/research/EXP_Rese_Disc/Asia/banchiang/books.html;  
Computer Science and Information Management Program.Asian Institute of Technology. School of 
Advanced Technologies. Retrieved February 27, 2009, from http://www.cs.ait.ac.th/wutt.html 

45 Office of the Prime Minister. (1984). Thailand in the 80's. Bangkok: Rung Ruang Ratana 
Printing, p. 15. 
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English is also used in the teaching of some subjects in the English programs offered in some 

Thai schools.   

While the Thai government’s structure has undoubtedly evolved in response to the 

changing world, Thailand is often viewed as a country which has never experienced any 

fundamental revolutionary change. This is thought to be because of the two major institutions 

– the monarchy and the Buddhist religion – which have been powerful forces of continuity 

and stability.46 The only significant change was the military coup of 1932, which resulted in 

the change of the absolute monarchy into a constitutional monarchy. Since then, though the 

king has been granted little power, the monarchy has continued to function as a vital symbol 

of national identity and unity.  

Around 1950s Thailand was considered one of the world’s poorest countries due to 

economic stagnation.47 Industrialisation did not really get underway until the 1960s, and was 

at first geared towards import-substitution. During the mid 1970s however, Thailand was 

starting to export a wide variety of manufactured goods. Exports of agricultural products, 

mostly resource-based products made a great contribution to the growth of the national GDP, 

and played a dominant role in the country’s economy for few decades.48 Since then, the 

economy, which counts among Asia’s ‘tiger economies’, has continued to develop rapidly.   

Tourism has been an important source of the country’s economic market, though three 

quarters of the working population have been engaged in agriculture which contributes a third 

of the national income.49  Even among the urban Thais, family connections with the land still 

remained strong. Accordingly, many of the customs and practices of Thai life remain quite 

agrarian.  

Theravada Buddhism is the official religion of Thailand, and is the faith of about 93.8 

% of its people. However, the government explicitly tolerates religious diversity, and other 

major religions are represented. Muslims are the second largest religious group, with a 

population of about 4.6%. Christians, who are mainly Catholics, from about 0.8 % of the 

                                                 
46 Wyatt, D.K. (1994). Studies in Thai history, pp. 156-7. 
47 Ingram, J. (1955). Economic Change in Thailand since 1850-1970. Palo Alto (Ca.): Stanford 

University Press.       
48 Tambunlertchai, S. (2002). Tracking Manufacturing Performance: A Review of the 

Industrial Sector in Thailand, UNIDO Integrated Program for Thailand.  
49 Chongsatityoo, C. (1989). Formulation and Implementation of Educational Policies in 

Thailand. (This paper prepared for Regional Seminar on Implementation of Educational Policies and 
Reforms on  25 April-3 May,1989). Bangkok: UNESCO. 
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population. There are also other tiny but influential communities of Sikhs who live in the 

major cities of the country.50 

Impact of Buddhism  

In 1257, Buddhist monks from the southern of the country of Nakhon Sri-Thammarat had 

travelled to Sri Lanka to be re-ordained in the Sri Lankan lineage of the Theravada. Sri-

Intrathit, the first king of Sukhothai, decided to import this lineage from Nakhon Sri 

Thammarat. When Ramkhamhaeng became king in 1283, he pursued the same policy, and 

invited Theravada monks from both Sri Lanka and Nakhon Sri-Thammarat to come and teach 

in Sukhothai. A special monastery was built to accommodate them and to facilitate study.51  

An inscription of the Ramkhamhaeng era records that the king and all classes of the 

people devoutly practiced the Buddhist Dharma: 

The people of Sukhothai always give alms, always observe Buddhist precepts. 
King Ramkhamhaeng and all his people, high and low, men and women, 
without distinction of rank or sex, are highly devoted to the religion of the 
Lord Buddha. During Buddhist Lent, they all observe Buddhist precepts. After 
Buddhist Lent, they attend the Kathin ceremony and all go to give betel-nuts, 
flowers and alms at the Thai monastery of Arannika …. In the midst of 
Sukhothai there are golden Buddha images, a standing one, a big one, and a 
beautiful one. There are big temples, beautiful temples… and many venerable 
Buddhist monks. At Arannika Monastery, to the West of Sukhothai, King 
Ramkhamhaeng always goes to pay his devotion to Buddhist monks. The 
supreme patriarch who is the most venerable and learned in all Buddhist 
Scriptures is there as well.52  

History informs us that over the years, the cultures and traditional value systems of 

Thailand were greatly influenced by their Indian counterparts. That being the case, the 

religious and philosophical ideas from this nation successfully mingled with the indigenous 

beliefs and practices of the Thais to form a rich and characteristically Thai blend. Thus, 

Indian influence had the great impact through Buddhism which has been the most important 

Indian ‘import’, Hinduism has also been significant. 

                                                 
50 Statistical Forecasting Bureau, National Statistical Office.(2006, March).  Retrieved 22nd 

March, 2006, from http://service.nso.go.th/nso/data/dataé”/stat_23/toc_3/3.2.2.1-1.xls 
51 Krom Praya Damrongrajanubhap. (1955). Pra Ruang. Bangkok: Department of Fine Arts, 

National Library, p. 15. 
52 King Ramkhamhaeng. (1292). Stone Inscription of 1292. Collection of Stone inscriptions 

compiled by the Department of Fine Arts, (Vol. 1). Bangkok: Thai National Archive. 
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Of central importance in the Thai world view derived from these Indian sources is a 

belief in rebirth and the conviction that the process of rebirth is governed by the impersonal 

moral principle designated in Sanskrit as karma. The ‘law of karma’ (kod haeng karm) means 

that the merits or demerits of personal action determine the character of the individual’s 

rebirth after death. Wholesome actions in one’s present life, that is, those actions that 

conform to the Buddhist moral precepts of non-violence, generosity, love, commitment, etc., 

lead to a human rebirth in fortunate conditions, or even to a long lasting (if ultimately 

impermanent) life in the heavenly realm. Conversely, unwholesome actions lead to rebirth in 

a deprived or painful state, either in this world or a lower realm. As is the case, most lay 

people aspire to a happy rebirth, rather than to enlightenment (the final escape from the 

‘wheel’ of rebirth), which is felt to be attainable only through the dedicated and ascetic 

lifestyle of a monk.  

Traditional Buddhist teachings and doctrines use the law of karma to encourage 

people to be generous, to refrain from evil deeds, and to live together in harmony and mutual 

kindness.53 Such influences have contributed to the harmony of the Thai society as noted by 

Pallegoix in the following words: “Siamese people are tender, gentle, humble, and respect 

each other. However, they follow the tradition and culture strictly…. Crime is very rare in 

this country. The death penalty is given only to those who injure the King. Besides, the worst 

penalty is to cut the grass for King’s elephant for life.” 54 Narong Puengphit also mentions 

about the Thai law about thieves written in 1373 that there was neither evidence of serious 

case of robbery nor evidence of judge for death. The penalty provisions for them were to fine 

or to tattoo.55 People in Sukhothai period were at peace and happy.  

This should not give the impression that Thai society is one of peace and harmony 

alone. As it exists in any societies, there are ethnic and regional tensions and violence, 

especially among the three southernmost provinces of Yala, Pattani and Narathiwat, which 

actually were rather independent provinces till the reign of King Rama V. While the people 

are tolerant to a great extent, on religious and ethnic levels, one cannot ignore the recent 

development in the Thai society and politics, namely the polarisation between the rural poor 

                                                 
53 Chongsatityoo, C. (1989). Formulation and Implementation, p. 380. 
54 Pallegoix, J. B. (1853). Mémoire sur la mission de Siam. (1981 ed.). Beaune: Blodeau 

Dejussieu, pp. 15-7. 
55 Puengphit, N. (1980). Thai History III: History of Thai ruling and politics. Bangkok: 

Srinakarinwirote Prasarnmitr, pp. 80-1. 
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and the new urban middle class. This tension began to manifest itself clearly as recently since 

2008, during the campaign of civil disobedience spearheaded by the yellow-shirted People’s 

Alliance for Democracy, and the backlash from red-shirted supporters of the People’s Power 

Party. This has certainly generated strong feelings, which manifested itself into mass 

demonstrations, destruction of public property, disruption of normal life activities, 

abandonment of workplaces, workers’ strike actions, and occupation of public buildings, etc. 

all of which remained on a low key however. 

It is frequently said that the different elements of the population get along well with 

one another because of the relaxed and tolerant character of the Thai culture, often remarked 

by foreign visitors and tourists. Thai speech is peppered with idioms that reflect an ‘easy 

going’ attitude to life. Such phrases include mai pen rai ("never mind"); mai mi panha ("no 

problem"); sabai sabai (“nice and easy”); or chang man (“let it go”). Oral interviews with our 

participants in Bangkok strongly confirmed this claim.56 

At the root of the easy-going habits of the Thai people lies a traditional and religious 

set of attitudes. These include a readiness to sympathize with others, a willingness to feel 

compassion for suffering, a capacity for patience, a desire to share equanimity with a 

neighbour in the face of hardship, and an ideal of inner freedom from passion and prejudice. 

All of these attitudes can be directly linked to the key values of Buddhism, such as Karuna 

(compassion) or Khanti (patience or forbearance), which have been promoted in Thai cultures 

for centuries. 

For the purposes of the present discussion therefore, the significant contrast is not 

between this and that religion, but between world views that hold an ethical perspective at 

their core cultural values and those that do not. Thus, before the educational reform 

commenced in 1871, Thai education was shaped along the religious views which were based 

on the doctrines and principles of Buddhism. Even after the educational reform period began 

in earnest, the influences of Buddhism have by no means disappeared. Its doctrines and 

religious precepts have imposed a range of philosophical influences which have continued to 

shape the Thai educational system even in the present times, though the influence of 

modernity plays a big role in education and the character of the people. 

                                                 
56 Rattana Wittayadamrong and Mondha Kengkarnpanich agreed with these opinions during 

our series of oral interviews at Prasarnmitr University, Bangkok in April and May, 2006. 
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Religious Identity as National Identity  

In addition to its strategic position and resulting contacts with outside world in various fields 

there were also other factors that boosted the educational reform. As a matter of national 

pride, Buddhism was and even now proudly positioned as the national religion of Thailand. 

Its principles and practices were taken as the basis of the nation’s growth and identity as a 

sovereign nation. Monarchical governments, which were founded on the principles of this 

religion, have continued to dictate the pace of events in matters of national life and overall 

development. Monasteries and religious temples which dot the country’s landscape speak 

volumes of this development. Its magnitude is to such an extent that one can hardly drive a 

short distance without counting a good number of them. Naturally it had significant influence 

on the education and training of the young, as we will discuss in detail elsewhere. As a way 

of life, the teachings and precepts of Buddhism which are reflected in the educational 

curricula play crucial roles in the moral formation of the country’s school-goers.57  

With its penetrating influence the educational curricula on Ethics Instruction were 

always designed on the Buddhist moral principles, with a view to affect the spiritual lives of 

school children and youth, as well as wellbeing of the general population. Depaepe et. al. 

concede this educational policy approach as a way of teaching Thai learners to control their 

instincts.58 Obviously then, numerous cultures of the Thais continue to build their strengths 

on the doctrines of Buddhism, while monks focus their teachings and religious lives on the 

life of Buddha, which are explicitly available in the Buddhist literature used in schools and 

monasteries.59  

Without any fear of contradictions therefore, it could be said that Buddhism defines 

the entirety of the Thai nation, as well as the conglomerate of those values which provide the 

foundation surrounding the identity of Thailand in every context of the word. Simply put 

then, Buddhism is the peoples’ national icon of spiritual life on the basis of which its status as 

the state religion is built. The other minor religions such as Islam, Christianity, Sikhism, and 

Hinduism which command some insignificant population have no influences on defining the 

national identity of the Thais. A typical case is the Christian religion of Catholicism, which 

was introduced into Siam in since 1685. Attempts by the church to gain roots in the way of 

                                                 
57 Depaepe, M. et al. (2000). Order in progress, p. 48. 
58 Ibid., p. 126. 
59 Bacon, G. B. (1893). Siam: The Land of the White Elephant. (1983 ed.). New York: Charles 

Scribner’s Sons, p. 3. 
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building churches and winning converts among the Thai population failed completely, a 

situation further complicated with the assassination of this missionary in 1688.60 To avoid 

any future resurrection of the church, as well as strengthening the policy of non interference 

with Buddhism as a national religion and identity, there was a total banishment of Christian 

missionaries all over the kingdom after the sudden death of King Narai. Though other 

Christian missions, such as the Protestants, the American Baptist Mission, the London 

Missionary Society, and the Netherlands Missionary Society, made efforts to gain roots into 

the Thai society, their impact could not travel long distances.  

As a national religion, the principles and practices, as well as the religious values of 

Buddhism guided the peoples’ attitudes, style of life, agriculture, governance, and economic 

growth. The need to impart Buddhism-based moral consciousness, honesty, and ethical 

conservatism, which formed the core teachings and principles of the religion were sought to 

be promoted through the nation’s policy of an expanded educational curricula on Ethics 

Instruction. The focus on the virtues of gratitude, doing good deeds, charity, temperance, 

honesty and justice that were reflected in the curricula on Ethics Instruction during the 

Sukhothai period of educational reform was clearly the result of the Buddhist principles.61  

Architecture was another area that was influence by the religion. Buddhist 

architecture grew to be a category of its own, as the current and past designs of monasteries 

and temples scattered all over the land clearly indicate. Many iconic national monuments 

(temples) were erected throughout which still adorn strategic positions in the city of Bangkok 

today. Thus, in the cultural milieu of the Thais, apart from Buddhism, there was or there is no 

place for any other religion, as the Theravada Buddhism penetrates the marrows of Thai 

society. It has become a part and parcel of their daily lives, religious worship, and sense of 

national identity.  

Cultural Factors 

As the word of ‘culture’ is derived from the Latin word ‘cultura’ which means to cultivate or 

rill the soil, thus it expresses a process of development or acculturation from national growth 

                                                 
60 Giblin, R. W. (1908). Lopburi: past and present. The Siam Society, 5(3), 10-11; Bacon, G.B. 

(1893). The land of the white, pp. 271-2; National Archive, Bangkok, Department of Fine Arts. (1955). 
King Ramkhamhaeng, Subhasit praruang. Bangkok, pp. 101-5 & 166-7. 

61 Hawanont, L. (1983). Education and Thai society before educational reform: Analysis of the 
first Inscription Stone, and its Thai Enacted law (Kodmhai tra samduang). Bangkok: Chulalongkorn 
University press, pp. 54-7. 
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and conscious effort. Power and his friends further suggest that to uphold the culture we must 

understand how the society grows or develops.62 Mbachu defines culture as “a code of action 

or thought adopted by a people from generation to generation.”63 From a similar perspective, 

Obama sees this concept as a common set of values which bind a people together despite 

their differences. Further, culture can be defined as “particular characteristics that make a 

people this people and not that people.”64 Every people on earth are known and defined by 

their own set of indigenous value systems, which are largely spoken or unspoken, and 

manifest themselves in the way such a people say things, do things, or think.65 

Therefore, one cannot talk of the culture of the Thais without keeping its religion at 

the central position of events. As a unifying factor of Thai peoples’ numerous practises and 

traditional ways of living and mutual relationship remains their roots on Buddhism, which 

holds the entire Thai people together. Added to this factor is agriculture which primarily 

means rice cultivation, and it is the primary occupation and source of livelihood of the Thai 

people. Even in the modern times the adage that “there is no Thailand without rice” is still 

maintained among the population. In which case, rice formed a strong economic base for the 

sustenance of the country’s economic life, as well as in eradicating hunger, poverty, and 

malnutrition among the country’s population.66 Being an agrarian society, the population 

have depended on land for their living and as source of wealth, though methods of cultivation 

were simple, unsophisticated and non scientific. It is unfair when Wyatt further says that Thai 

people were not much concerned about the cultivation, as in the Thai culture rights over all 

pieces of land belonged to the king who maintains absolute power over all subjects. Thus, the 

monarchical government remained an aspect of the Thai cultural existence.67 Actually in the 

absolute monarchical system, the King was the Lord of life and land; and people could own 

the land freely therefore, people could do cultivation as much as they would. Till the reign of 
                                                 
62 Power, F. C., Higgins, A. & Kohlberg, L. (1989). Lawrence Kohlberg's Approach to Moral 

Education. New York: Columbia University, p. 104. 
63 Mbachu, R. (1998). African tales in Igbo proverbs. Illinois: Omenala Africa Network, p. 
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64 Obama, B. (2006). The audacity of hope: Thoughts on reclaiming the American dream. New 
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King Rama V in 1899, to reform the country, certificate of land was arranged and given to 

people, therefore, many governors and big families who knew the law in advanced, they took 

the advantages to own many pieces of big land that caused the poor people or poor farmer 

lost their rice fields.68 It could be said the application of western system in this issue gave 

chance to some leaders’ families that caused the poor farmers lost the lands and had to rent 

the rice field from the rich families for agriculture. 

After the absolute monarchy system ended in 1935, all powers haven’t remained in 

the hands of the monarchs as before, in the constitutional monarchy, the status of the 

monarch has been only the Head of Armed Forces and Upholder Buddhist and all other 

religions in the country.69 Nevertheless, most Thai people still give high respect to the king 

and royal family. Power and his friend observed that monks often functioned as models of 

morality and also served as mediators between the ruling class and the ordinary populations.70 

In Thailand, monks have been the moral leaders of the society and mediators among all 

people up to now. 

As a nation, Thais are noted for their open-mindedness, love, moral consciousness, 

and sense of compassion and tolerance for friends and neighbours, which significantly 

constitute the fundamental values and religious principles of Buddhism. But it was 

predominantly a male dominated country where the female population largely remained at the 

protective confines of their homes without much contact with the outside world. This cultural 

trend had the negative effects of large scale female illiteracy.71  

All these factors in one way or another contributed the sense of the need for 

educational reform in the country. An expanded system of education was thought to create 

better chances for building a healthy and more functional modern society where people have 

better life styles in their own freedom. This was also based on the understanding that a 

society with a healthy and modern educational system stood brighter chances of competing 

favourably with the ever growing western world of the 21st century, most especially in its 

                                                 
68 See: Pipatseridham, K. (1988). Land and Farmer, Reform or Evolution. Bangkok: 

Ruenkaew press; and Office of Thailand land reform network.  Retrieved 18 March, 2012, from 
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ability to assist its youth and citizens to develop critical minds, enhanced technical and 

scientific skills, which would enhance their agricultural and other productivity and bring 

them brighter senses of perception.  

Education  

Beginning from the Sukhothai period72 of the Thai history (AD 1238–1438), the Buddhist 

temple has played an important role in the life of the Thai nation. From that time until the 

official commencement of educational reform activities in 1871, the only providers of 

knowledge/education were the Buddhist temples and the Royal Palace. As it were, education 

in the palace was limited to royal and aristocratic children only. But in the temples, monks 

taught ordinary people about Buddhism, and consequently prepared men for ordination. The 

education they offered was based on the Buddhist scriptures, and there was no official or 

uniform educational ‘curriculum’ until the late seventeenth century. Ethics Instruction played 

a major role, but the purpose of it was simply to motivate people to behave well, as well as 

show them how to do so. From the viewpoint of modern education, a major weakness of 

monastic teaching was that it emphasised learning of received wisdom by the rote memory 

technique, rather than in the way of independent and critical thinking.73  

The reign of King Rama V (1868 – 1910) saw the birth of the period of educational 

modernisation and effective Westernisation of the different spheres of the Thai life, 

governance, and education. From the inception of this period to the present, primary school 

education has been developed according to the provisions of the National Education Plans or 

Education Schemes, which also functioned as Education Laws. The National Plan or Scheme 

has been revised or amended many times within the first century. However, the frequency of 

the revisions also hints at the ineffectual nature of the governments’ efforts to cope with the 

dictates of modernity. Consequently, attempts to completely reform and ‘modernise’ the Thai 

educational system enjoyed very limited successes because they have struggled against a twin 
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barrage of limitations. On one hand, the educational curricula and systems were designed and 

planned by indigenous educationists who were trained abroad (or at least within the 

framework of a foreign educational philosophy), and had little or no practical experiences of 

ever working in Thai schools. On the other hand, the teachers charged with implementing the 

changes never fully understood the aims of the reforms, and consequently were unable to 

implement them effectively owing to lack of adequate training and re-training.  

From the educational act of 1999, the Thai education has been clarified into 3 

categories, namely, formal, informal and non-formal education.  

1) Formal education is that in which the aims, methods, curricula, duration, 

assessment, and mean of evaluation are clearly specified. 

2) Informal education is that in which students learn by themselves according to 

their interests, potentialities, readiness and opportunities available from persons, 

society, environment, media, or other sources of knowledge. 

3) Non-formal education is characterized by flexibility in determining the aims, 

modalities, management procedures, duration, assessment and means of 

evaluation. The contents and curricula of non-formal education are devised 

specifically to meet the requirements and needs of individual groups of 

learners.74  

 This study will focus on the formal education conducted normally in schools under the 

state’s control. At present, Formal education is divided into two levels: basic and higher. 

Basic education is that provided in school for the 12 years before higher education. Higher 

education is divided into two levels: sub-degree level and degree level, and is provided in 

universities, institutes, colleges (or comparable institutions under other names) in accord with 

the law on higher education institutions. Basic education consists of two levels, Primary level 

(6 years) and Secondary level (6 years). 

In the past, primary level education in Thailand was variously designated as 

Moolsaman (general primary education), Mool suksa (primary education), Prathomsuksa 

(primary education), and Kansuksa kanpuentahan (basic education). Kansuksa kanpuentahan 

or Basic Education is a current term that includes primary education. In this study, I focus 
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only on the primary level in each period of educational reform, not include pre-primary level, 

the secondary level, and higher education. 

Education and Ethics Instruction in Siam before 1871 

With this general sketch of the situation of education in general and ethics instruction in 

particular let us come to the point of our discussion beginning with an analysis of the 

situation that led to the modernization in Thai education. Essentially, before the year 1871, 

two major types of education were operational in the earlier Thai educational system. They 

were the religious and secular models of non-formal education, of which the former was 

predominant. During that period, even under different monarchs the educational system was 

quite similar. During all the monarchical regimes who ruled the Thai people, the impartation 

of the knowledge of Buddhism was recognized as the only panacea to building and 

strengthening the nation, while kings were respected as ‘fathers’ to all the people, who indeed 

called themselves ‘por khum’ (father kings).  

This paternalistic attitude was espoused throughout of the period of Sukhothai. The 

status of the king as the father of the nation had been strong in Thai society, culture, 

economy, and all respects.75 For instance, this was demonstrated in King Ramkhamhaeng’s 

stone inscription in 1292, as follows: “there always are fish in the river; rice in the field; areca 

palm, piper betel and coconut trees all over the country---. Should you like to sell elephants 

and horses, do it. Should you like to sell silver and gold, do it.”76 Such overarching power 

and respect given to the kings made their efforts in implementing their programs very 

successful, as is very clearly seen in the later Buddhism and educational reforms. 

Totally centered on and influenced by religion, education was just an extension of 

religious formation of the learner. The religious model of education which was provided in 

the kingdom was designed to provide education in the scriptural teachings of Buddhism. 

Commitment to the teaching and learning of religion in Buddhist temples (monasteries) 

continued from one regime to the next. Some of them took more interest and made substantial 

contribution than others in promoting this.  

Another archaeological evidence of stone inscriptions found in the Wat Sri Chum 

Monastery, and dated 1350-1370, confirm that the grandson of Ramkhamhaeng – King 
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Dhammaraja, who was popularly known as Li Thai, laid aside his royal robes and entered the 

monastery temporarily, which at the long run, became a parameter followed by later kings, 

and eventually became a norm for all Thai young men. History also informs us that Li Thai 

made his grand palace a school where monks studied Dharma, and other branches of 

knowledge. He took a further step by composing the famous Traibhumikata, which emerged 

as compendium of knowledge in Buddhist cosmology and ethics. In the course of time, this 

text began to be used for the teaching of Buddhism in the Sukhothai, Ayutthaya, Thonburi 

and the beginning of Rattanakosin eras.77  

The role of Buddhism in the educational and national development of Thailand has 

never been found wanting. Through all the ages, it remained the peoples’ national religion, 

cultural base, and source of identity. Irrespective of the influences of science and technology, 

its practices and doctrines have remained largely unchanged. During the four centuries 

between the Ayutthaya and Theravada kingdoms, the religion reached the zenith of its 

popularity. Innumerable temples and Pagodas sprang up throughout the country and they 

exerted enormous influence on the people’s religious and educational careers, and advanced 

their affection and skills for artistry and architecture. This resulted also in a massive 

advancement in the growth of Buddhist architecture, which for example included the erection 

of the popular Temple of the Footprint at Saraburi. This was exclusively the making of 

Buddha images, which flourished so rapidly in both quantity and quality, a situation impacted 

by the educational developments of the era, which included the production of a number of 

Buddhist literature.78  

 Though everything remained religious or more precisely Buddhist in outfit, between 

the 13th and the second half of the 19th Centuries, the need for improved education continued 

to grow in the policy roadmaps of the various Thai monarchs. The need to harmonize the 

country’s administrative and governmental systems, expand the educational curricula, 

improve health care services through the increased production of medical textbooks, and 

provide improved hygienic medical services continued to receive their attention. 

Significantly, during the reign of King Rama III (1824-1851) fundamental steps were taken in 

these lines for the emancipation of a new Thailand. For example, during this time poets were 
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trained and commissioned to compose poetry that rhymed with the hermits’ names and rare 

herbs planted within the vicinity of Buddhist temples. This was meant to conserve traditional 

knowledge, especially in the medical field and to make it available to the commoners. The 

erection of the Wat Pho Medical College in 1832 became the first medical institution in the 

history of the Thai nation (or Siam). As it were, the accomplishment of this project marked 

the summit of the monarch’s restoration efforts in the era.79 

According to Phraya Priyattithamthada, education in Sukhothai was divided into 2 

categories – religious and secular. Religious education meant instruction in the scriptural 

teachings of Buddhism. Secular education, which was provided in the temples for boys and 

men, meant learning to read and write, and receiving instruction in the Buddhist Dharma. The 

Rajabundit (the Royal Institution of Instruction) provided education for royal and aristocratic 

children.80 They were taught not only Buddhism and ethics, but also something of geography, 

anthropology, public administration, and astronomy.81  

Meanwhile, girls received education on good manners and areas of domestic science 

which were designed to train them for home care training. Outside these areas of education, 

exposure to actual literacy skills was absent in their educational curricula. In the background 

of the local cultures and religious faith of the Thais, this approach was deliberate, designed to 

spare girls from various tendencies of inappropriate practices, such as the writing of love 

letters to men. As Kru Tad writes, “girls, except women of high status --- were not allowed to 

study in order to prevent moral transgressions, such as writing love letters to men.”82 This 

was considered as a very embarrassing manner in Thai social tradition in the former time. 

In short the urge to modernise and expand the educational curricula had continued to 

receive serious attention in the hands of Thailand’s previous kings. As our discussion so far 

indicates, this policy approach was born out of the need to blend its growing needs in its 

various sectors of the economy with the demands of modernity. Especially as contacts and 
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business with the outside world continued to grow, it was necessary to create conducive 

meeting platforms between its cultures and those of the Western world. Particularly during 

the reign of King Mongkut or Rama IV (1851-1868), who was noted for his wide ranging 

understanding of Western cultures, modernization of education became part of his 

development policy programs, in order also to avoid possible conflicts between indigenous 

Thai cultures and their Western counterparts.83 

Buddhism and Ethics Instruction in the pre-reform era 

Religious, moral and ethical values were taught in the temples before modern education 

reform. They have also been taught in schools since the introduction of modern education in 

the country. Even when the reforms were facing difficulties, ethics Instruction continued to 

be taught in schools. Nevertheless, many teachers handled this subject in line with the 

educational methods of lessons delivery which emphasized the traditional notions of ethical 

values of Buddhism and other enduring elements prevalent in the Thai culture. But once the 

modernisation started, schooling was relocated from the temples to schools, and transferred 

from the hands of Buddhist monks into the professional hands of lay teachers. Because of this 

the teaching of Ethics Instruction moved from the core of education to the periphery of a 

much wider curriculum. However, successive generations of Thai people continued to receive 

broader grounding in Buddhist teachings and morality. 

Indeed, the continuing role of Buddhism in Thai ethical conceptions is built into the 

Thai language. To talk about ‘ethics’ at all in Thai one must use words that were imported 

from India as part and parcel of Buddhism, and mainly from Pali, the canonical Buddhist 

language. The word for ‘ethics’ itself is ‘jariyasat or ‘the science of good behaviour.’ This is 

directly derived from Pali. Likewise, ‘Ethics Instruction’ in primary schools is generally 

designated as ‘Jariya Dharma’ or ‘the (Buddhist) teaching of good behaviour.’  

The Buddhist temples (Thai: Wat) have not only maintained the Buddhist beliefs of 

the people, but also played a very important role in imparting ethical and traditional 

education to the people. Recently, the 33,902 temples which are operational throughout the 

country have continued to exist as important centres of community life, religious rituals, as 

well as cultural icons for the performing arts, education, and other social activities for 

centuries. In the social field they offer refuge for the poor, orphans, and the elderly. They 
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function as hospitals and night-shelters for travellers. Also people often leave their unwanted 

animals at Wats (temples) for the monks to look after.84  

Sukhothai Era (1238-1376): Buddhism arrival and Preaching 

Siam is recognized as the first true Thai kingdom since Sukhothai era(1238-1376). Sukhothai 

was founded by Prachao U-thong in 1238, and it was in a period of 138 years ruled by 6 

kings. The Sukhothai Kingdom was moral inspired and governed by its king in a benignly 

paternalistic style expressed in the phrase por-look, or ‘father-son’. The king was also seen as 

por muang, or ‘the Father of the Town’. Public servants were seen as his children, in a 

hierarchical pattern explicitly modeled on family relationships.85 Indeed, during the 

Sukhothai period, kings were respected as ‘fathers’ to all the people, and indeed called 

themselves por khun (‘father king’). 

During the reign of King Ramkamhaeng (1277-1299), the third king of the era, 

Sukhothai is considered as the period of the prosperity and happiness as written on a 

inscription stone in part, "This Muang Sukhothai is good. In the water there are fish; in the 

field there is rice. The ruler does not levy a tax on the people who travel along the road 

together, leading their oxen on the way to trade and riding their horses on the way to sell. 

Whoever wants to trade in elephants, so trades. Whoever wants to trade in horses and cattle, 

so trades. Whoever wants to trade in silver and gold, so trades."86 He 

always kept a close relationship with his people and be available to them. People with a 

grievance could ring the bell at the city gate for help or justice, he would come to see them 

and listen to their problems himself which made people live happily.  

King Ramkhamhaeng also introduced the present form of Theravada Buddhism of the 

Lankavangsa tradition that delighted by Ceylonese Bhikkhus to the Thai people in 1257 

(B.E.1800), this sect taken root and popular widely practiced in various countries such as 

Cambodia, Myanmar (Burma), Lao and Thailand. Through his efforts in promoting religion, 

Buddhism progressed among the people, every men was encouraged for ordination at the age 

of 20, inspirational faith as well gave birth to classic forms of Thai religious arts as seen from 

the images of the Lord Buddha sculptured during the Sukhothai era, they are cultural 
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treasures which impart a feeling of peace and serenity that reflected people’s happiness at the 

time. 

In addition, King Ramkamhaeng has been credited to invent the Thai alphabet writing 

(Lai Sue Thai) in 1283 by using an alphabet derived from the existing Mon and Khmer 

scripts.87 Nevertheless, we have nothing documented to indicate how student/learner learned 

or what method was used for ethics instruction except a record of a inscription stone telling 

about his life and people’s life in his reign. From the inscription stone, it was written that 

King Ramkamhaeng sits on the Managkhasila Asana throne to teach ethics/Dhamma to his 

people. Hence, his monument or statue was constantly built in the form of sitting on a seat 

with a scripture in his right hand while the left hand shows teaching people. This 

Managkhasila Assana throne had been used for significant monk to pray with people on the 

Buddhist Sabbaths (Wan Phra) which indicates in every two weeks according to Thai lunar 

calendar. 

 

Picture 1. Royal Statue of King Ramkhamhaeng, 
the great, located in the Sukhothai Historical Park, 
Sukhothai Province, Thailand. 

 

 

 

This picture reminds me about the Church pulpit which normally seen inside the 

Christian church (the open-air pulpit of the church is rarely seen). It was used to be the 

sanctuary for priest or preacher to stand for Gospel reading or sermon preaching during 

religious rituals or assembly. Whereas in the Buddhist tradition, asana is used for monk’s 

sitting to pray or to preach Dhamma, it can be also placed either inside or outside the temple. 

Thus, King Ramkamhaeng played his role as a preacher sitting on the Managkhasila Asana 

throne which shared with the significant monk, to teach Dhamma to his people.  

Insofar as the Thai now had the opportunity to read and write in their own language, 

this greatly enhanced their ability to acquire and pass on knowledge and the capacity of 
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understanding, and was clearly a great step forward. As we have noted, the content of 

education at this early period was largely confined to religious and ethical matters, but at least 

in the case of royal and aristocratic boys, also involved secular subjects required for 

administration. Even so, from a modern viewpoint, education in the Sukhothai period was 

very limited in its methods and materials. In all areas of education, learning by rote was the 

main method of instruction, and students’ ability to recite memorized texts would have been 

the only criterion of ‘assessment’. We have nothing to indicate how, if at all, students were 

required to show that they could interpret or apply the texts they had learned.  

While the advance into literacy was a great step forward, we must remember that, 

from the modern viewpoint, Sukhothai education (1238-1376) was very limited in its 

methods and materials. There is no direct evidence of any official textbook or ‘reader’ in 

Siamese education prior to 1672, and there can be no certainty about which texts were used 

for instruction. However, it is likely that some material was taken directly from the 

Tripitaka88 (the Buddhist scriptures written on khoi or palm leaves in Pali), which contained 

some short suttas (discourses) suitable for ethical instruction of the laity such as the Rattana 

Sutta or ‘Discourse upon the Three Jewels’ that explains the highest qualities of the Triple Gems: 

Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha. It also contains the Dhammapada, a famous anthology of pithy 

sayings. It is a compound term composed of Dhamma and pada that means ‘the way of Dhamma’ 

(Buddha’s teaching) which is a versified Buddhist scripture. Besides, it is one of the best known texts 

from the Theravada canon. Written in verse of a vivid and non-technical nature, such texts were 

probably exclusively devised for memorization and recitation, and they may date back, at 

least in part, to the earliest stages of Buddhism in India.89 

However, while canonical texts like the Ratana Sutta and the Dhammapada could 

have been used to teach adults or students in their late teens, the monks would also have felt 

the need for materials precisely designed to match the needs and capacities of younger age 

groups. We know that in the Sukhothai period, texts were available that were well suited for 

this purpose, and we can surmise with some confidence that they were used as such. One of 
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them is Subhasit Pra Ruang ‘King Ruang’s Adages’, said to have been written by King 

Ramkamhaeng in about 1300/B.E.1843. A compendium of 160 well-known Thai adages or 

proverbs, the book is designed to promote moral behavior and good neighborliness. In the 

introduction, the author defines his aim as that of urging young people to learn, and 

convincing them that such learning will benefit them in earning a living.. A second royal 

candidate for a Sukhotahai-era ethical ‘primer’ is the Traibhumikatha (‘Treatise on Three 

Worlds’ or ‘The story of the three planes of existence’ which are the Sensuous Planes, the 

Form Planes, and the Formless Planes), said to have been written by King Dhammaraja I (Li 

Thai) in 1345/1888 B.E. in order to teach Dhamma to his mother and people.90 This book is 

ostensibly a discourse on cosmology. However, in the Buddhist context, ‘cosmology’ is 

concerned principally with the various heavens and hells thought to be situated ‘above’ and 

‘below’ the human world respectively. Cosmology thus provides a suitably vivid context, 

replete with exemplary tales, for encouraging virtue and discouraging wickedness. The author 

declares his educational purpose at the outset, stating that he ‘desired to promote Buddhist 

primary education for laymen, both youths and adults.’91 This book was renamed to ‘Traibhum 

Pra Ruang’ by Krom Praya Damrong Rachanupab to harmonize with the name of Subhasit Pra Ruang 

book. 

Another probable source of instructional materials are the Jataka tales (in Pali jataka 

means ‘birth’). These are colorful stories of the Buddha’s previous lives, each of which 

illustrates one or another of the many virtues that the bodhisattva (the Buddha-to-be) 

cultivated on his progress towards enlightenment through innumerable rebirths. One of them, 

the Mahajataka (Thai: Mahachart), which enjoys a special popularity in several parts of the 

Buddhist world, including Thailand, is the story of Buddha’s life immediately prior to the 

Bodhisattva’s final rebirth as Prince Siddhartha Gautama. In this penultimate existence, as 

Prince Vessantara, the Bodhisattva sacrificed his life to feed a hungry tigress and her cubs. 

The 1386 stele of Dhammaraja I reveals to us that it was already customary in Sukhothai at 
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that time to have lay readers declaiming a version of the Mahachart to the public, who came 

to Buddhist monasteries regularly during the Buddhist Lent.92  

Apart from the tale of Vessantara, there are many other Jataka tales that might have 

been used in Sukhothai ethical education. While some of these tales come from the Tripitaka 

(the scriptural canon), many others were created (or in some cases adapted from folk-tale 

material) in the centuries when Buddhism was still developing in India. As Buddhism 

travelled outside India, the Jataka tales went with it. Even the non-canonical Jatakas were 

treated as an important part of Buddhist literature since they communicated Buddhist values 

and virtues in a form that was lively and concrete (vis-à-vis many of the dry and abstract 

discourses of the Tripitaka), and thus were better able to capture the imagination of the laity, 

especially the young.  

While the advance into literacy was a great step forward, we must remember that, 

from the modern viewpoint, Sukhothai education (1238-1376) was very limited in its 

methods and materials. Also there was no formal education appeared in this period, 

nevertheless, ‘Story telling method’ that similar to the method of ancient Greeks and Romans 

in form of verbal and writing93, informally by kings or monks was seen to be a 

traditional/original teaching method used for ethics instruction of the Sukhothai era as well. 

However, the Kingdom of Sukhothai was eventually replaced by the Kingdom of Ayutthaya, 

which was founded in 1350 by King Ramathibodhi I (Phra Chao U-thong).  

Ayutthaya Era (1350-1767): Life and Learning in Monasteries  

In breaking away from the rule of Sukhothai, King U-tong also set Thai government upon a 

new course. He discarded Sukhothai’s benignly paternalistic form of government, and 

replaced it with kingship by divine right. The king was now to be regarded not merely as 

human, but as a devaraja (‘god-king’). He designated himself ‘lord’ (phya), suggesting a 

master-slave relationship with his subjects, instead of ‘father’ (por khun), as in the Sukhothai 

period. The philosophy underpinning the new system was that all states come into existence 

by God's will, and God chooses their rulers, who are thus responsible only to God. 94 
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Although the immediate source of this doctrine of absolute monarchy was Cambodia, it was 

ultimately derived from Hindu sources. Accordingly, Buddhism now had to make some room 

for Hindu beliefs, and Brahmins officiated side by side with Buddhist monks at state 

ceremonies – a legacy whose traces remain in modern Bangkok. 

There were no obvious discontinuities in educational practices in Siam between the 

Sukhothai and Ayutthaya periods. As before, informal education was conducted mainly in 

Buddhist temples, as witnessed by de la Loubère, a French Catholic missionary at the court of 

King Narai in the 17th century, he writes ‘Buddhist monks are the professional teachers of the 

Thai people. It is Siamese’s tradition that the parents teach and train their children till they 

are 7-8 years before sending them to the Buddhist temples to be taught by monks.’95  

Also written by Joost Schouten, trade service manger of the Dutch East Indian 

Company, who came to Siam in 1636 during the reign of King Prasat Thong, ‘boys were sent 

to study with monks and serve them in general works. They reside in the temple, so seldom 

visit home.’96 Generally, parents sent their sons to live with their relative or familiar monks to 

learn literacy and Dhamma, in particular as a prelude to their temporary ordination. 

‘Within the temple, there were many monks living in a serene, peaceful and 
organized way as clergy should. Monks were honoured as men of the religion 
and maintained their course through celibacy, obeying the precepts and 
conforming to the dictates of the abbot and other religious authorities. All 
monks were under the supervision of the cardinals97, the abbots of important 
temples, put in charge as leaders of all monks (Ayutthaya alone had more than 
30,000 monks).’98 

It has been a Buddhist tradition in Thailand and people’s attitude that man will 

become mature only after his ordination, if not, he would be considered as ‘raw person’(Khon 
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dip) or not well enough, The monkhood may be a life-long commitment or for short time 

according to their purposes. Schouten also notifies that there were elderly nuns (Pikkhuni) 

living at some important temples. These nuns shaved their heads, wore white habit and stayed 

only in their restricted area of the monasteries. They observed the 10 precepts and served 

monks in menial capacity.99 Monks and nuns receive high respect from the king and the 

people. According to Buddhist belief, they are held with high esteem at a level close to 

deities, and considered the highest field of merit in this world.100  

This tradition of temporarily ordaining young men was reinforced when King 

Boromkosa (1732-1758) declared that he would not appoint anyone, who had not entered 

monkhood, to serve in court. This tradition continued into the subsequent Rattanakosin 

period.101 Although temples were the centers of learning, there was no formal instruction or 

defined method of learning as Wyatt wrote, ‘every boy who learns at the temple, he learns 

according to his capacity, skill, and talent that taught by monks with their individual 

methods.’102  

Nevertheless, McFarland, S.G., a pioneer American Protestant missionary to Siam 

since 1861, recorded that, ‘Precisely, [a] Buddhist temple is the educational place for all, but 

practically, poor and rural children have no educational opportunity because there were not 

many professional monks; in addition, poor and rural villagers could not make a contribution 

to the monks sufficiently, moreover, many children didn’t like to learn.’103 In his point of 

view, McFarland may be unfair or not absolutely true for the following reasons. Firstly, 

Buddhist temple had been the learning centre for all, men or boys were commonly allowed to 

live in the monastery for free of charge whether they would ordain or not. Secondly, 

Buddhists offer food to monk or money to the temple to earn their merit for themselves or the 

dead whether their children would stay in the monastery or not. And thirdly, monks mainly 

have their mission to transmit Dhamma to people, monks or lay people may use the 

monastery to be a center to teach their particular knowledge or skills. Anyhow, monks in that 
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era normally knew literacy and knowledge more than common people. In a part of ‘Khun 

Chang – Khun Phan’, the ancient famous literature written in Ayutthaya period, Khun Phan 

or Plai Kaew, with his intention to be a soldier like his father, asked his mother to send him to 

live in Wat (temple) Somyai where he could learn how to use sword, and after he finished his 

learning, The monk suggested him to go to learn from Phikkhu104 Kong (a monk) at Wat 

Palalai for the further study.105 Therefore, the education in the Ayutthaya era was ‘open and 

relatively unstructured’,106 the temple was still the centre of education, but the method and 

means of teaching depended on each monk’s preferred choice.  

Two other religions, with a relatively insignificant influence on the community, were 

Christianity and Islam. G B Bacon, a visitor to Siam in the late nineteenth century, reported 

that the first European to come to Siam (in the mid-sixteenth century) had been a Portuguese 

named Mendez. As a result of Mendez’s visit, relationships between the Thais and 

Portuguese developed, and Christianity was introduced by Jesuit missionaries. According to 

Bacon, two Christian churches were built in Ayutthaya at that time.107 However, Christianity 

did not make any great headway for education among the Thais in that period. 

The most noteworthy attempt to establish it occurred when a clever and ambitious 

Greek adventurer, Constantine Phaulkon, rose to become the leading minister of King Narai 

(1656-1688). Phaulkon attempted, with French assistance, to convert the king to Catholicism. 

French Jesuits came to Siam in November 1685, and King Narai granted them land to build a 

church.108 However, the attempt failed when Phaulkon was assassinated in 1688, and King 

Narai died soon afterwards. Thereafter, the new king issued a decree banishing the 

missionaries from the kingdom.109  

In addition to Christians, there were some Muslims in Siam during the Ayutthaya 

period, most of whom were descended from Shiite Arab and Persian traders who migrated 

into Siam from the seventeenth century, assimilated successfully, and from the reign of King 
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Narai were often employed in the royal administration as interpreters and advisers on foreign 

affairs. During this period, the Sunni Malay Muslims of the southernmost Thai provinces 

were ruled by local rajas (king) owing a somewhat shadowy homage to Ayutthaya.110  

Ayutthaya era was a remarkable period of 417 years long and had a lot of contacts and 

trades with western and eastern countries, however, not much of evidence about history and 

development was left behind due to second fall and burnt by Burma (Myanmar) at the end of 

the era in 1767. Afterward, Phraya Wachiraprakarn had collected a group of 5000 people and 

redeemed the freedom from Burma at Chantaburi, then he set a new capital in Thonburi and 

announced himself as Prachao Taak-Sin111, the king of Siam. 

Thonburi and Early Rattanakosin Era (1767-1871): Learning in the new Capitals 

Though the center/capital of Siam had been moved to Thonburi in 1767 and to Rattanakosin 

(Bangkok) in 1782, till 1871 there were more books, such as a spelling primer (Prathom Kor 

Ka), a grammar primer (Prathom Mala), and the organization of education – evolved to be 

more systematic. However, its purpose, contents, instruction and evaluation were the same as 

in the Ayutthaya period. The learners’ achievements may not have been very impressive. 

According to Bishop Palluguiox, only ten in hundred children who attended classes at 

Buddhist temples, could actually read and write.112 Like education in general, the form of 

ethics instruction in the Rattanakosin era was broadly similar to that of the Ayutthaya period. 

The only significant development was that during the reigns of Rama II and Rama III, when 

art and literature were highly esteemed, ethical teaching was more likely to be presented in 

the form of poetry, literature and song.  

As such, it could be said that the techniques of ethics instruction in Siam before 1871 

were precisely a ‘telling story’, ‘rote ‘learning religious formulae’ and ‘showing’ method. 

One may assume that the Exercise/Imitation method calls for more active involvement of 

student to imitate or engage in learning activities, nonetheless student participation was to the 

contrary. Aristotle writes about ‘Exercise’ that ‘The virtues we get by first exercising them, 

as also happen in the case of the arts as well. For the things we have to learn before we can do 
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them, we learn by doing them, e.g. men become builders by building and lyre players by 

playing the lyre’113 He also emphasizes on the important of ‘Imitation’ that ‘Imitation is 

natural to man from childhood, one of his advantages over the lower animals being this, that 

he is the most imitative creature in the world, and learns at first by imitation.’114 As earlier 

seen in Thai society in this period, most boys lived in temples and learnt how to read and 

write from Buddhist monks. The method of learning that the monks taught ethics/Dhamma to 

them was generally the telling method and rote learning religious formulae. They used to 

narrate Dhamma stories from the religious books. However, by living with the monks in the 

monastery, the boys naturally imitated and finally practiced the way of living of monkhood. 

In other words, the monks taught ethics/Dhamma to them not only verbally but also through 

their actions and the boys learnt by exercising and imitating. Whereas, the 

discovery/restructuring method that emphasize upon activity to bring about different learning 

outcomes from student’s experience and insight is barely if at all evident in their teaching. 

The activities of teaching and learning in schools required ample preparation on the 

part of teachers, who were the key players in all classroom activities.115 This suggests that the 

successful handling of these core educational activities necessarily entails the use of the 

appropriate teaching aids which contributed to children’s understanding of lessons, to the 

extent that they were able to apply them, whether as workers or citizens, in adult life.116  

Educational Empowerment 

As was clearly mentioned that prior to the birth of the period of educational reform in 

the country, the education of Thailand largely revolved around the principles and doctrines of 

the Buddhist faith. The impartation of the Buddhist moral values to the children and youth of 

the nation occupied a dominant position in the order of priorities. But as days grew into 

years, the nation’s contact with the Western world also continued to increase and the need for 

an improved educational curriculum began to grow tremendously. The rulers felt the need for 
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a genuine educational empowerment of the people and it began to attract large scale attention 

by the government. This effectively began to lay the needed platform for an upward review 

of the country’s education system and school curricula. In the minds of the country’s royal 

monarchs was the desire to equip young learners with adequate intellectually based literacy 

skills, formed on the moral principles of the Buddhist faith.  

In formulating such a policy change there were many benefits foreseen by the 

authorities, though mostly and primarily they were of national interest. It was thought that 

armed with the Western style tools of literacy, youths and other learners would be able to 

read religious and secular textbooks, memorize and recite Buddhist teachings and doctrines 

conveniently, as well as study written materials which dealt with Thai cultural proverbs and 

adages designed to promote moral sensitization, and ethical consciousness. It was also 

thought that with the aid of improved educational curricula, young learners would be 

motivated to acquire the professional and technical skills needed for the running of the 

nation’s industrial sector.  

To facilitate the achievement of such a goal King Ramkhamhaeng wrote about 160 

Thai adages and proverbs in 1300, which were intended to promote moral behaviours and 

good neighbourliness among the people. Knowledge of such moral values of Buddhism 

surely enhanced good and honest living among learners and the entire population of the 

country.117 Iwunna supports this claim that improved quality of school education enhances 

learners’ dispositions to the educational and religious lessons of moral training. This also 

facilitates their ability to acquire other educational skills needed for community and national 

development.118  

For the same purpose there was also an ethical primer written by King Dhammaraja 1 

(Li Thai) in 1360. It was entitled Traibhumikatha (or Treatise on Three Worlds). This text 

was exclusively a discourse on cosmology. From a Buddhist perspective it was an exposition 

of the various heavens and hells which are thought to be situated above and below the human 

world. From our discussions, the Buddhist study of cosmology aims at encouraging lives of 

virtue, as well as discouraging wickedness among its followers. Thus, Traibhumikatha was 
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meant to “promote Buddhist primary education for laymen, both youths and adults” and such 

goals formed a core factor in the project of educational review of the Thai school curricula on 

Ethics Instruction.119  

In addition to such national and religious goals, contact with the world beyond the 

geographical landscapes of Thailand engendered further ambitions in the minds of the rulers, 

which also prompted them carry on with rapid improvement in the school curricula in general 

and particularly in Ethics Instruction in schools. Considering the fact that trade boomed better 

in an environment of an improved educational system and that knowledge and acquisition of 

the intellectual skills of science and technology flourished much better in an educated mind, 

the hunger to review the school curricula continued to bulge. Furthermore, Thai kings’ 

religious and commercial contacts with China, India, other parts of the Asian continent and 

Europe presented new orientations and guidelines which further intensified their appetite for 

improved knowledge in the areas of Buddhist architecture, Western technology, improved 

educational techniques, and modern building techniques continued to grow.120  

Above all, the need to reform the administration of the country, as well as to 

strengthen its laws created further pressures for educational reform. Lessons learnt from the 

administrative policies of the Ayutthaya era (1350-1767) seemed to present further 

challenges to the royal monarchs of the time. For instance, the era of King Borommatrai-

lokanat, who came to power in 1448 provided adequate evidence of the dire needs for a 

reform of the country’s educational system, so that the country gets able administrators for 

the land. It was underpinned during the reign of King Borommatrai-lokanat expansionist 

attitudes. Seeing himself as a reformist, and counting on the scale of conquests made at 

different wars, King Borommatrai-lokanat embarked on a protracted series of wars with the 

kingdom of Lan Na in the far north of the country. But he did more than mere expansion of 

his territories. In order to administer it properly in the latter years of the Ayutthaya period, 

four governmental ministries were created, each of which headed a particular department of 

the government. These included the City Ministry (Wieng), the Palace Ministry (Wang), 

Finance (Klang), and the Field Ministry (Na). Furthermore, the kings recruited a number of 

government officers who governed different provinces and cities. King Boroma Trailokanat 
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(1448-1488) himself had created two ministries, which were the Ministry of Interior, and the 

Ministry of War.121 

Essentially, the desire to administer Thai territories effectively, as well as create laws 

which guided the activities and conducts of the citizens formed key driving factors. The kings 

saw it as a matter of their national responsibility to protect the rights of the citizens over their 

lands and property, and most especially from external aggressors. Thai history informs us that 

King Mongkut (1851-1868) stands prominent among the Thai kings who pursued these 

development-minded programs, which were conceived as policies of modernization that 

could bring the country into same line with the Western world. For this purpose the citizens, 

especially the youth needed to know their civic rights and responsibilities to their God, their 

kings and nation, all of which ultimately based on the key doctrines of the Buddhist faith. 

This was hoped to achieve through a political conscientisation of the population. These 

objectives were deemed attainable through the auspices of expanded curricula of education 

on ethics instruction.122 

Influences and the Need for Reform 

First and foremost, the strategic geographical location of the nation of Thailand which 

resulted in its continued contact with its neighbors and the outside world played biggest role 

leading to the reforms. Contact with its Asian neighbors continued to flourish from an early 

period onwards to such an extent that between 1350 and 1370, Buddhist missionary 

expansion across its borders grew so tremendously. Several Buddhist monasteries were 

established by Thai kings and monarchs. Thai monks received local and cross-border 

trainings and ordinations. Emphasis on Buddhist education, cosmology, Buddhist arts, and 

Ethics Instruction were pursued, even as contact with the outside world, through trade, and 

missionary explorations continued to grow considerably.123 As a result there arose an 

indigenous and purely Thai style of arts and life patterns. For instance, Buddhist works of art 

produced during the era were largely revered and viewed as being modest, free of Indian and 

Khmer influences, distinctive, and enduringly beautiful. In fact, they were said to be “a 
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remarkable and original creation of transcendent spirituality in a human form.”124 This was at 

its peak during the Sukhothai and Ayutthaya periods and these developments facilitated the 

growth of Buddhism. Overseas contacts took Thai monarchs and monks to Asian countries 

such as Laos, India, China, Cambodia, Burma, and Sri Lanka. Meanwhile, its sea routes 

provided strong trading links with China, Japan, Arabia, the Malay Peninsula, India, Java, 

and the Philippines. Among these, China was of course Thailand’s strongest trading 

partner.125  

For instance, during the regime of King Rama III (1824-1851), trade between China 

and Thailand climbed to its highest peaks. The availability of precious Chinese porcelain, 

whose beautiful designs adorned Buddhist temples, most especially the Wat Arun Temple, 

also known as the Temple of Dawn, boosted the bilateral links between both nations. He was 

respected for his shrewdness and interest in overseas trade and commerce. His appetite for 

foreign trade links by Thailand was quite high. It was to such an extent that even before he 

became king, he had managed to accumulate huge amounts of foreign exchange for the 

nation. On the attainment of this rare commercial investment, his father, King Rama II 

honored him with a new acronym – Chow Sua. That is: the “Trading Boss.”126  

 Since 1868 in the reign of King Chulalongkorn, Thailand began to have more contact 

with foreigners than in the past. Thus, western cultures and civilizations increasingly flowed 

into the country which speedily caused lot of changes to the social, economic and political 

systems.127 Moreover, during the late years of 19th century, western colonialism had spread 

into Southeast Asia including Thailand. Although King Rama V established a firm approach 

towards western powers to avoid European colonization, some border territories were 

unfortunately sacrificed to England and France in order to guarantee survival of the 

country.128 As such Thailand was the only country in Southeast Asia that avoided western 

colonization. Nevertheless, these situations made the king aware and brought to light the 

importance of sovereignty. To preserve independence from western colonialism and also to 
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cope with all those changes accordingly, King Rama V introduced reforms that would change 

the country on many levels.  

Wutthichai called the period of King Rama IV as “turning point” of the modernization 

of country and called the reforms in the reign of King Rama V as “up side down the 

country”.129 Consequently, the need for reformed and expanded education in general and on 

Ethics Instruction in particular came to be better emphasized in the policies of Thai’s 

monarchs and religious leaders. The need to provide the level and quality of education which 

could guide the anticipated modern future of the nation, and facilitate the intellectual 

empowerment of its citizens, based on the principles of Buddhism occupied the driving seat. 

The target of evolving a new system of education which could meet up with the challenges of 

the times became the key objective.  

Conclusion 

This section focused on the status of the Thai tradition education prior to the era of 

educational reform which started in 1871. It provided a brief analysis of the nature and 

culture of Thailand and in particular the background information about the country before the 

beginning of the modernization process in education. The education in the temples to 

commoners offered boys and men opportunities to learn the skills of reading and writing, as 

well as to receive instructions on the Buddhist Dharma. The model of education before the 

era of reform seemed quite limited in scope, contents, teaching and learning materials. Rote 

learning technique of instruction formed the core method, while learners’ abilities to recite 

memorized texts constituted the primary method of assessment at the end of every academic 

period. Depaepe et. al. see this method of assessment as s quite narrow, and too specific, 

which denied learners the opportunities of developing critical minds of their own.130 It 

provided the background details about the f religion-based educational system which was 

imparted in schools and monasteries predominantly by the Buddhist monks. This chapter has 

attempted to underline the major factors which made the project of educational reform 

inevitable. Faced with both internal as well as external challenges and difficulties, the Kings, 

who had an open mind and clear vision of their country found it necessary to open up new 

avenues and means in equipping the young generation of the country through better and 
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modern education system. The next chapter details this process that made Thailand to face 

the modern challenges especially in Education.  

 

 



 

Chapter Three 

Building Siam (Thai) Education for the 20th Century (1871-1910) 

Introduction 

The first chapter provided us with sufficient historical and social background of Thailand and 

its educational status in particular. This chapter focusses on the foundational educational 

reform policies which were initiated in the Thai education and primary curricula during the 

last quarter of the 19th Century. It seeks to underpin those major educational renovations 

which were introduced in the schools and educational institutions, with the singular objective 

of impacting and improving the quality of education which learners received at school. As 

our analysis seeks to ascertain, this initiative was generated by, among others, the felt need to 

modernize the primary school system and curricula, while the overall development of the 

entire nation remained the ultimate end of all such revision and modernisation of school 

curricula. Thus, the key question of this chapter is: What were the primary education systems 

and its curricula were introduced into the foundation of educational reform within the last 

quarter of the 19th Century and the beginning of the 20th century and what were their impacts 

on the educational system? 

This question will be analysed in two major segments. After a brief historical analysis 

of the case in point, we explore, in the first part, the importance of the primary education as 

the foundation of learners’ literacy careers, and the cornerstone of future individual and 

national development. The primary school education, in this section, will be shown as the 

mind’s eye that shapes the future and the foundation that holds the walls of development. In 

the second segment, we discuss some of the major reform policies that were enforced within 

the period indicated. At that, this analysis takes into account the impact of these 

governmental reformist policies upon the advancement of education in the Thai nation.  

Historical Background 

One cannot write the history of the reformist years of Thailand’s educational system, without 

giving King Rama IV his due position and credence. During his monkhood in Buddhist 

temple for 27 years (1824-1851), he learnt Buddhist Dhamma and Cannon law seriously so 

later he reformed Dhammayuttika Nikaya (Thammayut sect), learnt English from American 

missionaries,  
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Picture 2. King Rama IV was a Buddhist monk 
for 27 years before he became the fourth 
Monarch of Siam under the Chakri Dynasty 
during 1851-1868.  

 

 

 

Dr. D. B. Bradley and Rev. J. Caswell. It was written by Syamananda, a Thai historian that 

he was the first Asian king who knew how to read and write English well.131 Also King 

Mongkut learnt Latin from Bishop Pallegoix, the Catholic missionary from France and the 

King taught him Pali in return. Through this good friendship, Eight Catholic French 

missionaries were allowed to come back to Thailand after they were asked to leave during the 

breaking relationship between Catholic and Buddhism in the reign of King Rama III because 

of the book "Pudcha Wisaschana" (Questions and Answers)132 that Mgr. Pallegoix wrote and 

published in 1841 with his strong criticism on Buddhism and insulted the religion in order to 

promote Christianity. Moreover, those missionaries encouraged Bishop to incorporate with 

some Thai ceremony.133 Due to the good friendship with Mgr. Pallegoix, King Rama IV 

made a remarkable progress of friendship with Catholic Church in 1861; he sent a royal 

greeting letter with some gifts via 3 Siam ambassadors to Pope Pius IX.134 It could be a 

political strategy to preserve the country from the western power. 
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He was not only keen in languages but also specialist in astronomy and astrology as 

obviously evident in 1868, he accurately predicted the solar eclipse that could be best seen 

on 18th August at Wakor village, the south of Hua Hin in Prachuap Khiri Khan province, 

Thailand. Miserably, on the way back to Bangkok, he was infected with Malaria that caused 

him to death on 1st October of the same year.135 During his reign, he employed some other 

foreign advisors to help him in working in the court, contacting with western affairs. England 

was the first kingdom that Siam negotiated a (Bowring) treaty for an international law.136  

King Mongkut or Rama IV (1851-1868) could better be described as a visionary in his 

own right. And this title becomes substantiated when he is seen in the light of his 

contributions towards reforming and modernizing the country especially in educating his 

children in western style. From the early days of in his reign itself he began to appreciate in 

clear terms the need for the modernization of Siam and he hesitated little in accommodating 

and preparing the inflow of Western influences into the life of his children and the nation, 

particularly in the educational system. Therefore, historians and researchers acknowledge his 

reign as a turning point of country reform in the Thai history.137  

 

 

 

Picture 3. Anna Leonowens, in 1903, who was 
engaged to teach English to King Rama IV’s children 
in Siam from 1862 to 1868. 

 

 

To start with, King Rama IV prepared his own children for the upcoming changes of 

modernity, in 1862, an English woman, ‘Anna Leonowens’ was engaged to teach his children 

in the palace, and one among the students is Prince Chulalongkorn, who later became King 

Rama V in 1868/B.E.2411. This change of baton did not diminish the reformist policies of 
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the government, but the new monarch rather accelerated it, most especially as both of them 

shared closer affinities and ideologies. During the long reign of King Rama V (1868-

1910/B.E.2411-2453), Siam witnessed phenomenal transformation and modernizing, which 

pushed it far ahead from its former medieval form. Just like his father, King Rama V 

appreciated the relevance of modernized education towards building a strong and 

development-oriented nation, which was exemplified in his establishment of the first royal 

school ‘Mahadlek’ in his palace in 1871/B.E.2414. Thus, in the annals of the Thai’s 

educational development, this date is celebrated as the day on which modern education set its 

feet in the country.138 

 

 

Picture 4. (left) King Rama IV 
and his son, Prince 
Chulalongkorn (King Rama V) 

 

Picture 5. (right) King King 
Chulalongkorn, who reign 
Siam between 1868-1910.  

 

 

Significantly, King Rama V was only 15 years when he ascended the throne in 1868, 

and hence the same council that pronounced his kingship also appointed Chao Phraya Sri-

Suriyawonse as regent.139 While the regent spent his time on modernizing Siam’s 

infrastructures by developing areas such as canals and road networks, the young King Rama 
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Yingyot, King Pinklao’s son to be Wang na (Front Palace) in the reign of King Rama V.  
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V embarked on series of overseas trips to different parts of the Asian continent in 1870. His 

major places of halt included Indonesia, India, and Burma (Myanmar). Behind these overseas 

tours was the desire to acquire wider knowledge about the techniques required to translate his 

modernization programs into practical reality.140 His rank both as religious and government 

head and his youthful age endeared him among the people, which impacted his chances of 

injecting reformation policies into the educational system. However, efforts to push his 

reformist ideologies ahead were hampered by the negative responses of his cousin, King 

Yod-yingyot, who incidentally held the office of the Maha Uparaja (Front Palace or the 

second King) between 1868 to1885.141 The prince wrote a letter to Andrew Clarke, Governor 

of the Straits Settlements from England, who was invited to bring the crisis to the end, that 

“some foolish men who wished to change the customs and usages of the country had turned 

the king against me"142 Anyhow, Andrew Clarke supported King Chulalongkorn’s power and 

convinced the Vice King, Phra-Ong-Chao Yod-yingyot (Krom Phra Rajawang Bovorn 

Vichaichan) to accept the critic and stopped his opposition. 

Under Chao Praya Sri Suriyawonse, the successor Prince Yod-Yingyot, regularly 

diverted almost one third of government revenue which actively frustrated several important 

reform programs of the king. It was the death of Prince Yod-Yingyot in 1885 that put an end 

to his non reformist activities, and gave King Rama V the chance of pursuing his policies 

without obstructions. To prevent the reoccurrence of such hindrances in the future, his swiftly 

abolished the position of the Front Palace. To avoid any loopholes, he named his son and heir 

apparent – Prince Maha Vajirunhis as the subordinate Crown Prince, in line with the 

European model of such a position.143 But he met with sudden death in 1895, at the age of 17 
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years. In 1910 Prince Vajirvadh was crowned as King Rama VI, after the death of King Rama 

V.144 

Forty three years of King Rama V’s reign in Siam witnessed several modernization 

programs, which have attracted huge historical research in the modern times. Key objective 

behind these reformist policy programs was the need to provide modern primary school 

education to the Thai population, in view of their relevance for national development, as well 

as to cater to the need of personnel in the government. As it were, in the earlier period of 

educational reform, the modern or western education had been provided to the children of 

Siam kings and nobles’ families; however, rapidly there was a massive extension of this 

educational opportunity to the wider Thai society.  

Primary School Education as Learners’ Beacon of Empowerment  

Although we have accepted and dealt with the concept of primary school education so far in 

this project, without any formal definitions, for clarity’s sake let us turn to it and see what this 

concept involves and why it is so important to human development? To guide our 

understanding of it, we shall borrow the views of a few authors who have dealt with this 

subject, which views have remained the focus of the global community, in view of its 

relevance for the empowerment of young learners, as well as the overall development of their 

communities and larger nation. Thus, we appreciate this level of education as a global issue, 

while contextualizing it to the Thai society and its history of education that is being 

discussed.  

Iwunna accepts the primary school education as that basic education which equips 

learners with the literacy tools needed to navigate their future lives and careers in their 

different professions. He adds that knowledge gained from this education guides its recipients 

to make independent and empowered lives.145 UNESCO supports this opinion with the claim 

that this education is provided in formal educational institutions, while its recipients are 

separated into various classes or grades, and with appropriate curricula necessary for their 

knowledge growth.146 
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Similarly, Boomie views it as the first level of education attended by children, which 

is also categorized as the elementary school in some world nations. She strongly holds the 

opinion that this level of education assists children form their characters, provide foundation 

for future professional careers, as well as empower them pursue higher education.147 

UNESCO strongly supports this viewpoint with the claim that this policy approach 

influenced the Thai government’s Primary Education Act, which approved a compulsory 

primary school education for all children of school age all over Thailand.148 At a more global 

level, the UNICEF also accepts the primary school education as that early education which 

children receive at school, starting from their earliest years. This source adds that the intricate 

nature of this education requires that their teachers receive adequate training and re-training 

as a way of preparing for the tasks of handling this delicate population of any world nation.149  

From a similar perspective also, Ugwu defines this type of education as that program 

of formal education which is provided to children within the age range of six to twelve years 

in school. This author maintains that this education launches its recipients into future 

education and professional careers in life. He concludes that it is this level of education that 

provides learners with the basic foundations needed for development of future literacy skills, 

moral values, and language skills acquisition.150  

Finally, Okoro agrees that the concept of the primary school education makes 

reference to that education which children receive at the earliest years of their lives, which 

forms the building blocks of their future . This author maintains that this education provides 

learners with the endowment needed for a healthy physical, psychological, and intellectual 

development, which counts among their fundamental rights in life. 151 In other words, its 

relevance to children’s empowerment could be compared with the relationship which the fish 

shares with his natural environment which is water.  
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From all the above observations, a few key factors need to be highlighted. One cannot 

overemphasize the relevance of the primary school education to the development of children. 

Its fundamentality as the beacon of light to children’s future development into potential 

citizens of their nations must be highly valued and enhance their dispositions to live together 

in peace and harmony.152 As the foundational source of intellectual empowerment, it then 

calls to mind that the contents of its curricula, to a large extent dictate the calibre of personnel 

in any individual nation. Thus, the quality of a nation’s educational curricula impacts the 

future development and growth of its citizens.  

It was in appreciation of these facts that the hunger for educational reform developed 

into an issue of national policy in the hands of the past Thai monarchs. The desire to 

modernize the nation through the auspices of its primary school and ethics instruction 

strongly captured the attentions of its kings. Targeted as the panacea towards the successful 

attainment of national development, moral uprightness, genuine independence, local 

personnel development, political sensitisation, and youth empowerment, the modernization of 

the educational curricula in line with the demands of the ever-growing world, necessitated the 

review of its curricula of primary school education.  

Challenged by the weight of these demands, the mid 1880’s, during the reign of King 

Rama V, witnessed massive growth in the establishment of modern primary schools, intended 

to meet with the growing local personnel needs of the nation, and most importantly, as a way 

of asserting its independence and freedom from imperial domination.153 To promote the 

educational reform in this foundation period, King Ram V even convinced Thai people that to 

built a school (educate people) is as worth as the donation to built a temple. We shall attempt 

to discuss below some of the key reformations which were attained in the primary school 

curricula during the period of 1871-1910.  

Key Educational Reforms of the Foundation Era 

For the purposes of clarity in discussion, we shall analyse the various reform projects under 

three major subheadings. This approach is driven by the need to maximize the 
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communication functions of the numerous historical data connected with this development.154 

These subtitles focus on three of the most important steps the authorities undertook with the 

purpose of effectively implementing the educational reforms. Though they were more of a 

theoretical or policy nature, than practical, they formed the foundations on which the concrete 

programmes evolved and they were the bodies that ensured that the planned projects were 

properly taking of and running on the right track.  

The first Thai primary school 

After the first royal school or first primary school ‘Mahadlek Luang School’ was started in 

1871 in the Grand Palace compound to educate the King’s children and the sons of nobles.155 

This was the first Thai school in the modern sense as it had its own school building, lay 

teachers and a time-table. Students learned reading, writing, arithmetic and official rules and 

regulations. Praya Srisunthorn Voharn was the principal and the main objective was the 

training of students to enter government services. Also soon in 1872, a ‘Royal English 

school’ was set up in the palace to prepare princes and court children for further studies 

abroad. Mr. Francis George Patterson was hired to the teacher, all subjects were taught in 

English, and moreover, Geographical and Historical subjects were taught in European 

contexts. Anyhow, this school closed in 1892. 156 In a view of David K. Wyatt, both schools 

had not much change from Thai traditional education in the past, and seem to be poor quality 

as he comments that ‘although it did inaugurate a change in the methods of Thai education, 

introducing printed textbooks for the content of the instruction offered was wholly traditional 

– and, indeed, it could have been little else, for the school’s teachers all were former monks, 

trained in the traditional fashion.’157 

Nevertheless, Thai education could not come as far or reach its target without the first 

step, or could not move to the next step of the better quality. In 1874, the first Royal girl 

school (Kulasatri Wanglang) for princess was found, followed by Sunandalai school in 1880. 

Then, Queen Sribajarindha promoted women’s education; she established a girl school 
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‘Saowapha school’ in 1897. Afterward in 1901, the first government school for girls namely 

‘Bamrung Wijasatri’ was established. Moreover, women teacher training was organized in 

1907.158 It is fascinating that there was no unequal right in Thai modern education between 

men and women though there was some social attitude or tradition that obstructed girls to go 

to school. Therefore, we could not find any crucial gap of educational opportunity between 

man and woman in the history of Thai education. 

Though the educational policy for the royal schools was primarily to educate the royal 

family and to prepare and nobles’ children for royal official services,159 the effort for 

educational management for common people never ended and was obviously shown in 1875, 

when King Rama V had the policy of slavery abolition. He thought that education would give 

freedom to slaves’ life and attitude and help them to have a better life and job. Moreover, 

morality should be educated to all people, and civil servants should be prepared. Through the 

Department of Religion, the King requested all Buddhist monks to be instructors of 

government schools throughout the country to teach Thai and arithmetic to students.160 In 

1882, another royal declaration was stated about primary schools setting in all monasteries 

over the country.161  

Along with the King’s promise on the first certificate presentation day in 1884 at Suan 

Kulab Cadet School,162 therefore, the first royal school for common people was established at 

Wat Mahannoparam, a Buddhist monastery in the same year, followed by the first formal 

Catholic school ‘Assumption school’ was established in Bangkok in 1885 by Father Emile 

August Colombet, a French Missionary in Siam with some financial support of the King. 

However, there was misunderstanding among the people that the public schools setting was 

to attempt for military training and recruitment, thus the people didn’t like to send their 

children to school. Therefore in 1885, one year after the first school for common people was 

organized, a royal declaration for school setting was announced to make clear of the 
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educational purpose and convinced people to send their children to schools163 as shown in 

which “His Majesty appeals to his people to send their children to school and to give them 

the benefit of free education to enable them to become worthy citizens”.164 Then only in 

1885, a number of primary schools were established outside the palace for the education of 

commoners' children. Many schools were set up within monastic areas. There were 142 

schools in Bangkok and around 20 schools in the other provinces.165 

Beginning of the Education Department 

The year 1887 is a very significant year in the history of the Thai educational reforms. This 

year marked a new beginning in the country’s march towards the modernization of its 

educational system. And the reason of this historical importance is that, the Dharmakarn or 

the Department of Religion and Education was born, 166 As the name implies, soon after this 

department was created, it became the full responsibility of its officers to control and oversee 

all matters of religious and secular education within the country. The handling and 

supervision of all matters of public education or citizens’ educational development fell on its 

shoulders.167 The Thai title given to this department or ministry is significant, as it implies the 

government’s attempt at conserving the core elements of both the Buddhist religion as well as 

the Thai traditional values, even while taking the country forward by modernising its 
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educational field. Otherwise, the department should have taken a pure and direct English title 

in name. That is the Department of Religion and Education. 

By the creation of this department, the propagation and projection of Buddhism and 

its religious teachings and doctrines was emphasized along with new efforts toward 

westernisation of its education. It was to meet these double purposes that the duties and 

responsibilities of managing all matters of education throughout the country became the 

official activities of this department. At the time of its inception in 1887, the department had 

only 34 schools and 4 advanced schools under its jurisdiction and they were located in 

different areas of the country. As well, it had 81 teachers and 1994 students under its care. 

However, the beginning of the operations of this department was turbulent with many 

challenges. Its establishment gave rise to the establishment of more primary schools, which 

was necessitated by the increasing numbers of school entrants. There was huge increase in 

the number of teachers and monks too, who were largely untrained, with the effect that the 

project of conducting effective supervision of schools and teachers became so hectic. These 

tasks even became more difficult as monks encountered enormous difficulties and 

inconveniences in the handling of girls.168  

Nevertheless, this enormity of the tasks and the challenges involved, led to the 

upgrading of the department to the status of a full fledged ministry. Being a ministry with the 

full powers over education reform, five new departments were carved out of it. Obviously 

this diversification of its efforts was initiated as a way of harmonizing the extensive work of 

the ministry. The five departments of the new ministry of education were: the Central 

Dharmakarn, the Ecclesiastical (Sangha), Public Education, Hospitals Department, and the 

Museums Department.169 That the government was determined to take the country forward to 

the 20th century was evident from the fact that at the higher level of governance, the 1892 

administrative reforms created 12 new government ministries. In any case out of the five new 

departments under the ministry of Dharmakarn, only two were connected with education, 

namely, the departments of Public Education and the Ecclesiastical Department. But the 

creation of these departments was part of the right steps that set Thailand on the road to 
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educational modernization. It was also a preparation of the necessary ground work for the 

country’s efforts in standardizing its educational system. 

There were specific fundamental objectives behind this expensive project of education 

reform. Ranking highly among them was to encourage and support the establishment of more 

schools in parts of Thailand, as well as dig its feet clearly into the areas of curricula 

development and control. The need to control the quality and contents of schoolbooks 

provided in these schools led to the establishment of another department in 1902, which was 

known as the Department of Textbooks. This brought the number of departments created in 

the Education Ministry to a total of six. At the same time, the Inspection Division of the 

Ministry of Education was upgraded to the status of a full fledged department. Among its 

responsibilities was the supervision and inspection of all schools in Siam. It was also 

empowered to monitor and supervise the quality and contents of the traditional education 

provided in Buddhist temples by monks.  

One area that requires specific mention is the textbooks department. As expansions 

and modernizations continued to grow, the Dharmakarn brought the jobs of textbooks 

production and inspection of schools under its roof.170 For instance, in 1871, King Rama V 

commissioned one of his secretaries, Phraya Srisunthorawohan, to compose textbooks for use 

in the teaching of Reading and Writing in government schools. Though enormous the task 

was, results eventually emerged in 1875 when seven textbooks were published for use in 

schools. The books were the following: Mulabotbapakit (Elementary rules of consonants and 

vowels), Wahanitnikorn (Composition of words), Aksornprayok (Words and sentences), 

Sangyokpitan (Ending consonants of difficult words), Waipotpicharn (Homonyms and 

synonyms), Pisankaran (Intonation marks of words, and Chantalak (Versification). These 

textbooks were essentially approved for use in each of the seven grades, and consequently 

circulated around.171 These textbooks were in addition to the Bencha sila – Bencha Dharma 

(The five precepts and the five principles), which were earlier in circulation for the teaching 

and learning of Ethics Instruction.172  

For the purposes of administrative convenience and efficiency, the Ministry carved 

the country into 6 main geographical units, and appointed Chief Inspectors to take charge of 
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each region. Each Chief Inspector took charge of 50 schools, and was assisted by Assistant 

Inspectors, who took charge of 10 schools each. The task of the Inspectorate Department was 

to supervise, monitor, and report on the curricula contents, as well as the effectiveness of 

teaching and learning in each district. Officially, they were demanded to make annual reports 

of their activities to the Ministry.  

Fundamentally, these activities were in line with the King’s policy of promoting the 

education of the people, a policy which King Rama V had clearly spelt out in his royal 

declaration of 1885. In this declaration, the king spared no words in encouraging the people 

to send their children to school, and give them the benefits of enjoying free education, to 

enable them become worthy citizens of the country.173 By the end of 1885, this passionate 

royal appeal resulted in the establishment of a total of 142 schools in the Bangkok area alone, 

while many more others emerged in the neighbouring provinces. However, the success of this 

programme was largely misunderstood by some members of the local population, who 

conceived this policy as an attempt to train and draft their young children into the army. 

Therefore, they were reluctant to heed to the appeal of the King and send their children to 

schools. So in his address to students at the Suan Kulab school in 1889, King Rama V 

expresses deep regret over parents’ nonchalance and inattentiveness towards the education of 

their children, a situation which negatively impacted the momentum of school enrolments 

during the era .174  

As was mentioned, prior to the primary school educational reform era, temples were 

used as schools. As it were, those temples were monasteries and religious places of worship, 

which were quite inappropriate for school education. In view of the religious nature of those 

edifices, monks reserved the exclusive rights to handle teaching and learning activities there. 

Laypersons had no role in conducting any teaching and learning activities in them. Only 

ordained monks did, which at the long run empowered them to function as learners’ teachers 

or monk-teachers. It is to be commended that they taught a wide range of school subjects, 

irrespective of their lack of formal preparation and training for such educational activities. 

But with the introduction of the reformist policies into the educational system, the project of 

training teachers was kicked off with the effect that teacher training institutions began to be 
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established in parts of Thailand. At the long run, this development launched an era of 

professionalizing teaching, as well as formalizing the class room activities in formal school 

environments.175  

Under the 1902 reform policy scheme, the jobs of educational administration fell 

under the authorities of the Regional Commissioner and Chief Regional Inspectors. Both 

were responsible for the appointment of teachers, establishment of schools for learners, 

determination of school ages of children, as well as the supply and delivery of teaching 

materials to designated regions of the land. Over the course of time, these reformation 

policies gave roots to the development of some common syllabus in all government and 

private schools in Thailand.176 

As Buddhism occupied a central place in the life of the Thais, including the area of 

the education of the commoners, it goes without saying that these reformist activities 

introduced in the primary school system had to have numerous religious significances. The 

reformists were careful not to overturn the traditional religious side of education. 

Consequently, the task of promoting moral consciousness, and sensitizing learners with the 

fundamental principles of love and tolerance for one another received elaborate attention 

within the educational curricula.177 The school curricula created a study program which 

allowed learners to study and practice the fundamental doctrines of Buddhism more deeply, 

which as it were, impacted the increased production and circulation of educational textbooks 

for the use of common people.178  

On the overall, these modernizing policies created ample opportunities for lay 

Buddhists to gain deeper insights and knowledge about their religion. This seemed quite 

contrary to the earlier system of reserving such in-depth knowledge exclusively for monks, 

which obviously denied laypeople opportunities of getting vast knowledge of their own 

religion. Thus the emphasis of the reformation policies on the relevance of ‘the subject of 
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ethics instruction’179 in primary schools, resulted in the building up of a new and morally 

sound Thailand, through the auspices of a modernized primary school education for the lay 

people.180  

On the area of the school curricula, there were key subjects which occupied the 

central stage during the years of educational review. Basically, the teaching of Reading, 

Writing, Thai language, Arithmetic, English, Grammar, the Use of the Abacus, Geography, 

History, Science and English formed the key school subjects during the 1871-1898 

educational reviews. During period the whole education was given at two levels, viz., the the 

lower and upper levels. The duration of both levels was three years each. However, the 1891 

review added an additional level into the educational system, which emphasised the relevance 

of Geography, History, Science, and English towards the greater emancipation of learners. At 

the lower level, which was meant for children below ten years of age, Ethics, Arithmetic, 

Thai language, Geography, History, Object lessons and Nature Studies, Drawing, and 

Physical Education formed the core subjects in the curricula.181 The next level of three years 

also emphasized on these subjects, while attention was also paid on the teaching of 

Vernacular and English-Thai programs, for all the three years. Learners’ age-range at this 

level was usually 10-13 years.  

To conclude therefore, we like to highlight the fact that the emergence of these 

reformation policies placed government control squarely over all educational activities which 

operated in the country. The prevalence of these policy roadmaps gave due recognition also 

to the traditional education, though in a more systematised way, in view of facing the 

contemporary needs of the country, and ample avenues were created therein for the closer 

collaboration and accommodation within the educational system. The government and policy 

makers were well aware that any attempts at completely separating schools from temples 

would have definitely led to a state of absolute non collaboration and non-cooperation from 

both parties, which would have been disastrous most especially as the government did not 

have the necessary resources to bear the burdens of primary school education all alone. 

Therefore, an active collaboration between schools and temples was a fundamentally right 
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choice the government made in its efforts to standardize and modernize the primary school 

educational system. 

Policy of Education for National Development 

Under the absolute monarchy, there was no written constitution. The king, vested with all 

power, was the master of life and death of all his people. In the exercise of the legislative 

power, he was assisted by a Council of State and a Privy Council, the members of which 

were appointed and discharged by the king. The Council of State carried out the functions of 

a legislative assembly but the Privy Council was purely an advisory body. ‘Goodness, beauty 

and prosperity will be with them throughout their lives if they have acquired education.’182 

These words from Rama V’s decree of 1871 sum up his vision of education, including its 

moral dimension. As we have seen, he began by ‘modernising’ education within the palace, 

but by the end of his reign had embarked on the expansion of educational opportunities to 

people of all classes throughout Siam. 

Immediately after the setting-up of the first school, the Command Declaration on 

Schooling (B.E. 2414) was issued for this purpose. As it was evident in his Royal 

Proclamation of 30 November 1871 to his nobles, when the first school was established and 

clearly indicated its mission the following: 

Whereas His Majesty has considered that among your sons and grandsons who 

will serve in the future office under His Majesty, some can read and write but 

scores of them are still illiterate; and this ability to read and write is very 

important as it serves as the first step for them to learn official functions later… 

His Majesty wished your sons and grandsons to be educated and be future 

government functionaries. For this purpose, a primary school is opened for them 

in the Grand Palace, where they can learn Thai language, mathematics, and 

official functions.183   

King Rama V’s Royal Proclamation of 30th December, 1871 recognised the situation 

at hand, and challenged parents and encouraged them to provide their sons and grandsons 

with the opportunities of attaining school education, in order to qualify them for positions as 
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government functionaries. Above all, the need to raise the stakes and impact the intellectual 

capabilities of the Thai population provided additional motivating factors.184 However, we 

note that the although Command Declaration on Schooling 1871 signifies the advent of 

formal education during the reign of King Rama V, the fact remains that the education system 

at the time was essentially for the elite. With regard to educational policy particularly towards 

the end of it, though not directly declared, we may detect the main substance from King 

Rama V’s address in 1883. In this he emphasized his intention to recruit the government 

officials only from those who passed the required examination as officially prescribed. He 

wished that all children, right from his own down to those of his subjects from all walks of 

life, would have access to education. Education was of prime importance which he intended 

to develop to the best and provided it for his people the soonest he could.  

The investment of King Rama V towards evolving a sound and modernized educational 

system for the youth and citizens of Thailand can never be forgotten even with passage of 

time. History does not mince words in acknowledging this monarch’s fundamental and 

genuine commitment in this regard. Having accepted education as the beacon of light needed 

to direct national development, his government spared no means in an attempt to build an 

informed and well educated citizenry. With proper vision and will in this line, investment of 

resources in the pursuit and projection of tertiary and post-primary school education in 

Thailand remained quite plausible. He addressed promisingly this on the occasion marking 

the presentation of certificates to graduates of the Suan Kulab Cadet School in 1884. In his 

own words: 

‘To mention that this school is an endowment to the royal family and the nobles 

does not means that those of other officials and the public would be forgotten, the 

existing school and others to come into existence in future have been given due 

consideration so a to have them organized in much the same way as this one; and 

a thought has been given to building many more schools for our people, including 

highly advanced schools. Everyone, we assure you, from our children down to the 

common of commons shall have an equal educational opportunity regardless of 

their social status. We therefore wish to tell you for certain that education of our 
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country is regarded as an essential matter that we will try our best to 

modernize.’185 

Reading in between the lines, King Rama V’s address laid emphasis on one key 

factor, that is, the pursuit of a policy of education for national development occupied the 

driving seat during his administration. The need for the training and recruitment of educated 

and qualified local youth into the government establishments was a crucial factor. As an 

administrative reform strategy, this approach was conceived as an attempt to promote 

efficiency among employees, avoid unnecessary bureaucracy in handling administrative 

matters, and get rid of duplications of offices in government departments.186 Prior to this 

development, foreigners and non Thais had occupied strategic administrative positions in 

government departments, which was at the detriment of local people whose illiteracy status 

denied them opportunities of employment in such positions. A typical case was Mr. Francis 

George Patterson, an American Christian missionary, who was hired to head the first royal 

school that was located in the palace of King Rama V. There was also one Mrs. Anna, an 

English teacher who taught English language for four years at the same school in the king’s 

palace.187  

Thus, there was the need to fill the ranks and files in all government departments with 

children of Thailand, irrespective of their social ranks and geographical locations. What 

remained a matter of prime importance was the opportunities accorded them for higher 

education. Towards attaining his policy of providing education to all Thai children, the 

Regulations for Basic Education (Thai: Kodpikad for Moolsaman School ) was brought into 

force in 1892.188 This was one of his bold attempts to widen the spread of literacy to all the 
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citizens. It was followed by the first National Curriculum announced in 1895.189 In an 

attempt to set the goals right and widen the educational chances of learners, the National 

Curriculum of Education opened the corridors for massive governmental investments in the 

establishment of post-primary institutions, such as secondary schools, teacher training 

schools, civil service college, law school, medical college, engineering college, and other 

tertiary establishments. At the secondary school cadre, the education placed maximum 

emphasis on the teaching and learning of Ethics. Other subjects such as Thai language 

(Vernacular), English language, Arithmetic, Geography, Physiography, Drawing, Manners, 

Physical Exercise, History, Music, Science, Chemistry, Drawing, etc. were also taught. This 

education was offered at two different levels, which were designed to provide wider 

educational opportunities to learners of all categories and educational levels.190 

In 1898, the first Education Plan191 or the Educational Project I was launched 

concerning the national system of public education. Actually, this was an adoption of 

recommendations from the British educational system submitted by Phraya Wisutsuriyasak, 

the ambassador to the United Kingdom. The education plan was divided into 2 parts: the first 

part was concerned with education in the Bangkok area while the second with education in 

the provinces. According to this law, the large scale reorganization was made in the Ministry 

of Religious Education. The most significant feature of this Education Plan was that the 

educational organization had covered all levels namely; pre-primary, primary, secondary and 

technical education up to higher education.  

In line with the provisions of the 1898 Education Scheme, the national system of 

public education became operational in all provinces of Thailand, which had earlier been 

approved for schools within the Bangkok areas only. Prior to this national approach, the 

project of providing education had been left in the hands of Buddhist monks alone. As it 

were, the need to spread literacy far and wide, empower learners, train graduates who possess 

higher education, promote adequate knowledge of English language, as well as to meet the 

local personnel needs of the government, ignited the push towards government investment in 

different sectors of the post-primary school education.  
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In 1902, some educational inspectors were sent to Japan for a field trip of educational 

organization.192 Afterward in the same year, it was stated that the government would provide 

education for all citizens all over the kingdom. The general aims were to enable them to 

acquire knowledge in general education, knowledge and skills in working in accordance with 

their abilities and interests. Education would train the people to be good citizens making them 

live honestly, and progressively and helped maintaining peace and stability of the nation.193 

In this year, the Royal act about copyright for textbooks was announced and followed by the 

promulgation of the Educational Project II or the Educational Scheme 1902 which was 

improved from the Educational Scheme 1898, the educational system was organized into 

elementary, secondary, and higher education in place of Prayok Nueng, Prayok Song and 

Prayok Sam in the scheme 1902 as stated in the Ministry of Education's Decree. 

"To improve the educational organization in the Kingdom, the Ministry of 
Education early in this year planned to organize the educational system into 
three levels. The first level is called " Prathomsuksa" (elementary education). 
This level is to be general education for all citizens. After passing the first 
level or Prayok Nueng examination, a child finishes the first level of 
education. The next or middle level is for advanced general education to 
prepare children for vocations that require more skills such as clerical 
work, or to be a foundation for furthering their education in specialized 
schools. This level is called "Mathayomsuksa" (secondary education). 
After passing the second level or Prayok Song examination, a person 
finishes this level of education. The next level is called " Udomsuksa" 
(higher education). Subjects taught in this level are Thai, foreign 
languages, and other special subjects. After passing the third level or 
Prayok Sam examination, a person finishes this level of education. All 
these three levels are general education that the Ministry of Education 
will provide. Besides, the government provides another three levels of 
specialized education (Visamansuksa). They are specialized primary 
education (Prathomsuksa Pises ), specialized secondary education 
(Mathayomsuksa Pises), and specialized higher education (Udomsuksa 
Pises), to provide for those who prefer not to study general education, and 
interested to pursueing specialized knowledge."194 

The curriculum for primary education (1902) included Thai language, arithmetic, 

book keeping, composition and précis writing, geography, drawing, ethics, and 

                                                 
192 Ministry of Education. (1961b). History of National Education. Bangkok: Ministry of 

Education, p. 23  
193 Department of Education. (1968). Educational organization, p. 90. 
194 Thai National Archive. (1964). Royal letters of King Rama V and King Rama VI.  



Ethics Instruction in Thai Primary Schools           71 
 

 

gymnastics. The secondary education curriculum included the eight subjects taught in 

elementary education level with the addition of history, nature study, etiquette, religion, 

and personal health. 

In 1906, the Minister of Interior made an agreement with the Minister of Education to 

assist the latter in pursuing the following works. Firstly, all the boys of school age (seven 

years old) would be required to receive instruction given by Buddhist monks in a monastery. 

Secondly, The instruction provided should not be at least the minimum necessary to be of use 

to the boys in their future life’s work. This would include general education, the scope of 

which would be shown in official textbooks. Thirdly, means should be provided to encourage 

gifted children to receive higher education. And lastly, A series of four elementary textbooks 

would be prepared by the Ministry of Education, and the Ministry of Interior would help to 

distribute these textbooks to Buddhist monks. The four elementary textbooks would be in the 

following areas: (1) arithmetic, (2) reading, (3) moral teaching, and (4) study of common 

objects and phenomena. The cost of preparing and distributing these textbooks would be 

supported by the government.195 Hence, ethics instruction seemed to be high concerned in 

this time. The curriculum and textbooks with their contents of elementary education were 

also observed and more arranged. In the same year, Inspectors were appointed in the 

provinces and there were 369 schools set up in monasteries.  

The year 1907 ushered in another revision of the national education plan, resulting 

from the realization that the preparation of personnel for government service reached a near 

saturation point, many people left their habitat occupations such as farming and gardening for 

white collared or civil servant jobs. The country seemed to commit a false in the organization 

of education. Therefore, the revision was done and based on three principles: 1) All male 

citizens of school age (women excepted) are to be educated; 2) They are to be educated 

adequately to their individual ability and, after graduation, be able to earn a living in their 

hometowns; and 3) Outstanding students should have an opportunity to further their study up 

to the highest level of education.196 

More effective steps in enforcing the national system of public education were taken 

after the conferences of 1908 and 1909. All the provincial administrators, both governors and 

district officers, were instructed to set up public education committees in every village. These 
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education committees would attempt to increase primary schools in their villages. By the end 

of 1909, as the educational statistics, mentioned in A History of the Education Ministry, 

showed that in Bangkok, there were 131 schools in Bangkok area, with 14,174 students and 

748 teachers; and, in the provinces, there were 82 schools, 3,938 students and 155 teachers.197 

Therefore, the total number of schools was 213 and that of students was 18,112. According to 

the statistics of the same year complied by Davis K. Wyatt, the numbers of schools and 

students in Bangkok were the same, but those of the schools and students, in the provinces, 

were 1,347 and 29, 889 respectively, and the total number of schools and students were 1,478 

and 44,0073. As far as the financial support was concerned, the educational allocations from 

the national budgets from 1902 to 1909 had varied between 1,100,000 baht and 1,400,000 

baht, and the percentage in relation to the total annual budgets was between 2.2 and 2.9 

percent.198 For the different numbers of schools and students in provinces by Davis K. Wyatt, 

it could be that he counts all private and missionary schools which were not explored by 

Ministry of Education. 

In 1910, a public notification was issued saying that the government would expand its 

organization of education in all provinces; that a sub-district committee, composed of one 

headman, one abbot and one medical man, would be set up to organize education in the 

locality; and that the people should send their children at the age of eight to school at their 

own convenience.199 The head abbot would be the chairman of the committee and would be 

responsible for the supervision of instruction to be carried out by monks. The other two lay 

members would inspect the school attendance of all school-age children within the village. 

The policy was not to compel children to attend school but to persuade and stimulate their 

parents to send their children to school. Another responsibility of the committees was to raise 

school funds by collecting contributions from the public. Though no tax was imposed on the 

people, each person was requested to contribute towards public education in his own village. 

The committees were authorized to spend the school fund for school buildings and for the 

employment of lay teachers. 

Undoubtedly the period from 1871 to 1910 was undeniably an important period of 

reform in the history of the Siamese educational development. It was a period which gave 
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birth to the beginning of the transition and switchover from the traditional and non-formal 

models of education, to the modern formal education system. These modernizing policies 

could be read as a part of a wider spectrum of political and social change, which had another 

important motive than what we discussed above, namely, to have sufficient native personnel 

as government functionaries. The reform was also intended to equip Siam people with the 

literacy and intellectual skills needed to meet the challenges of Western domination of the 

public sector. Coming from this perspective therefore, King Rama V felt convinced that a 

modernized model of educational curricula provided the panacea against impediments which 

hindered national and individual growth. With his lieutenants, many of whom were his 

brothers and cousins, he set off the journey of recasting the Siamese educational system in a 

Western mould. However, at this stage, Buddhist monasteries were still used as schools in 

several provinces, which was largely because of economic factors, as well as the 

unavailability of adequately trained teachers.200 

Thus, it could be said that the educational policy in this period was primarily to 

educate the royal family and to prepare and nobles’ children for royal official services.201 

And, another significant aim was to persuade people all over the country to be interested in 

education as the means to make their own living better by entering various occupations 

instead of heading to serve only in the government service. 

Ethics Instruction as the Soul of the Nation’s Moral Sensitization 

It is not an exaggeration to say that Buddhism is synonymous with Thailand. Without 

mincing words therefore, one could also add that Buddhism is the heart and soul of the Thai 

nation. Its principles and doctrines constitute the frame and core elements of national life, as 

well as human and national development. As the national religion, all Buddhists are 

encouraged to observe its five basic moral precepts, which revolve around the ethics of good 

behaviour and moral consciousness. Consequently, followers are challenged to refrain from 

the five “unwholesome actions” which are considered terribly deplorable by the religion.  

These include all acts of murder or taking human life, theft or misappropriation of 

rights or property, sexual misconduct, wrong speech (including false, harsh, trivial, or 

slanderous speeches), and the use of intoxicants (alcohol). On the other hand, the religion’s 

five fundamental doctrines, known as Thai Bencha Dhamma, rather encourage Thai citizens 

                                                 
200 Moolasilp, W. (2003). The Beginning of Educational Reform, p. 127. 
201 Krom Phraya Damrongrajanupab. (1902). Brief History of Education in Siam, pp. 8-9. 



Educational Growth of Primary Education                74 
 

to devote themselves and their lives to deeds of love, kindness and compassion, generosity, 

contentment (which in the wider sense even includes fidelity in marriage), wholesome speech 

(speech which is truthful, kind, sober, and appreciative of others), and maintaining a clear and 

balanced state of mind.202 

In view of their relevance, these religious do’s and don’ts were explicitly explained in 

major school textbooks approved for use in schools and monasteries. As tools of school 

education, ethical formation and moral sensitization, they served as core instruments for 

imparting moral lessons to learners at school, in monasteries and home. Often composed in 

the forms of sweet Thai poems, their sugar-coated words were designed to inculcate into 

learners the need for the fervent worship of God, respect for parents, teachers, and angels, as 

well as commit themselves to the genuine development of the nation.  

At all levels of the Thai educational system, this aspect of the educational curricula 

received prominence. Starting from the junior school level to the senior cadres, lessons on 

moral values and attitudes of good citizenship formed core chapters of school textbooks 

along with the skills of reading and writing. In addition, lessons on self discipline formed part 

of daily classroom activities. For instance, learners received lessons on moral consciousness, 

which cut across a variety of educational activities such as Handwriting, Copying and 

Punctuation, Revising texts, Précis, Letter writing, Composition, Arithmetic, and Book 

keeping, which were designed to sensitize their inner selves for attitudes of efficiency, 

honesty, and integrity in the course of performing their official functions as government 

employees.203  

History informs us that these educational attitudes were carefully driven through the 

support of the school curricula in Ethics Instruction. In no little way, this approach 

represented a clear roadmap designed to arm learners with the moral tools needed to build a 

sound Thai nation. It was a clear focus which aimed at empowering learners of all categories 

with the skills needed to develop comprehensive physical, intellectual, and moral capabilities. 

In other words, the subject of morality was emphasised in the educational curricula, with a 

clear focus on the impartation of perfect and balanced sense of judgement into learners.204  
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The Thai rulers, imbibing the cultural spirit of the land, were prudent enough to keep 

the inseparable bond between education and ethics instruction intact during the era of 

educational reform. Not only that the relation was maintained, but also they centralized 

Ethics Instruction at the heart of the Thai educational system. Its relevance as an educational 

subject and core classroom activity could not be farfetched. The conception was that one 

could not claim to be educated if the values of good manners, good speech, and good heart, 

which guided citizens to have peaceful lives in the society, were not found in a person. Allen 

captures it concisely with the claim that “the significance of ethical formations, lies in their 

power to shape attitudes and constrain behaviour. Ethics provide for a basic social need by 

defining the behaviour we expect and will accept from one another. Ideally, our ethics should 

allow us to live together, productively and in harmony.”205 

Motivated by the huge benefits of these religious and human doctrines of life and 

living therefore, King Rama V used his revered position to emphasise the need for the 

inculcation of Ethics Instruction in schools’ curricula. This formed a key element from the 

beginning of his reform policies in 1871, with a view to turning Thai children into morally 

good and socially valuable citizens. This was boldly re-emphasized by his cousin, Somdej 

Krompra Wachirayan Varorot in an official letter in 1899. He emphasized that the subject of 

Ethics Instruction should aim at forming good people, imparting the culture of moral 

consciousness, and encouraging the practice of love and tolerance. That being the case, he 

challenged teachers and monks to accept it as a matter of national responsibility to support 

the teaching of moral lessons to children in schools, both in the city and the countryside. He 

expressed deep reservation that if children were not properly grounded in these ethical 

practices, their education and secular knowledge could rather be employed negatively, to 

form devices for cheating and other acts of dishonesty in both private and public services.206 

These facts confirm our point that the fundamental objective behind the educational 

reform and the inclusion of Ethics Instruction in the primary school curricula during this 

process was to help learners imbibe attitudes of moral sensitivity by abiding by the ethical 

principles of Buddhism, in order that they become instruments in the development of a 

stronger Thai nation. Among others, this drive was propelled by the changing needs of the 

nation, as well as the urge to discourage moral decay and insensitivity among citizens. 
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Challenged by these factors, the subject of Ethics Instruction secured its rightful place in the 

school curricula, and it did become instrumental in guiding learners to become agents of a 

modern Thai nation in the new 21st century.  

Conclusion  

Our discussion so far has highlighted a few important points. It has underpinned the 

significance of modernized education and its curricula towards the development of any world 

nation, as well as the empowerment of its citizenry. This chapter has also attempted to 

highlight the point that positive investment in education which is powered by ethical lessons, 

yields maximum dividends. While appreciating the fundamentality of a sound and 

modernized style of the primary school education towards children’s overall empowerment, 

the need to guide their moral growth must not be overlooked. Foundational as it is towards 

the future of learners, it then becomes suggestible that modernizing the contents of its 

curricula is just one single step towards attaining a brighter future for nation’s youths, which 

step is complemented by providing proper moral foundations. Under the able guidance of the 

great visionary, King Rama V, Siam has proved that our point is correct and he was able to 

bring the nation to a modern self-reliant nation, whose basis always anchored on the great 

Buddhist Dhamma. The next chapter explores further the tireless efforts of the later rulers of 

Thailand who carried on the wheels of development and modernisation of the country 

through the educational reform. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Chapter Four 

Educational Growth of Primary Education in the Expansion Era        

(1910-1970) 

Introduction  

Life and human development is a constituent of a series of transitions, which come in the 

form of positive changes or negative rites of passage.207 There is no development or growth 

that is instantaneous. The educational reforms aimed at leading Siam to a modernized nation 

would not have fructified, had it not been for the tireless and continuous efforts of King 

Rama VI, King Rama VII and the governments who continued to follow the vision of Rama 

V. This chapter discusses the major educational reforms which took place in the Thai 

educational system on Ethics Instruction between 1910 and 1970. It is an attempt to underline 

the core modernization policies which took place within that period, which clearly depicts the 

educational visions of the different Thai monarchs of the era, which boosted the country’s 

march towards improved primary education and its expansion.  

This chapter takes a critical look at the key reformist initiatives which were born within 

this crucial era of educational growth in Thailand. As a back light therefore, the roles played 

by the royal monarchs of the time shall be highlighted. For us, this becomes imperative in 

view of the need to provide clearer light on their contributions towards building a better, 

productive and morally sound Thai citizenry through the corridors of modernized curricula on 

Ethics Instruction in primary schools. So our key question focuses on the core educational 

reforms in primary education school that were launched by different Thai monarchs of the 

Expansion era between 1902-1932.  

To that effect, we shall provide a brief historical insight into the pages of the 

educational reforms that developed within this period, with special emphasis on the 

contributions made by the royal monarchs whose reigns made the era historical. Under a few 

major headlines, we shall discuss the key policy landmarks which distinguished the reformist 

regimes in the reign of Kings Rama VI and Rama VII. We make a historical analysis of the 

major innovations made especially by these monarchs towards bringing the educational 

system to a modern standard, comparable with what existed outside the country’s borders. 
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But we begin by elaborating further on the contributions of King Rama V, to show how his 

vision was taken to its dreamed end, by his followers.  

Historical Background 

The period of 1910 to 1970 represents a very significant time in the history of the Thai 

reformist era. Apart from its numerous political, social, and administrative breakthroughs, it 

was an era which witnessed major monarchical attempts to transform the country’s 

educational system to greater heights. On the political side, the period became synonymous 

with the country’s abrupt transition from absolute monarchy to a constitutional monarchy. 

Consequently, on the educational level, the emphasis on school education by monarchs 

received total constitutional backing, and the moral education of citizens was accepted as a 

policy of national priority. It was in line with King Rama V’s vision, which expressed in his 

decree of 1871 with the words, “goodness, beauty and prosperity will be with them 

throughout their lives if they have acquired education.” In the mind of this monarch, this 

statement captures the totality of the vision of the secular and moral education which needed 

to be provided to Thai citizens.208 

 As we have explained in the first chapter, with this dream in mind, King Rama 

V laid the foundations of and set in motion the dreams of taking the nation on the road to 

modernity, and he rightly emphasized modernizing its educational curricula, as the correct 

place to begin. His regime became synonymous with the nation’s widest attempts at making 

education accessible to all citizens and youths irrespective of any class distinctions. As it 

were, this could not be realized without massive investments in the areas of expanded 

educational infrastructures, particularly erection of new primary schools, training of more 

teachers, inclusion of Ethics Instruction into the educational curricula etc. Essentially, the 

adoption of Ethics Instruction as an integral part of the school curricula was directed at 

impacting learners’ moral upbringing in the light of the Buddhist religion. This measure was 

intended to save the nation from the embarrassment of losing the core ethical values of 

Buddhism, and ensure the deep-rooted growth of the learners in the knowledge of the 

Buddhist doctrines. In effect, his policies were the foremost attempts to modernise the Thai 

educational system and broaden its knowledge base.209  
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Initially, the need to train highly qualified and competent local workforce who could 

staff the various sectors and offices of the government was paramount in the mind of King 

Rama V, as was discussed in the previous chapter. Late into the life of the regime, it became 

obvious that there was great need for diversification. There was the need to extend beyond 

the embers of concentrating exclusively on the production and training of literate bureaucrats. 

The other most important area that needed well trained and qualified people was the 

economy. There was the need to boost the economy with diversely skilled local manpower, 

capable of supporting a productive and diversified economy. But it was not until the time of 

King Rama VI, that this vision was implemented. King Rama VI (King Vajiravudh, who was 

the son of King Rama V), approved two national policies on education. Fundamentally, both 

policies appreciated the need to broaden the scope of the education that schools provided, and 

extend them far beyond the arts of reading and writing which had occupied the central scene 

over the years. Secondly, they sought to broaden the educational curricula, so much so that 

school education could train and qualify learners for ample vocational careers on completion 

of their studies.210  

That being the case, during the years of 1925 to 1934 when King Rama VII (King 

Prajadhipok) was on the royal throne, no stones were left unturned in an attempt to provided 

education to all and sundry, as well as provide opportunities for higher education to nationals. 

Regrettably, the military coup of 1932 shook the powers of this monarch, reduced his powers, 

and halted his appetite for an improved educational system for the people. Unfortunately, this 

sad development seemingly reduced him to the despicable status of a mere figurehead. 

Nevertheless, the course of chatting the nation’s educational future fell into the hands of the 

new national government, whose commitment to this project remained high too. Towards 

giving the project of public education the attention it needed, a new Constitution was born in 

1932. As it were, Article 63 of this nation-based Constitution clearly spelt it out that “all 

educational institutions must be under the State.”211 

This development was quite significant for a number of reasons. First and foremost, 

the project of education received the status of a national project, while the supply of 

education became gazetted among the country’s key areas of priority. School education 

became a constitutional matter, while the rights to basic education got thrown open to 
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learners of all categories irrespective of any differences in their social status. As well, the 

curricula of education became the torchlight which guided the future of the Thai nation in the 

light of the changing situations of the country and the need to meet its needs in the global 

context. In all cases of amendments which followed, the Constitution recognized the King as 

the Head of State, whose legislative powers were exercised through the National Assembly, 

while his executive powers were exercised through the Council of Ministers. The 

Constitution also approved that his judicial powers be exercised through the courts of the 

land. Thus, though stripped of his absolute powers, the monarchs received maximum powers 

under the Thai Constitution that was wearing a democratic face by now. 

Though the military revolution of 1932 was executed in the name of democracy, the 

local population felt largely uncomfortable and uninformed about their specific roles in the 

new government. In an attempt to resolve this dilemma, the school system received an 

additional mandate on the areas of its curricula contents. The task of educating Thai citizens 

in democracy was incorporated into it. This now leaves us with the question of the relevance 

of the historical context of the educational reformations which the country’s educational 

system witnessed over the years.212 Arguing from this standpoint, authors have often argued 

that words or situations have no genuine relevance, unless and until they are properly 

situated. Coming from this perspective therefore, Orwell claims that “when I sit down to 

write --, I write it because there is--- some fact to which I draw attention.”213  

History informs us that the regime of King Rama VIII (1935-1946) was short-lived, 

and virtually made little impact on the educational reforms of the era. King Ananda Mahidol, 

as he was known, grew popular during his days because of his young age at the time of 

ascending to the throne, as well as his overseas trips. However, he did not live long enough to 

translate his lofty ideas on educational reform into practical reality. His sudden death, 

following a gunshot in his bedroom on 9th June, 1946, cut short his vision of a transformed 

Thai educational system, which might have been shaped and embellished by his overseas 

trips and study periods in Switzerland. Until today, the mysterious circumstances behind his 

sudden death remain unresolved. Yet one can legitimately doubt the extent of the 

revitalization he could have injected into the educational reforms, because unfortunately, his 
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eleven years on the throne made no direct impact on the educational transformation of the 

country. Thus, the period of 1935 to 1946 did not bring any new developments into the Thai 

educational system.214 

Sadly enough the same history was written about the reign of King Rama IX who also 

made no significant contributions in the area of pushing ahead the wave of educational 

modernization which was hitting Thailand during that period of reformation.215 Starting from 

the time of his coronation in 1950 till 1970, no serious innovations were made in the 

country’s educational sector. Educational development surely thrived at the levels already put 

in place by past monarchs, but was not extended to other sectors and areas. Educational 

reforms and advancements could only boast of its glorious past. But not much was done in 

the areas evolving new policies and programs which could have led to further drastic changes 

in the educational system. It then became suggestible that the already existing policies of the 

earlier reformist monarchs continued to serve as the yardsticks with which matters of 

education were propelled. Remarkably, the government of the day still approached the task of 

educational development as an issue needed for the reconstruction and modernization of the 

country from its gory post-world war situation. Yet they failed to contribute much positively 

to enhance the process. 

Irrespective of these years of lukewarm initiatives from the monarchs, as the nation 

was heading to a new millennium, riding of the force of the initial boost, education did gain 

momentum and came to be appreciated as the beacon of development of the future Thailand. 

This is seen from the early days of the constitutional monarchy itself. The promulgation of a 

national scheme of compulsory primary school education in 1936, as well as other innovative 

policies which we plan to discuss in the next segment confirm our stand. Several of those 

forward-looking policies of modernization witnessed their births from the tenure of 

                                                 
214 King Bhumipol Adulyadej.(1988, September 25th 2007). The encyclopaedia of Asian 

history. The Asian Society 1988. Retrieved January 18, 2008., from 
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215 Even though the reign of King Rama VIII & King Rama IX did not make any significant 
difference in the development of education during those reformist days, their inactivity in that direction 
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abrogate the establishment of a modernized educational system in Thailand could be read as positive 
contributions. To that end, it seems obvious that they rather preferred to lend support to the educational 
policies already put in place by their predecessors, instead of embarking on new ones. 
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Lieutenant General Sawad S. Sawadikiat, the then Minister of Education.216 In view of its 

relevance towards the educational development of Thailand, the impact of this scheme shall 

be given due attention.217 

Thus, as the nation was heading into the new millennium, the development and 

modernisation of the country’s educational system gained momentum and came to be 

appreciated as the fundamental beacon needed for emergence of the future Thailand. This 

was replicated in a promulgation of a national scheme of compulsory primary school 

education in 1936, which was in addition to the other innovative policies which we plan to 

discuss in the next segment. Remarkably, several of those forward-looking policies of 

modernization witnessed their births from the tenure of Lieutenant General Sawad S. 

Sawadikiat, the then Minister of Education onwards.218 However, in view of its relevance 

towards the educational development of Thailand, the impact of this scheme shall be given 

due attention under a separate subheading later.219  

The popular adage says that “people do not write history. History writes itself.” Truly 

the individual influences of the history may or may not be dramatic, but history will continue 

to evolve. This is true in the case of Thailand as well, where some of the monarchs failed to 

contribute much positively to this end. However, it is true that over the years, these monarchs 

continued to impact upon the flow of development of the country. Over the years, the positive 

inputs at least from some of them continued to serve as yardsticks of national development. 

Having carefully considered education as a genuine icon of nation building and development, 

efforts to inject new ideas and positive-minded policies into the educational system was never 

lacking during their reign. Having conceived education as a major pathway to national 

development, moral upbringing, and citizenry empowerment, the monarchs of the 1871 to 

1970 era accepted it as a matter of national responsibility to handle the baton of 

modernization courageously but with caution. The concrete steps taken by these Thai rulers 

to take the nation to a bright new millennium are discussed in the following sub-sections. 
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Key Curricula Reforms (1910-1970)  

The road to modernization is never static. It grows in time and with time. It goes without 

saying then that modernization brings transformation, which at the long run gives birth to 

dynamic change within the society. In the Thai educational as well as national sphere the 

period of 1910 to 1970 could be counted among the most dynamic and productively future-

oriented times with regard to the overall development in both fields. As our analysis shows, 

several monarchs of the era carefully embroiled their names in the country’s golden letters of 

educational development, to the extent that this history could not be written without giving 

them their rightful positions. At this juncture, however, as we have already sufficiently 

acknowledged their roles, we proceed to discuss the key modernization methods which 

empowered Thai educational sector during the period of 1910 - 1970. To that effect, our 

discussion shall be guided by this key question: What major educational developments has 

the 1910-1970 period recorded in the history of Thailand’s march towards the renovation of 

its school education? Of these steps two are of incomparable significance, viz., the increased 

investment in the primary school education and the establishment of the new ministry of 

Dhammakarn, which are explained in detail below.  

Increased Investment in Primary School Education 

Riding on the boat of education, and through the national development and modernization, 

the rulers envisaged new and more effective means to implement their dreams. In this march 

the beginning of 1905 marked the commencement of a very significant era. This was an era 

when the hunger to evolve an educational policy and school curricula which could account 

for the totality of the country’s development began to emerge. While recounting the fact that 

the earlier educational curricula was purely directed towards preparing qualified local 

personnel for different official positions in government departments, the arrival of this 

historic year ignited the light needed to appreciate the need for diversifying the educational 

curricula, in order to bring genuine development into the country so as to be able to respond 

effectively to its specific areas of need, as we already mentioned. The policy of providing 

learners with the basic educational tools of merely reading and writing, in preparation for 

government jobs, the so called white collar jobs, began to be displaced by the need to create 

skilled workforce, which were deemed fundamental for the purposes of generating and 

sustaining a modern economy.220 
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 This shift of emphasis and new vision of educational outcome became instrumental in 

the development of the revised Education Plan which took place in 1907. Following this 

development, the managers of the educational sector began to appreciate the need to expand 

the school curricula, in view of their relevance towards the overall growth of the nation, as 

well as the skills empowerment of primary school graduates. In an attempt to counteract the 

growing preference for white collar jobs in government offices, technical or vocational 

education was included in the school curricula. This approach became necessary as a way of 

diversifying pupils’ literacy skills, in view of the expanding labor market situations of the 

country. 

In 1906 already a policy was designed to consolidate the plans for the expansion of 

primary school education, though not exactly in this line of diversifying education. Still it 

was meant to help the students to grow beyond the normal educational system. As it were, the 

policy approved a number of plans. First and foremost, all boys who reached the school-

going age of seven years were to receive their earliest education from the hands of Buddhist 

monks in monasteries. The plan was to equip them with the basic literacy and moral skills 

which they needed in their future careers as school goers and graduates. At that stage, 

emphasis was placed mainly on the general education. The program was designed also to 

pick out, as well as support specially gifted children with all necessary means which could 

motivate them to study harder and attain higher education later in life. Finally, the new policy 

commissioned the Ministry of Education to develop four elementary school textbooks, 

covering school subjects such as Arithmetic, Reading, Moral Teaching, and Basic Natural 

Science.221 

Between 1913 and 1915, there were further reviews of the Education Plan. At the end of 

the process, plans to change peoples’ attitudinal preferences for office jobs in government 

departments were mapped out. To that effect, primary school education was divided into two 

major categories, the general education primary schools, and the vocational education 

primary schools. The same policy was also applied at the secondary school level of 

education. The policy was driven by the need to make vocational education as fashionable 

and attractive as its general education counterpart, as well as create wider opportunities for 

the training of the country’s local workforce, most especially to train them as skilled 

personnel, needed in key vocational areas. These included farming and architecture, which 

                                                 
221 Department of Elementary and Adult Education. (1970). Education in Thailand. Bangkok: 

Kurusapha, pp. 63-6. 



Ethics Instruction in Thai Primary Schools           85 
 

 

were crucial for the emergence and sustenance of the country’s economic growth. Towards 

consolidating the future gains of these innovations, two major educational faculties were 

established at the Civil Service School, a tertiary institution which was later upgraded to the 

status of a university in 1910. The new faculties were the Faculty of Engineering, and the 

Faculty of Arts and Science. It was named as Chulalongkorn University, and became 

Thailand’s first university.222 

At the heart of these innovations was the plan to make primary school education 

relevant and available to all learners throughout the country. This was evidently manifested in 

the way of establishing primary schools in all districts and municipalities all over the country, 

as well as the promulgation of a number of laws in support of government’s efforts at 

expanding the primary school curricula. The most important of them were the Primary School 

Act (1921), and the Primary Act, Revision II (1930). 223 

From the beginning of the new policy implementation concrete results of the program 

started trickling in. At the end of 1909, the numbers of monasteries which provided regular 

school education had risen to a total of 430, while there were 131 government schools in the 

Bangkok area alone, with a population of 14,174 students, and 748 teachers. In the Provinces, 

there were 82 government schools in place, which had a population size of 3,938 students on 

the list, plus 155 teachers. This growth was also reflected in the national budget on education, 

which came to 2.9% or 1,400,000 Baht, of the overall national budget. Thus, before the end 

of the reign of King Rama V in 1910, school education received national facelift and 

attention, while monasteries also became partakers in the burden of financing the educational 

project. As a follow up, Public Education Committees, locally known as Tambon, were set up 

by the Ministry of Education in all sub-districts all over the country, and were charged with 

the duties of establishing and supervising primary schools in all villages throughout the 

country.224 

Among others, the committee undertook the responsibilities of persuading parents to 

send their children of school-going age to schools. They also sourced for funds for the 

running of primary schools through voluntary donations made by the local population. The 

committee was also empowered to spend funds on school building projects and teachers’ 
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salaries on behalf of the Ministry of Education. However, those schools set up by the village 

committees were identified as local schools or Prachabon schools.225  

Following these developments, the year 1918 saw an increase in the number of 

monasteries providing primary school education to children, which totalled up to 906, with an 

enrolment figures of 3,060. In view of the huge financial implications of this project, King 

Rama VI approved the introduction of an Education Tax, which became mandatory for all 

men within the age range of 18 to 60 years. This yearly financial drive was necessary to 

collect the required funds for the running of the primary school educational project within the 

localities. Amounts paid depended on the economic strength of the payers. Monks, 

seminarians, the religious, soldiers, unemployed, and other donors who donated more than 

the tax itself were exempted from this special funds drive. Usually, the amount payable was a 

minimum of 1 Baht per persons, while 3 Baht remained the maximum limit. However, the 

actual implementation of this financial drive took effect for the first time only in 1921, which 

was a careful attempt to push ahead the compulsory primary school educational program of 

the government.226  

Furthermore, as a way of galvanizing the gains of these developments, the 1921 

Educational Plan approved the categorization of primary schools into four main cadres which 

included government schools, municipal schools, local schools, and private schools. As it 

were, government schools or Rong rien Rathaban belonged to those schools which were 

directly funded by the Ministry of Education. Approval was given for the establishment of 

two of these schools in every district. Municipal schools or Rong rien Tesaban refers to those 

primary schools which fell under the control of other government departments other than the 

Ministry of Education. For instance, some of such schools were managed by the Ministry of 

Interior. A minimum of one school was established in each district. Similarly, local schools 

or Rong rien Prachaban refer to those schools which were set up and established by local 

education committees, and supported with locally generated funds. Finally, Private schools 

belonged to those schools which were established by private individuals or organizations 

such as Christian missionary groups, and Chinese communities.227  
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This innovation led to a massive increase in the number of primary schools as well as 

enrolment figures. For instance, there were 1,092,608 pupils in the schools register at the end 

of 1935, with a corresponding number of 8,262 schools in place. As one can see, this was a 

dramatic change from the 1921 situation which showed 2,531 schools, plus an enrolment 

figure of 127,974.  

We can hardly take up this discussion without appreciating the fact that the increased 

government interest and investment in the areas of primary school education represented a 

pivotal and multi-faceted approach at the overall development of the Thai nation. In an effort 

to meet the needs of empowering the citizens and in order to match up with the trends of 

development in the context of the modern world, modernized education policies which 

encouraged such developments began to be inculcated into the educational system. There was 

a continued investment in the areas of establishing many more primary schools all over the 

country. Educational curricula which supported learners with the skills and knowledge of 

patriotism, character formation, personality development, national development, economic 

empowerment, efficient leadership, and professional skills acquisition were incorporated into 

the curricula of schools education. This was a clear distinction from the pre-1871 years when 

focus was placed squarely on imparting learners with the basic skills of reading, writing, and 

simple calculations.  

Between 1935 and 1970, the primary school educational sector received some better 

funding from the government. Under the guidance of Lieutenant General Prayoon 

Pamornmontri who became the Minister of Education in 1943, the funding of primary school 

education began to receive the required attention from the government. For him, the 

improved fiscal support became imperative to improve the teaching and learning equipments 

provided in schools, as well as to invest in the erection of more schools. The training of more 

teachers also was seen as a key area of priority in the hands of the government. Undaunted by 

the effects of the civil war years of 1944 – 1945 when the country was under enormous siege, 

primary school education received a further boost. All primary school teachers were re-

classified as government officials in line with the 1948 Civil Service Act. Consequently, 

school teachers were gazetted in the same category as other civil servants employed by the 
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government, which empowered them to enjoy all the official benefits associated with their 

positions.228  

After the end of World War II, the formation of the United Nations Organization in 

1945, especially the signing of its its Charter on children’s rights to education, to which 

Thailand also was a signatory, introduced new dynamism into the primary school education 

project. As a result, that the period from 1948 onwards became synonymous with Thai 

governments re-dedication to support and fund primary school education all over the country. 

This led to the establishment of new schools in districts and municipalities, with the effect 

that the provision of primary school education continued to be provided as one of those basic 

rights which were the natural rights of young children. In the course of time, expert advice 

from the United Nations’ agencies on education, material support, scholarship grants, 

research reports, local and international conference reports, as well as other immaterial 

logistic support etc. strengthened the Thai government’s commitments to improving the 

quality of its primary school education.229  

Thus Thailand was one of the first nations in the region to realize that no nation can 

achieve real development without adequate education and that no advancement in its 

education is feasible without huge and responsible investments in the primary school sector. 

These investments were meant for increasing the numbers of schools structures, adequate 

funding of school materials, investments in the areas of teacher education, continued review 

of its educational policies, as well as improvements in the quality of teaching and learning 

materials. Our discussion so far suggests that the forward-looking and development-minded 

Thai monarchs were not found wanting in this area of national development. Guided by the 

inherent values of those motivational legacies, the Thai governments of the millennium era 

have remained resilient and optimistic in their efforts to build a healthy and competitive 

educational system for its children and youth.  
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Types of Primary Schools 

In line with the national project of improving the Thai educational system, there was the birth 

of a new primary schools system which encouraged the participations of the private and 

government sectors in the supply and delivery of primary school education in parts of the 

country. Basically therefore, two types of primary schools operated in the Thai school 

system, namely, the government and private primary schools. Whatever be the case, the Thai 

Ministry of Education was in charge of the entire educational system.  

Remarkably, the involvement of a number of private sectors and participants in the 

educational sector was to promote the culture of collaboration with the national government, 

as well as ensure the delivery of education to all nooks and crannies of the country. As it 

were, the operations and educational activities of the private participants and suppliers of this 

education were provided and approved by the Education Ministry. Also, the educational 

programs offered to young learners in schools received the official signatures of the Ministry 

before they were ever handed out in any primary schools anywhere in the country.230  

The fact remains quite obvious that irrespective of who owned and operated the 

primary schools, all schools fell under the educational control and supervision of the Thai 

Ministry of Education whose headquarters is located in Bangkok. Towards consolidating this 

type of partnership and close collaboration with the government in the supply of education in 

towns and villages, the government subsidized the financial bills involved in the running of 

private primary schools all over the country.  

The government also regulated and supervised the quality and suitability of the 

teachers recruited into schools prior to their deployment. This approach was necessitated by 

the need to ensure that only suitably qualified teachers were employed in schools, as well as 

minimize the dangers of engaging the services of untrained and unqualified hands into 

schools. This brings us to the understanding that the educational curricula as well as the 

school textbooks used in all primary schools received the approval of the state government’s 

Ministry of Education.231 Thus, under the subtitles below, we shall discuss the key types of 

primary schools which were operated in Thailand:  
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Government primary schools  

As the name implies, government primary schools refer to those schools which were 

established, owned, and operated directly by the government itself. All the daily activities of 

keeping the school operational were handled by paid government employees who were 

recruited for specific assignments in the running of the schools. Teachers, 

headmasters/headmistresses, supervisors, and other education personnel whose services 

impacted the smooth operations of the schools were directly paid from the coffers of the 

government. This is strictly in line with the fact that the Thai government categorizes the 

supply of education highly among its fundamental responsibilities to the nation and its 

citizenry. The creation of the Education Department in 1887 represented the foremost official 

attempt made in the direction of placing its forces fully behind the educational sector of the 

nation’s life.232  

As it were, this development was influenced by the growing needs of the country. The 

need to pursue the project of national development through a defined educational curriculum 

informed the renewed government’s interests in the funding of primary schools. The need to 

create wider open doors for the continued enrolments of qualified school entrants into schools 

also informed the growth in the national government’s interests in the supply of primary 

school education in Thailand. Above all, the Thai government felt that through its sole 

control of the educational sector, it also had the undoubted chances of influencing policies 

and core educational matters which concerned the growth of the nation as well as the 

empowerment of its children and youths. With these in perspective, the Thai government 

soundly positioned itself clearly as the number one stakeholder in the areas of the supply and 

delivery of primary school education to the nation’s school going children.233 For Korff, this 

investment sheds “new light on the strength of national capital in Thailand.”234  

Specifically, the administration of primary schools in Thailand ran in two separate 

administrative systems. This distinction in the administration of the schools depended purely 

on the location of the schools and the quality of the educational facilities provided to learners 

at school. Thus, we shall briefly make this analysis under the following subtitles: 
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Municipal primary schools (Tesaban school) 

In this group, the primary schools in question are geographically situated at the municipal 

areas of the country. Administratively, they are located under the administrative tentacles of 

the Office of the Central Administration of the nation’s Ministry of Education. In view of 

their strategic location in the country’s main cities, it could be understood that these schools 

attracted more government attention in terms of better and improved educational 

infrastructure. Schools within this administrative system often enjoyed the benefits of gaining 

quicker access to operational funds, which could also be found in the quality of the 

educational personnel recruited by the authorities.235 

Public primary schools (Prachaban School) 

As the name implies, these primary schools fell under the administrative embers of the 

Regional or Provincial Administration of the Ministry of Education. Administratively, 

Thailand has six main regional administrative posts, while a Chief Regional Inspector took 

charge of each region of the country’s educational network. As the Ministry of Education’s 

eyes and ears in each region, the officer maintains a close touch with the situations of 

teaching and learning in all schools within his region and reports back to the Education 

Ministry. Under his control was a number of district inspectors of schools, who traversed all 

the schools located in the rural settings on regular basis, and filed reports on the general 

situation of education with such localities. 236 

Private primary school 

Prominent among the ideas behind the approval of private schools by the Thai government, 

was the need to allow the participation of private hands in sharing the financial burdens 

involved in the running of schools in the country. In view of the huge costs involved in the 

supply of primary school education in parts of the country, the governments of Thailand 

solicited the participations of the private sector in the delivery of this project. The 

government approved the collaboration of private interest groups in the supply of primary 

school education. In the minds of the government then, this collaboration became crucial in 
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order to ensure that all citizens joined forces with her in bringing genuine educational 

development to all nooks and crannies of the country in the new millennium.237 

Thus, in the Thai educational system, there are private primary schools run by a 

number of non-governmental agencies all over the country. That being the case, there are 

several primary schools owned, established, and operated by private persons and approved 

agencies in Thailand. Usually, official permission to operate schools is granted to bodies, 

agencies, persons, or organizations with possible evidences of their financial capabilities to 

run schools effectively. Once such evidences are certified by the appropriate quarters of the 

government’s Ministry of Education, the necessary operational accreditations are provided.  

Thus, it is not out of place that the reformed Thai educational system gazettes a list of 

schools which belong to the Buddhist religion, Christian missions, the Islamic faith, private 

persons, international agencies, and multinational corporations. Significantly, the popularity 

of the Christian primary schools located in different parts of the country today speak good of 

this development, most importantly in the areas of better quality education offered in such 

schools.238 This information was also corroborated by our participants during our oral 

interviews in Bangkok in May, 2010. 239 

Categories of Primary Schools  

Following the adoption of an improved educational policy into Thailand’s school system, the 

country began to operate two major categories of primary schools. With the birth of this 

policy, the national government made it compulsory for all Thai children of school-going 

ages to undergo a period of step by step stages of this basic education leading to the 

completion of their primary school careers. We shall discuss them briefly under the following 

subtitles:  
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Lower Primary Schools  

Apart from the pre-primary school education, the lower primary school category constitutes 

the formal beginning of children’s primary school life in Thailand. It is the stage which marks 

the commencement of formal school career for all school-goers all over the country. This 

stage of children’s basic educational development lasts for a period of three years of their 

primary school educational lives. On completion, the children graduated into the next level of 

primary school life. Usually, children whose ages ranged between six and eight years formed 

the potential candidates at this educational level. This educational period could be interpreted 

as Thai children’s ‘years of baptism’ into formal school life. It functions as their years of 

formal introduction, in preparation for more intensive future school life, and of course higher 

educational studies later in life.240  

Upper Primary Schools 

As the name suggests, this level of primary school education speaks of the next higher level 

of primary school education for children with the age range of nine to eleven years. 

Officially, it is counted as the second stage of primary school education in Thailand. Usually, 

this study period takes another three years to complete.  

The implication is that on the completion of the six-year primary school cycle, 

children become qualified to sit for the graduation examinations, on which basis they are 

awarded the Primary School Certificate. With this certificate at hand, graduates now qualified 

to enrol into secondary schools for further studies, solicited for jobs, or undertook training 

programs in different professional careers in life which impacted the country’s developmental 

and labour needs in the new millennium.241   

The New Ministry of Dhammakarn 

The establishment of this ministry represents another key impact made by the Thai 

government towards the modernization and expansion of the country’s educational system 

and curricula. To that end, necessary plans were put in place for the improvement of the 

quality and quantity of the education provided in Thai schools. Significantly, the appointment 

of Chao Phraya Dhamasakdi Montri as the new minister in charge of the Education Ministry 

in 1916 marked the kickoff of the new plan to push issues of educational development 

                                                 
240 Chongkol. (1970). A Historical sketch of Thai Education, pp. 68-9. 
241 Ibid., pp. 68-9;  & Wyatt, D. K. (1994). Studies in Thai history, p. 269. 
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forward. In his public statement on issues concerning the Thai national education in 1919 

captured it all. Without mincing his words, he declared that there was urgent need to 

strengthen the economic situation of Thailand. Specifically, he maintained the opinion that a 

Thai nation with a modernized educational system could impact its emergence as a 

formidable force in matters of international trade and other crucial global events. Without 

doubt then, he strongly maintained that the nation needed a modernized and expanded 

educational system, which is capable of promoting economic development and vocational 

empowerment of the youths before genuine development could be attained.242  

In view of the enormity of the work involved, he envisioned that the successful 

renovation and modernization of the country’s educational system could possibly be 

attainable when the official functions of the Ministry of Dhamakarn (Ministry of Education) 

were positively expanded. Having earlier created this ministry in 1892, and allocated it with 

very limited functions, there became the need to expand its functions properly, such that it is 

able to accommodate the divergent areas of the nation’s developmental needs. With these in 

perspective, there has been a periodical review of the ministry’s functions over a couple of 

times between the year of its creation (1892) and 1933, to enhance its effectiveness a further 

overhaul of its operational system was conducted. From 1911 till 1926, the approved 

functions of the ministry expanded further, while new departments continued to be created in 

order to accommodate the growing needs of the nation. Remarkably, the climax of it all was 

that the creation of three new major departments within the ministry, in 1933 which included 

the Physical Education Department, The Universities Department, and the Department of 

Fine Arts.243  

The creation of these new government departments strengthened the ministry’s 

administrative responsibilities to the state. The job of monitoring and controlling the 

professional activities of education providers (including teachers, supervisors of schools, 

principals/headmasters, etc.) within the state also formed part of its core functions. In 

addition, the ministry enforced the law which made school attendance compulsory for all 

pupils of school ages all over the country. As the managers of all public schools, and 

responsible for developing appropriate curricula of education, it also became the sole 

responsibility of the Education Ministry to ensure compliance by all school management with 

                                                 
242 Buasri. (1969). Towards a new concept of education, p. 119. 
243 Ibid., p. 119. 
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the approved programs of school education. It ensured that all regulations guiding the 

activities of educational institutions all over the country were followed to the letter. Above 

all, it became its responsibility to enforce the necessary regulations which mandated all 

children of school-going ages to be enrolled into schools. Thus, not only the policy making, 

but also the actual enforcement of the necessary educational laws governing the country’s 

programs of compulsory primary school education fell squarely on its shoulders. In 

collaboration with the Ministry of Interior then, school attendance officers monitored parents 

and pupils in order to ensure their compliance with this law. Of course, special permissions 

were granted on genuine reasons, when children necessarily needed to be absent from school 

over a defined period of days.244  

As the country’s efforts in this direction continued to gain momentum in the first half 

of the 20th century, and with the eyes of the global world clearly focused on children’s rights 

to primary school education, the Thai policy of compulsory primary attendance began to be 

translated as the nation’s policy of compliance with the UNESCO program of children’s 

rights to basic education. In line with this policy therefore, the Thai government felt that 

educational opportunities must never be denied any children, else they got old and illiterate 

quickly. Defaulting parents received fines which ranged from 50 to 100 Baht.245  

Further expansion in the functions of the Ministry of Education could be feasibly 

noticed government’s continued fiscal and infrastructural investments in the establishment of 

teacher training colleges for the purposes of training school teachers. Even though this area of 

educational development was a later development following the creation of the Teacher 

Training Section in the Department of Education Techniques in 1940, we need to appreciate 

the fact that government investment in this sector was a clear representation of its interests 

and commitment in the modernization of education. It was an indication of its willingness to 

place its hands and seal of authority on the activities of teachers. The idea was to ensure 

competence and professionalism in the teaching profession. This was clearly manifested in 

the 1954 Education Law when the Teacher Training Development was carved out as an 

independent arm of the Department of Education Techniques. By this new creation, the 

department took up the responsibilities of training teachers of all categories needed within the 

Thai educational system. 

                                                 
244 Ibid., p. 120. 
245 Jumsai. (1951). Compulsory education in Thailand, p. 41; Ministry of Education. (1976). A 

History of Thai Education, p. 42.  
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As it were, the birth of this crucial department opened the corridors of training 

opportunities for persons who engaged in the teaching profession. At the long run, the result 

was a sudden increase in the number of teachers needed in schools, as well as a fresh 

motivation among qualified young Thais who wished to make their careers in the teaching 

profession.246 Along the line, this development metamorphosed to sharp increase in the 

educational opportunities provided in primary schools. Over the years, this development 

impacted the overall literacy status of the country. The Ministry of Education’s report for the 

period of 1921-1971 in Table 1, explains this situation clearer.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
246 Ministry of Education. (n.d.). The Department of Teacher Training and its agencies. 

Bangkok: Department of Teacher Education, pp. 2-7; Ministry of Education. (n.d.). Report on public 
education 1942-1954. Bangkok: Department of Educational Technique, pp. 46-9. 
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Table 1. Comparison of Pupils Completing Education and the Total Primary School 
between 1921 and 1956247 

                                                 
247 Ministry of Education. (n.d.). Report on public education 1942-1954, pp. 40-69;  Ministry 

of Education, Bangkok. (1976). A history of Thai, pp. 46-7;  Thai National development plan 1972-
1976. 

248 * The figures include pupils in government, local municipal, and private schools. 
249   The figures do not include pupils in private schools as data are not available. 

   Year 
Total number of 
primary school 

students*248 

Number of 
candidates for 

primary 
education 
certificate 

Number of students who 

completed primary education 
% of 

students 
completed 
primary to 
the total 
primary 
students 

Public 
schools 

Private 
schools 

Total 

 

    1921 

1932 

1942 

1943 

1944 

1945 

1946 

1947 

1948 

1949 

1950 

1951 

1955 

1956 

1971 

202,637 

764,445 

1,720,370 

1,802,035 

1,827,391 

1,734,013 

1,733,869 

1,671,994 

1,691,112 

1,797,999 

2,668,979 

2,759,958 

2,952,718 

3,058,515 

4,772,600 

232 

3,569 

207,617 

261,557 

288,300 

264,799 

253,610 

234,611 

239,213 

256,374 

270,973 

297,980 

407,395 

480,780 

924,900 

31 

2,114 

10,504 

238,726 

266,821 

229,808 

214,813 

185,284 

173,639 

198,535 

227,881 

251,232 

354,702 

374,078 

476,925 

- 

- 

9,243 

9,616 

4,682 

7,506 

7,031 

7,751 

9,339 

12,961 

15,912 

19,202 

26,431 

30,419 

216,750 

  

    31    249 

     2,114 

19,747 

248,342 

271,503 

237,314 

221,844 

193,035 

182,978 

211,496 

243,793 

270,434 

381,133 

404,497 

   693,675 

 

                   .02 

.28 

1.15 

13.78 

14.86 

13.69 

12.79 

11.55 

10.82 

11.76 

9.13 

9.80 

12.91 

            13,23 

            14,53 
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 It must be observed that there was a relative drop in the percentages of Thai children 

who completed their primary school education between 1946 and 1951. This downward trend 

was created by the devastating effects of the 2nd World War, which as it were, left its ugly 

footprints on the country’s educational development. During this six year period, several 

primary schools were shut down. Teachers and young men and women were drafted into the 

war. School infrastructures were destroyed. There was adverse economic instability all over 

the country. It was to such an extent that there was a shortage in the numbers of educational 

personnel needed to man the educational activities of the ministry. Incessant change of hands 

in the governance of the country impacted this development. Above all, parents’ fear for 

children’s safety at school led to their withdrawals from the few schools which remained 

open.250 

The Pridi Banomyong military regime which took over power in 1932 granted 

education a constitutional status, which gave the Ministry of Education a national status, and 

conferred it with the powers of controlling the supply of education throughout the nation. 

Empowered by the provisions of Article 63 of the 1932 Constitution therefore, the ministry 

took on the laborious tasks of enforcing the national policy of compulsory free primary 

school education, within which youths and school-going children of Thailand enjoyed an 

educational system. That led to their own upliftment as well as national development. What is 

of more significance to our study is the fact that the educational system was meant to 

inculcate a proper conduct in the young minds. These values were clearly stated in the 

ministry’s national policy statement: “the government wishes to make education available to 

all members of the public so that they will be instructed and trained to live in a constitutional 

regime. Science education will be given as well as training for future careers and the ability 

to enter all levels of society. Instruction will be improved to make students well informed, 

wise and capable of logical thinking. The studies of morality and Thai culture will be 

included to encourage good behavior. In accordance with the government’s wish, the 

Dhammakarn will strive to improve its performance in this field.”251  

Between 1932 and 1970, the various governments introduced a number of other 

educational policies which were designed to improve the educational situations of all Thai 

children, without attachments to any conditions or financial inhibitions, which naturally 

                                                 
250 Ministry of Education, Bangkok. (1976). A history of Thai, pp. 46-7. 
251 People’s Party. (1932/B.E.2475). National Scheme of Education: Policy of Public 

Education. Bangkok: Ministry of Education.  
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hastened all matters of national development. Significant among these was the 1960 National 

Education Scheme which designed a seven year study period for primary school education, in 

view of its relevance as the basis of all major issues of national development.252 Ensuring 

strict compliance with the huge demands of this educational law, the task of its enforcement 

again fell onto the shoulders of the Ministry of Education. In effect, all matters of translating 

educational policies into successful practical realities became the responsibility of the 

ministry, which included the powers to revise the national educational policies of the 

government whenever needed, in accordance with the national and economic demands of the 

Thai state.253  

Our analysis so far indicates that the totality of all matters of educational 

administration of Thailand has been in the hands of the Education Ministry. Irrespective of 

the numerous changes of baton in the corridors of government, the duties and official 

responsibilities allocated to the ministry continued to expand dramatically. These were 

influenced by the changing needs of the government in the areas of national development, 

which became most paramount as the push for equal educational opportunities to all children 

became a colossal national project. To ensure that all youth and school-going children were 

accommodated within the educational sector intensified the need to expand the duties of the 

nation’s education ministry.  

Marriage of Compromise 

The subject of Ethics Instruction has always been considered a major icon of nation building 

and people development in Thailand. This analysis clearly suggests that the project of 

building a Thai nation constituted of a healthy and morally empowered citizenry was of the 

main goal in modernizing the primary school curricula. We have also come to the agreement 

that the relevance of the primary school education to the development of any world nation 

could only be compared with relevance of water to the life of a sea fish. Hence, no nation 

could literally survive and be able to raise its head high in the comity of world nations when 

                                                 
252 Ministry of Education. (1976). op. cit., p. 165. We like to note that as at 1898, duration of 

the Thai primary school remained at six years, which were separated into two levels (lower and upper 
primary school levels). Between 1913-1932, the duration shifted to a duration of five years. That was 3 
years for girls, and 5 years of primary education for boys. Between 1932-1960, it remained at 4 years 
for all children. From 1960 to 1977, Thai primary school duration was placed at 7 years. From 1977 till 
date, the duration of the primary school education for all Thai children was again adjusted to the 
present term of six years, which are separated into two levels (upper & lower).  

253 Plangkul, K. (1959). National Council of Education. Wityacharn, pp. 58, 641-646. 



Educational Growth of Primary Education                100 
 

its primary school educational system is in real shambles. Nevertheless in the context of 

Thailand it involves more, because there cannot be any Thai nation without the religion of 

Buddhism occupying the central stage. Buddhism for the Thai people is not just a religion, 

but a core arm of their culture and source of intellectual power, and the nation’s moral base. 

It is the founded opinion of this project therefore that monastery education (moral education) 

and classroom education constitute the two strong legs on which the moral and intellectual 

emancipation of Thailand’s development.  

This is why we think of a willful marriage of ideologies and national objectives which 

was executed by a strong collaboration between the monasteries and government sponsored 

primary schools in Thailand, as were pursued through the policy of the compulsory primary 

school education for all children of school-going age.254 As we already indicated, this policy 

was born because of the need to accord equal and unhindered educational opportunities to all 

children. This was driven by the need to eliminate illiteracy, economic dependence, and 

moral bankruptcy among Thai youths and citizens. Earlier in 1911, this objective had been 

proposed by Phraya Sadet Surenthrathibodi in his Proposal of Educational Plan for the nation. 

In his own words, he says “it is necessary to educate people to know what they need for their 

daily life, reading, mathematics, general knowledge about works involved, how to save their 

life and property, and self-respect.”255  

As it were, Thai history of education notes that the historic year 1921 became the year 

when the policy of compulsory primary school education for all children aged seven to 

fourteen became a royal decree all over the land.256 This policy approved that all children of 

primary school age were required by law to attend schools until they could read and write 

properly. Children were demanded to attend schools for a minimum of 800 hours, while 

absence from school for 30 consecutive days was considered highly inappropriate. The 

compulsory education policy made it incumbent on parents to enrol their children into 

schools within the approved time. Non compliance with this order attracted heavy fines or 

periods of imprisonment.257  

                                                 
254 Page, G. T., Thomas, J. B. & Marshall, A. R. (1977). International dictionary of education. 

New York: Nichols Publishing Company, p. 80. 
255 Ministry of Education. (1982).200 years of Thai education, p. 66. 
256 Ministry of Education. (n.d.). Document of Department of Academic Affair, p. 64. 
257 Ministry of Education. (1976). A History of Thai Education, pp. 40-3.  
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In the minds of the government, it was quite clear that allowing children equal 

opportunities to school education impacted their moral development and made them honesty, 

and responsiveness to hard work. It also impacted their abilities to acquire the intellectual 

skills of literacy, which could enable them attend higher education in the future. In addition, 

it was conceived that according all children the opportunities of unimpeded primary school 

education provided them the opportunities of imbibing those moral values which 

strengthened their commitment and strict compliance with the basic doctrines of the Buddhist 

faith. Thus, this brings again the question of the relevance of the primary school curricula of 

Ethics Instruction to the central stage. By this what we meant by the question of the marriage 

of compromise between religion and moral empowerment, and school education in Thailand. 

As a key educational activity, the Thai educational system places high priority on the 

teaching and learning of this core subject in schools, starting from the primary school level. 

From the time of inception of the compulsory education policy, the role of monks as teachers 

has never been more crucial. Largely unprofessional and untrained for the activities of 

teaching and learning, their ability to host large classes proved quite difficult. They generally 

handled few pupils at a time, imparting only their limited and unprofessional knowledge of 

secular subjects and professional teaching skills. The presence of girls who turned up for 

enrolment into schools would have a crucial crisis.258 However, because of the increased 

numbers of school enrolments which the new policy ignited, the need to train and recruit 

qualified teachers who could replace the teacher-monks became so much compelling. The 

situation even became more precarious after the 1932 military coup when a more egalitarian 

educational system came into place and monks started getting closer to girls.259  

From this time onwards, massive efforts were put into place to cut off the 

uncomfortable sites of seeing monks and girls sitting together. The huge government 

investment in the areas of teacher education, through the creation of the Teacher Training 

Unit as an arm of the Department of Education Techniques in the Education Ministry in 

1940, was meant as a solution to this situation. Essentially, this unit took full charge of the 

responsibility of training all teachers needed in schools, and the important ones among them 

were the Suan Sunanta School, Ban Somdej Chao Phraya School, Bangkok Primary Teachers 

                                                 
258 By training and Buddhist traditional vocation, monks were never allowed to get closer to 

girls or women. But, as the quest for the modernization of the Thai educational system was driving on, 
there was the need for girls to enjoy the same privileges accorded to their male counterparts, by 
enrolling into schools.  

259 Ministry of Education. (1976). op. cit., pp. 87-8 
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School, and the Petburividhyalongkorn Girls’ School became the foremost teacher training 

colleges established in Thailand. With the outbreak of the 2nd World War, these schools were 

moved away from the Bangkok areas into the provinces. Still, more progress continued to be 

added in the area of teacher education. As at 1944, eight more new teacher training colleges 

were seen functional in different parts of the country, which included Songkla, Udorn, Ubol, 

Lopburi, Ayutthaya, Petchaboon, Pitsanuloke, and Nakornsawan areas.260  

By 1958, the number of teacher training colleges all over the country, had grown to a 

total of thirty six. From this development, we could draw a few conclusions. The training and 

re-training of teachers had gained a national momentum. The teaching profession was no 

longer categorized in the peoples’ mindset as a vocation in the religious sense of the word. 

This became necessary as monks began to be restricted to religious duties only, as well as 

operated within the confines of their monasteries. Trained teachers came to be counted as 

highly valued professionals and civil servants. Classroom education became a serious event 

in the hands of both parents and the government, while the project of teacher training came to 

be categorized among the core areas of national development necessary for the improvement 

and modernization of the country’s educational sector. Thus, the long term effect was that 

over the years, teachers continued to be trained and re-trained in order to attain higher 

academic heights, as well as upgrade their professional qualifications. Remarkably, in the 

year 1974, 39,000 teachers subscribed to attend a series of in-service courses considered 

crucial for their professions as teachers.261  

Since the Thai government appreciated the primary school education as the basic 

foundation on which the training of the country’s future economic, political, technological, 

scientific, and moral strength could be built the school curricula offered in primary schools 

got designed to provide learners with the moral, physical, intellectual, and practical 

educational skills which needed to emerge as worthy citizens and Buddhists. It was sought as 

a training which equipped learners with the foundational skills needed to grow into 

disciplined, informed, educated, empowered, and responsible citizens, who possess good 

mental and physical health. These objectives continued to be reflected in the various 

reformist policies which guided the nation’s educational development throughout the reform 

era covered in this project. 

                                                 
260 Ibid. 
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The emphasis on the teaching and learning of Ethics Instruction in primary schools that 

existed until 1970 was almost totally cantered around fundamental doctrines and teachings of 

Buddha. These modernizing policy goals took some new dimension and a stronger 

implementation in 1935 when the government promulgated a new set of objectives for the 

country’s curricula of Ethics Instruction, which became a three-fold schema of personal 

development. Consequently, this subject was designed to promote the core national attitudes 

of intellectual development (Bhuddasuksa), moral development (Chariyasuksa), and physical 

development (Palasuksa). 

Thus, it becomes an obvious fact that the project of teaching and learning Ethics 

Instruction in Thai schools was intended to educate citizens and youths on the core values of 

commitment to honest and diligent service to the nation. It was also designed to inculcate the 

attitude of nation building into all Thais. Through the combined delivery of school education 

and moral formation therefore, it was conceded that the program of injecting genuine 

economic, technological, scientific, and political standards into national life could be 

attained. Following these principles, it became an educational policy of the country’s 

curriculum developers to design appropriate educational curricula on Ethics Instruction with 

a view to promote the attitude of right citizenship for national development, individual 

empowerment, and intellectual skills acquisition.  

Conclusion 

The Thai rulers’ vision to develop an advanced nation of morally and technically 

well-founded citizens could grow into a reality as all the regimes, irrespective of who was at 

the helm, emphasized it. And their emphasis on Ethics Instruction as a crucial factor of 

school education was impregnated by their attachment and reverence to the Buddhist religion. 

As fervent adherents of a faith which preached love, honesty, compassion, diligence, self 

control, obedience, and commitment among others, curriculum developers thought it 

fundamental that best results were feasible in an environment where school education centred 

on this. 

Having digested and properly come to terms with the fundamental relevance of this 

foundational level of education towards human development and empowerment, and putting 

into perspective the need for all citizens to receive unhindered opportunities to attend schools, 

it then became a viable option to promote the set of adopted core national values through the 
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corridors of improved educational curricula. It became a matter of national interest to fully 

harvest the gains inherent in a continued reformation of the country’s educational system.  

To this effect the rulers spared no efforts and the various curricula reforms, the 

increased investment in the primary school setting up and above all a strong and independent 

ministry of Dhammakarn were of utmost importance. 



 

Chapter Five 

Curricula Contents of Ethics Instruction during 1871-1970 

Introduction 

This chapter is a discussion on the curricula contents of the subject of Ethics Instruction 

presented to the country’s young learners in Thai primary schools during the reform era 

(1871-1970). By that, we plan to analyze the core contents of the subject of Ethics Instruction 

in schools. We try to explore the core educational programs of study which constituted ethics 

instruction, and position it as one of the major classroom subjects approved for primary 

schools in Thailand. 

Considering its critical relevance towards the educational and moral empowerment of 

Thai children and youths, the government took every effort and used every method possible 

to make the educational activities as effective as possible in order to reach the intended goals 

of educational reform. As the effectiveness of a program depends on the instruments used to 

achieve it, it is important to know the various techniques and methods employed in the Thai 

school educational curricula, to provide a proper Ethics instruction, to properly understand its 

significance as well as effectiveness. Therefore, the concepts of educational curricula, subject 

of Ethics Instruction in schools, as well as the Thai classroom will occupy the central place in 

our discussion in this chapter. So, we try to answer the question: What major educational 

activities constituted the Thai curricula of Ethics Instruction in primary schools during the 

years of educational reform? Put differently, what were the core educational activities which 

formed the Thai curricula of education on the subject of Ethics Instruction in schools? 

To provide answers to this fundamental question, we need to draw a scientific 

guideline now. First and foremost, we shall analyze and explain what the concept of an 

educational curriculum represents in the sight of the research or academic community. Being 

a crucial subject of global relevance in the hands of authors, researchers, writers, and 

educationists, we shall seek the opinions of some authors whose viewpoints would be 

employed with which we shall attempt to underpin this core educational subject.  

At the second level, we shall analyze why the Thai monarchs and governments of the 

reform era attached such a great level of importance to Ethics Instruction in its schools and 

educational instructions. Though we have already touched this topic in the previous chapters, 

it is important not to lose sight of it in the particular context of this chapter. That would then 
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direct the course of the discussion to the next level, which shall focus on the core educational 

contents which gave this key classroom subject its name and relevance to ethics instruction. 

Finally we will survey the key objectives which kept the boat of this core subject afloat 

throughout the several decades of Thailand’s march towards modernizing its educational 

curricula. 

The Concept of Educational Curricula 

The question of providing an appropriate definition to the concept of educational curricula at 

this stage has become quite tricky and problematic in view of the attention which this 

singular subject has received in the hands of researchers and educational powerbrokers at the 

global stage. It has become such an issue that in the recent times, consistent attempts have 

been made by several authors to situate this subject exclusively within the embers of its 

educational relativity. Others have lost no time in defining it as the hob of the entirety of 

school education, and the centre of all the educational activities conducted in schools.262 Yet, 

in the minds of many others, the question of the educational curricula is interpreted as 

government approved educational activities which are offered to young learners in schools 

and educational.  

Without going into further rhetoric, we like to build our case based on these opinions, 

while taking cognizance of the fact any educational curricula is worth its value if it has the 

government’s official seal of approval. In which case, contents of educational curricula vary 

from country to country dependenting on projected areas of national interest. Thus it is an 

obvious fact that the contents of countries’ educational curricula are dictated by their national 

values and are in accordance with particular development policy objectives. This would mean 

that even though the scientific semantics of educational curricula are simply the same, their 

contents are widely contextual. To understand it further let us now employ the opinions of 

authors and authorities in the field of education, whose viewpoints about educational 

curricula shall add scientific support to our position in this project.  

We begin with the opinion of Graham and Tytler who accept this global concept as 

the government-approved educational knowledge which young learners are taught in schools, 

which in the light of its relevance constitute a nation’s curriculum policy. As an issue of 

national importance therefore, these authors maintain that it is within this framework that 

                                                 
262 Goodson, I. F. (1994). Studying curriculum. Cases and methods. New York: Teachers 

College, Columbia University, p. 18. 
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nations’ educational goals are defined, refined, and pursued as a national project of great 

importance.263 Accordingly, it is within the lines of this policy that nations make clear 

definitions of the contents of the education which are offered to their youths and school-going 

children in schools and educational institutions. The educational curricula also provide 

teachers with the government approved educational guidelines and teaching methods which 

must be followed in the delivery of lessons in schools. Putting these in to context therefore, it 

becomes the opinion of Depaepe et al that the development of this crucial educational 

document represents ‘a milestone’ for school education in world countries. One can best 

appreciate this statement in the context of the relevance of this ‘educational bible’ towards 

the promotion of specific national values disseminated through the lessons that are learnt and 

taught in schools.264  

This view is supported by Fafunwa and Iwunna. They noted that it is within the 

contents of world nations’ educational curricula that major issues of national values and 

interests, citizen empowerment, and national development are charted. A country’s 

educational curricula function as the protector and projector of its key economic, scientific, 

and human resources development needs. This becomes paramount in view of the fact that 

parents, teachers, business men and women, the labor market, and the government constitute 

major stakeholders, who exhibit vested interests in the drawing of this key program of 

national development. 265 It goes without saying that the numerous interests and economic 

policy plans of individual world nations are naturally reflected in the direction and contents 

of their curricula of education. Thus, it is maintained that its relevance cuts across all major 

areas of individual empowerment and national development. 

In the opinion of Hargreaves, the concept of educational curriculum makes reference 

to the conglomeration of all the educational activities which are offered to learners in schools 

and educational institutions.266 This author holds the opinion that such educational activities 

are designed with the targets of imparting specific knowledge and approved national values 

                                                 
263 Graham, D. & Tytler, D. (1993). A lesson for us all. The making of the national curriculum. 

London: Routledge, p. 1. 
264 Depaepe, et al. (2000). Order in progress, p. 123. 
265 Fafunwa, A. B. (1991). Foreword. Core curriculum for primary science, (Vol. 3). Lagos: 

Federal Ministry of Education, pp. 1-3; Iwunna.P. (2009). The Impact of the Christian Missionary 
Education, p. 197. 

266 Hargreaves, A. (1994). Critical introduction. In I. F. Goodson (Ed.), Studying curriculum. 
Cases and methods, (Vol. I-II). New York: Teachers College, Columbia University, pp. 3-4. 
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into the mindsets of learners. In which case, it is the educational curricula that hold the keys 

which fine-tune the mental and intellectual powers of any nation’s learners at school. The 

author boldly hold that the educational curricula represent the literal faces of nations’ 

development policy objectives which direct learners’ footsteps to self empowerment and 

national development. It is the concluding statement of this author that within the lines of this 

educational document which, handlers of classroom education receive official information 

about what should or should not be taught to children and nations’ youth in schools. 

Similarly, Goodson takes this concept to be the compendium of all the core 

educational activities that are taught and learnt at school. He also is of the opinion that the 

educational curricula defines in specific terms the nature and contents of what learners should 

or should not be taught in schools. He adds that within the framework of this document, the 

core objectives behind the approval of such educational activities for schools are defined and 

strengthened. In his own words then, Goodson concludes that nations’ educational curricula 

represent “the heart of the process by which we educate our children.” 267 

From a similar perspective, Depaepe et al are of the view that the educational 

curricula holds the title of the overall educational activities which governments of individual 

nations approve for their children and youths in schools. These authors maintain that it is the 

contents of this important document. Depaepe and al insisted that any national curricula have 

to provide the pedagogical and didactic training and knowledge based which acquire in 

schools. According to them, it underlines the basis and levels of the educational relationship 

which exist between teachers and learners. Without doubt, this source agrees with the opinion 

that it is the educational curricula that dictate, define, and shape the knowledge which 

learners need for successful nourishment as future adults and leaders of their own nations. 

Thus, it remains their opinion that among others, the curricula stands out as the platform of 

knowledge empowerment which grooms youths into adults and national leaders of all 

sorts.268  

The opinion of Clark does not differ from that of the other sources and scientific 

researchers. In clear terms, he accepts the viewpoint that the educational curricula simply 

represent the entirety of all the educational activities which children are supposed to learn at 

school. The author maintains the opinion that the educational curricula serve as the number 
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one point of reference for teachers and education providers at school.269 Clark showed that it 

is his strong conclusion that this simple educational document provides quality control and 

standard to all the teaching and learning which go on in schools and educational institutions 

throughout any country’s landscape. 

From the perspectives of the Federal Ministry of Education of Nigeria, the educational 

curricula refer to the “approved version of the world considered acceptable for passing on to 

the youth of the nation. It represents the “official knowledge” which children should be 

taught at school. This source adds that within this document, the overall educational content, 

key objectives, educational activities, equipment, and exact teaching and learning materials 

are clearly categorized, while methods of evaluating the pupils are concisely defined too.270  

The view of Galton and Williamson is crucial for a good understanding of this 

scientific concept. It is the opinion of both authors that the subject of educational curricula 

refers to the government approved document which specifies a nation’s educational 

objectives, contents of school lessons, and their methods of delivery. They add that these 

educational factors are usually dictated by the numerous national objectives which world 

countries may choose to follow for their overall development and citizenry empowerment. It 

is their strong opinion that even though the development of this important document involves 

huge fiscal and material costs, the overall benefits associated with a carefully carved 

curriculum are quite overwhelming and long lasting.271 

Furthermore, Page, Thomas & Marshall agree that the fact that the concept of 

educational curricula makes reference to an organized course of study approved for use in 

schools and educational institutions of any nation. They opine that this is inclusive of the 

entire study programs designed with specific objectives in mind for use at school.272  

Because of space constraints, let us conclude this segment with the opinion of 

McLean which claims that an educational curriculum simply refers to the contents of 

                                                 

         269 Clark, P. (2009). The most fundamental of all learning tools: An historical investigation of 
textbook controversies in English Canada. In A. Van Gorp & M. Depaepe (Eds.), Auf der Suche nach 
der wahren Art von Textbhcheren. (pp.123-142). Bad Heilbrunn: Verlag Julius Klinkhart. (Beiträge 
zur historischen und systematischen Schulbuchforschung), p. 124. 

270 Federal Ministry of Education. (1991). Core curriculum for primary science. Lagos: Mbeyi 
Associates (Nig.) Ltd., p. 11. 

271 Galton, M. & Williamson, J. (1992). Group work in the primary classroom. London: 
Routledge, pp. 145-6. 

272 Page, Thomas & Marshall. (1997). International dictionary, p. 95. 
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schooling which governments approve for use in schools and educational institutions within 

their countries’ borders. They hold that the factors of national economic interests play an 

overriding role in the formation of the development and formation of this important 

educational text.273 Accordingly, the future of nations’ survival largely depend on the 

contents of their educational curricula, which at the long run influence the knowledge 

children carry into the future, while putting their future roles as nations’ leaders into 

perspective. Thus, it is their opinion that the strength of any nation’s educational curricula 

plays significant roles in influencing the caliber of citizens on whose shoulders the ship of 

national development sails in the future.  

With these opinions in perspective, we can now draw a few major conclusions. 

Primarily, it is obviously that different nations pursue different national objectives through 

the auspices of their national curricula of education. The contents of educational curricula 

vary with world countries. They are never uniform per se. However, the goal of national 

development often occupies the driving seat among world nations. There is no doubt then that 

governments all over the globe attempt to inculcate specific value systems through the 

corridors of selected and carefully designed educational curricula.  

Primary Curricula and Ethics Instruction during 187 1-1970 

In the foundation period of 1871-1910, besides of being good citizen, the primary curricula 

promoted two main aims: literacy and patriotism. Accordingly, loyalty to the Thai nation was 

included in ethics instruction, and was further inculcated through participation in activities 

such as the boy scouts. In the period of modernization (1910 – 1970), however, due to the 

introduction of constitutional monarchy and democracy, the objectives of primary education 

were re-defined to promote a threefold schema of personal development, focusing on 

intellectual (Bhuddasuksa), moral (Chariyasuksa), and physical (Palasuksa) education. 

Citizenship within a democratic state was now assigned a prominent part in ethics instruction.  

Thus that nation building and citizenry empowerment are almost single-handedly 

dictated by the contents of the educational curricula. It then goes without saying that while 

there are no hard and fast rules about what should constitute any nations’ educational 

curricula, it becomes quite obvious that selected national goals dictate the choice of what 

should or should not be adapted into this crucial document. Contextualizing this 
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understanding within the framework of this research therefore, no one is left in any doubt 

about the genuineness of intention and relevance of the key objectives behind the policy of 

modernizing the contents and relevance of Ethics Instruction as a core educational program in 

all Thai primary schools.  

Ethics Instruction as the Backbone of the Reformed Thai Nation 

It is a common parlance that the actual reality and relevance of events are quite meaningless 

until they get properly and contextually situated. This is a glaring reminder that the full 

history behind the desires of the past Thai monarchs to reform and modernize the country’s 

educational curricula, and with particular focus on the subject of Ethics Instruction, cannot be 

totally appreciated if the primary factors which led to the adoption of this fundamental 

approach are not clearly highlighted. Among other key objectives, the need to transform, 

strengthen, and positively rebuild the moral constitutions of Thailand’s youths and children, 

through the auspices of a reformed curricula of education on Ethics Instruction forms a key 

driving force behind their modernization efforts.  

The question as to why the study of the subject of Ethics Instruction was so highly 

prized as a formidable tool needed for the attainment of a strong moral base among Thai 

children and youths remains to be further explored. We shall, at this stage briefly try to 

answer to this question. For this project, this becomes very crucial in view of the need to 

accord this school subject its deserved place of relevance in the Thai educational history and 

class timetable. Above all, it assists us guide the footsteps of this research in a scientific and 

systematic method.274  

Towards setting our arguments right, it is important to remind ourselves again that 

Thailand is fundamentally a Buddhist nation. Pin Malakul, the former Minister of Education, 

Thailand in 1952, expressed the policy in making the National Curriculum that being a 

Buddhist nation, it disposes itself and sets national values to the doctrines and values of this 

religion, which consequently forms part and parcel of its national philosophy, religious 

identity, and way of life. As a country whose population is soundly dominated by a massive 

population of men, women, and children of strong faith in the dictates of the religion, ability 
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to guide the nation along that corridor was approached with special passion in the hands of its 

past governments.275  

Irrespective of whether the government in power was monarchical or constitutional, 

the primary objectives were always almost similar. Among others, the principal objective of 

imparting Thai children and learners with the cultures of good citizenship, as well as strong 

moral and intellectual foundations remained quite outstanding, which in essence formed one 

of the main reasons behind the policy of the six year period of compulsory primary school 

education followed in Thailand. However, as said by Page et al that the successful realization 

of this policy would have suffered natural death if Thai teachers were not fully incorporated 

as key players and stakeholders.276 

No one is left in any doubt that the need to educate the children and youths well 

enough on the moral ethics and discipline which empowered them to imbibe the cultures of 

performing their duties to the state, as well as contribute selflessly to genuine nation building, 

remained at the forefront. The need to impart Thai citizens with the moral training that 

enabled them imbibe the undiluted attitudes of obedience to the common laws of the land was 

also paramount in the various policies which guided the educational reform of the country. 

This brings a quick reminder that investing in human resources, citizenry development, and 

moral transformation, through the teaching and learning of Ethics Instruction in schools, 

formed a key priority in the hands of the various Thai governments. In which case, it was 

considered that the subject of Ethics Instruction in schools watered the grounds which 

enabled citizens cultivate the attitude of good manners, good obedience to state laws, as well 

as disposal of oneself to the selfless service of the nation whenever there was need. 

Thus, it could be understood that there was a direct connection between these primary 

principles and the doctrinal provisions of the Buddhist faith. It goes without saying that once 

a citizen was properly groomed in an educational and religious environment which valued 

and promoted the basic religious and human principles of love, honesty, and sincerity, the 

chances of imparting the cultures of good citizenship among the population were quite high. 

As it were, this was often promoted through the boy-scout movement in schools.  
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The Thai rulers had well taken this principle to their hearts that the lessons children 

learn at school and in monasteries impacted their lives, those of their parents, and extended 

community members. Therefore, the various Thai monarchs and governments of the 

educational reform years rightly hoped that the chances of reshaping children’s moral 

dispositions using the school curricula were quite high and feasible. Therefore, the 

governments to designed specific curricula and modernized its contents, in order that the 

country’s youth and school-going children could imbibe the moral base and ethical cultures 

needed to strengthen the economic, political, and social standing of the nation of the 21st 

century.  

Curricula Contents 

Earlier, we highlighted a few major factors which informed the emphasis which the Thai 

governments of the reform era placed on the teaching and learning of Ethics Instruction in 

schools. With respect to the considered relevance of this study program, we are left the 

understanding that the decision to make this subject a crucial part of the country’s educational 

curricula was not in any way accidental. Obviously, it was not a rushed up lame man’s war. 

Decision to embark on this project was certainly based on a number of human and 

developmental needs which the country’s leaders prized so highly as beacons of light needed 

to build a better developed Thai nation.  

However, such a developmental approach could not have survived into the next winter 

season if it was not backed up with some carefully chosen educational contents. Therefore, it 

is time to discuss the scope or contents of such educational programs which constituted this 

key classroom icon of school education. To that effect, we are guided by the key research 

question: What were the core contents of the reformed educational curricula on Ethics 

Instruction in Thai primary schools?  

For a clearer appreciation of the position of this scientific analysis, we plan to discuss 

this section under two major captions. The first section shall be termed as the major curricula, 

while the second subheading deals with the related curricula of Ethics Instruction. The 

educational programs which we discuss under the different subheadings constitute the 

fundamental educational curricula which Thai children necessarily learnt in schools. Goodson 
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describes this process as a “trip inside the schoolhouse.”277 For Lugard, it is simply a 

conglomeration of the curricula and extra-curricula activities conducted in schools.278 

The topics which we covered under the umbrella of the major curricula, in the first 

part, are directly connected with the subject of Ethics Instruction. But what is discussed in the 

second part under the caption of related curricula, take into account those other primary 

school educational activities. These activities also shed light to the study and understanding 

of this subject and other subjects which on the overall, gear towards the attainment of the 

envisaged national goals of moral sensitization of youth and children on issues of national 

development.279  

Major Curricula 

Due to the introduction of constitutional monarchy and democracy in 1932, the objectives of 

primary education were re-defined to promote a threefold schema of personal development, 

focusing on intellectual (Bhuddasuksa), moral (Chariyasuksa), and physical (Palasuksa) 

education. Citizenship within a democratic state was now assigned a prominent part in ethics 

instruction. Therefore, from the primary curriculum 1937, the content of Ethics Instruction 

was divided into two parts: civic duty and morality. Therefore, under this subheading, we 

have planned to discuss the two key educational activities which gave this subject the impetus 

and classroom relevance it occupied in the annals of the Thai’s educational history. Our 

primary concern here is to give fair analysis of the core educational elements of the subjects 

covered under the umbrella of Ethics Instruction in schools, while also paying close attention 

to their relevance towards the moral and ethical formation of learners in schools. We shall 

make this analysis under the following subtopics.  

Civic Duty (Thai: Nathi-polamuang) 

The teaching and learning of ‘Civic Duty’ in Thai primary schools occupied and still 

occupied a frontal position in the list of classroom educational activities undertaken in Thai 

schools. As a core classroom activity, this educational program was designed to prepare and 

equip learners with the skills of literacy and moral training needed to perform their 
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constitutional duties and responsibilities to the nation, their local communities, towns, and 

villages of origin or residence. This subject prepared learners to fulfill their official and 

unofficial duties and responsibilities to the state and fellow citizens selflessly, passionately, 

and in the spirit of love and oneness.  

It goes without saying then that the study of this subject also prepared learners and 

school children for future leadership roles in their communities, villages, towns, and 

corporate organizations. They received even some sort of practical training in these in the 

way of being appointed as heads of their different classes.280 As well, its contents included 

those curricula which empowered and encouraged learners to obey the laws of the land, 

respect the nation’s Constitution, treat Thailand as a sovereign and respectable entity, as well 

as pay their taxes as and when due.281  

 

 

  ‘Civic duty’ treated the matters about general civic duties: the citizen’s obligations 

towards family, society, country, religion, king and constitution; The Constitution: Thai 

citizens’ rights and their duties (defined by the constitution) to obey the law, defend the 

country, perform public service, and participate in the democratic electoral process; Local 

administration: civic obligations at local and district levels; and the National festivals, such as 
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subject  for Grade 5  in 1962. 
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Constitution Day, Buddha Day, the King’s Birthday, etc.282 Civic duty was seen as a subject 

in the 1937 curriculum but it was called ‘Knowledge about Thailand’ for primary level.283 

This subject was to promote about democracy system and to educate people about their right 

and duty. Anyhow, it was mentioned by the Ministry of Education that ‘there were many 

problems, but less result from this subject teaching. It is the most difficult to improve or 

change its contents’.284 Therefore, change or improvement of this subject had been less and 

slow in this decades since the subject started in 1937. 

 In appreciation of the fact that “no single tree ever makes a forest”, it became the 

responsibilities of curriculum designers of the various governments to incorporate those 

educational contents which supported and prepared children and youths for a life of 

commitment to national values, which for instance, included the formation of Boy Scout and 

Red Cross movements in schools in 1913.285 In essence therefore, the curricula of this subject 

were clearly designed to prepare Thai citizens for a life of devotion and commitment to the 

founding interests of the state. The contents of the subject emphasized those educational 

values which encourage citizens to pull together and actively collaborate with the government 

in the way of supporting national development activities. Irrespective of status, the subject 

placed high premium on the solidarity and support of all Thais, and prized them as 

formidable partners in genuine nation building. This was to re-emphasize the common adage 

which says that “unity is strength”.  

Morality (Thai: Sila-dhamma) 

The second aspect of the major curricula that we discuss is the emphasis placed on moral 

instructions. In the view of Thai people, ‘morality’ is a a part of Buddhist Dhamma and 

inculcated a range of virtues and duties: Good manners in various situations. Honesty in life 

and work; Kindness, mercy and social service; Courage tempered by humility; Gratitude to 

parents, teachers, society and nation; Thrift; Industry (i.e. hard work and productivity); and 

Due regard for the public good and safety. Moral education forms one of the fundamental 

pillars of Buddhism. Based on this fact, Buddhist doctrines have continued to reflect their 
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influences on the educational curricula of the Thai educational system and school curricula. 

Keeping its relevance for the moral formations of learners in perspective, the curricula of 

primary school education came to be the main target group for the impartation of the 

religious lessons.   

   

With the full backing of the law behind them, the planners of the country’s 

educational curricula held the vision that investing in the moral development of children 

could yield priceless benefits to the Thai nation. They consequently came to the agreement 

that through the teaching and learning of Moral Instruction in primary schools, children were 

motivated to begin early enough to tread the parts of justice, religiosity, love, honesty, good 

manners, kindness, gratitude, generosity, hard work, and diligence.286 Based on this belief, 

our author concludes that these values formed strong attitudes of character training for school 

children.  

Moral education was clearly seen in the 1902 primry curriculum though it was a part 

of Social Science group of subjects. There were three main topics: 1) Sila – things that not to 

be done; 2) Thaings that should be done; and 3) behaviors that should be trained. The 

contents was more in details in the higher level that from the first to the fourth level of 

primary education.287 Later in 1913 curriculum, the three groups of moral contents were 

changed into six items of general ethics which were not direct Dhama. Buddhist students had 

an extra class once a week to learn and practice Buddhism, and this period of study was not 

included in the school curriculum.288 After the political change in 1932, the change of this 
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subject and its content was done in the curriculum of 1937. Ethics was separated into two 

subjects; Civil duties and Morality; however, the contents of both subjects were the same as 

the former curriculum.289 In 1948 and 1955, some contents of the other subjects were 

modified but not for the subject of morality.290 Hence, the curriculum of Morality or ethics 

subject was not much chaged or developed as the other subjects in the period of expansion 

(1910-1970). 

However, these values are promoted and encouraged by majority of the world’s 

governments and religions and are not exclusive to the Thai Buddhist faith alone. Though the 

texts were based on Buddhist teachings, the universality of these values made it easy for 

memerbs of other faiths also to follow the same curriculum without being offended. Thus, 

that the attitude of religious tolerance also seemed to be a primary target behind this policy.291 

Encouraging members of other religion to read the same lines and dance with the same tunes 

of moral consciousness dictated by the curricula of education remained the obvious targets of 

the developers of the curricula. In the spirit of tolerance and sense of accommodation for all 

Thais therefore, the program of evolving an educational curriculum based on the core 

doctrines of Buddhism which could accommodate young school-going Thais of all faiths 

received the approval of the government.292  

In simplistic terms, these explanations are indicators to the fact that the desire to build 

a united Thai which shared the same social and moral values became an approach through 

classroom education. In the minds of the various regimes, the pursuit of morally based 

educational curricula in schools was conceived as a way of boosting and consolidating the 

moral values cherished by the nation. Considered as a major pipeline to national stability, 

economic development, and technological advancement, the teaching of Moral Instruction in 

schools was accepted as an investment which blended Western value systems with their Thai 

counterparts as well as unique cultural elements. Through the teaching of this subject 

therefore, it was appreciated that citizens would see reason to abandon those traditional and 
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culture-based practices which were considered barbaric and detrimental to national 

development, social awareness, and religious tolerance.293  

Related Curricula 

We shall now move to those other primary school educational curricula which encouraged 

the teaching and learning of Ethics Instruction, as well as moral impartation of learners in 

primary schools. As the Thai educational system encouraged the deployment of a 

multifaceted approach in its target of educational reformation, as well as the building of a 

morally viable citizenry, we shall discuss the various elements of it individually. They need 

to be so discussed, as all of them were part of the key educational curricula which supported 

the teaching and learning of Ethics Instruction in Thai primary schools during the education 

reform era: 

Language 

One major development which hallmarked the period of the Thai educational reform was the 

government’s investment in the production of literature texts, which dealt with a range of 

subjects, including poems, royal articles, religious instructions, social lessons and 

relationships, and politics. The official monarchical and constitutional support was given to 

the production of religious texts which dealt with various topics on Buddhism. To that end, 

writers and monks were encouraged to produce works which sensitized the local population’s 

attitudes and religious faiths. What is of more importance was that such writings and works 

were encouraged to be written in the national language of the nation known as Thai.294  

The adoption of this literacy policy that emphasized the vernacular was inspired by 

various factors. First and foremost, there was the need to encourage the culture of readership 

among learners. Moreover, once the religious articles and texts were written in the Thai 

language, moral sensitization would have wider impacts. Secondly, it helped learners at all 

levels to cultivate the interest in reading such texts, as well as understand them more clearly 

with or without teachers’ assistance. By that, their abilities to acquire the literacy skills of 

deciphering the true meanings and realities of moral stories and events in their written 
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formats would be inculcated. This would, to a large extent impact the development of 

children’s literacy skills of readership and love for educational and secular texts.295  

Above all, as the name clearly indicates, the subject of Language in Thai schools was 

primarily designed to acquaint pupils and other learners with the literacy skills which they 

basically needed to deal with the reading and writing of their national language. In view of 

the distinctiveness of its alphabets, the planners of the educational curricula felt convinced 

that the acquisition of this skill positively influenced their knowledge and ability to deal with 

other secular or religious texts, as well as aided their better understanding of their other 

school subjects. Aguwuom captures this development as the concept of “vernacularization” 

of the educational system. This is illustrated in the chart below:296  

 

 

 

 

 

    Picture 8. Thai Vernacular Alphabet297 

 

 

 

The inclusion of this programme as an educational activity therefore, did promote 

children’s understanding of the basics of Thai language, such as the alphabets, as well as their 

uses. It also gradually impacted their abilities to read and write the language fluently, which 

at the long run enhanced their language skills that led to a better cultural and intellectual 

empowerment of learners. As many sources report, that the children often felt the pride to 

exhibit their literacy skills whenever the opportunities arose point out how effective this step 

had been. 
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Composition 

One can only imagine the genuineness of relevance of any educational curricula which 

supports its young recipients to always write their minds out as often as possible in their own 

words. Under the guidance of the teacher, young learners usually felt assisted to improve 

their intellectual knowledge and literacy skills through the construction of short Composition 

texts. By that, young learners’ were supported to develop individual critical minds. Among 

others, it impacts children’s knowledge of spelling skills, creates lasting positive impact in 

their adult literacy lives.298  

This explains the relevance of one major aspect of the educational curricula, which 

was emphasized in the literacy empowerment of children in schools. Given the opportunities 

to write, children innocently expressed their minds, explained their hearts, fears, troubles, and 

goals in life. Aided with the prospects of writing, children displayed their knowledge of the 

teachings on morality in their own ways and words. Through Composition texts, they applied 

lessons on morality to their life stories, expressed their ambitions, and literally exhibited their 

hidden talents as generous recipients of the Western education in the form of short 

Composition texts. Page, Thomas and Marshall captured the concept of Composition as a 

written essay based on a particular subject in a sustained manner. They add that this text 

could be descriptive or imaginative in scope and content.299 

Often intoxicated by the enormity of the written word, some illiterate cultural 

communities have often described the literacy skill of deciphering the meanings of the 

written text as “the white man’s magic”. The curricula on Composition impacted learners 

with the skills to convey the impressions which lessons on Ethics Instruction made on their 

lives independently and without bias through short handwritten texts. Naturally, the subject of 

Composition often provided the fertile platform children needed to display their individual 

skills, competence, knowledge, and understanding of their own worlds in their raw written 

forms.300 That being the case, the bottom line remains that Thai school attendees of the 

educational reform period felt the dignity and pride of self expression of themselves through 

the medium of short Composition texts which they composed at school or at home.301  
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Thus, the emphasis placed on the teaching and learning of Composition in primary 

schools greatly assisted the learners improve their communication or expressional skill. 

Through such short Composition texts, children also learnt the skills of accuracy of spelling 

words. Along with assisting them to acquire the skills of translating their ideas into written 

forms, as well as present their arguments logically. It also enabled them acquire the skills of 

making short speeches in the classroom, among their peers, at the local community levels, 

and within religious circles. As well, it acquainted them with the literacy techniques of 

sentence construction and ability to combine the different parts of speech effectively. 

Reading 

Reading formed another major communication skill which was emphasized in Thai primary 

school educational curricula. As a fundamental program of literacy impartation, the 

educational reform era placed emphasis on developing the reading skills of the learners. They 

were guided to read the various texts on Buddhism, and most especially those ones which 

dealt with the fundamental doctrines of the religion. For instance, one of such texts was the 

Tripikata (the Buddhist Scriptural Canon) which earlier appeared in 39 volumes. In 1927, it 

was revised, and re-produced under the name of “the Siam-Rath Edition.”302  

King Rama VII used his good offices and resources in the direction of assisting school 

children acquire the skills of reading written texts faultlessly. His actions were also motivated 

by his intention of deepening theThai children’s knowledge of Buddhism.. For him, it was 

highly crucial that learners imbibed adequate literacy skills of reading which would facilitate 

their understanding of the doctrines of the Buddhism, strengthen their knowledge of the 

values of morality, and impact the application of such virtues in their daily lives, professions, 

attitudes, and relationships. Most importantly, it was conceived that children’s ability to read 

properly would make enormous impacts on their abilities to acquire the knowledge of 

European science and civilization, as well as increase the vocabulary powers.303 

Thus, the emphasis placed on the teaching and learning of reading as a school subject 

was also based on the fact that knowledge of this educational tool would enhance the better 

understanding of other subjects listed in the curricula. So learners’ ability to read and write 
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fertilized and enhanced their knowledge and performances in other school subjects. Ability to 

read other subjects, as well as participate in other educational activities in school was 

impacted much by this. Reading of approved school and religious texts was accepted by the 

children with keen interest and in the spirit of self competence. Consequently, their word 

power as well as ability to pronounce words accurately grew strongly, while overall verbal 

and written communication skills became sharpened.304  

As a way of supporting and motivating the culture of readership, as well as impacting 

the teaching and learning of Reading in schools, the production and distribution of secular, 

educational, and religious books all over the country was increased considerably. This was 

further boosted by the establishment of more primary schools in all Thai provinces 

throughout the reform period, which at the long run led to a continued increase in the 

enrollment figures in all schools throughout the nation. As it were, these developments were 

impacted by the earlier introduction of the Universal Primary Education scheme by King 

Rama VI in October 1910.305  

Writing 

As well, writing formed another crucial arm of the Thai primary school curricula during the 

country’s educational reform period. As a major educational program, it aimed at acquainting 

learners with the fundamental skills of writing words and Thai alphabets legibly and 

intelligently. Since the reading and writing skills go hand in hand, and because of its 

necessity for the proper educational empowerment of learners, the responsibility of handing 

them professionally over to learners fell on the teachers. Aided by their professional 

trainings, teachers guided the literacy development of school children.306 With the aid of a 

series of classroom tasks, learners gradually mastered the artistic techniques of writing the 

intricate Thai alphabets, as well as their English counterparts which followed later.  

Without doubt, literacy cannot in any way be complete if the skills of writing hanged 

in the air. That is why the place of writing in the school curricula cannot be ignored or 
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http://sunsite.au.ac.th/thailand/chakri/rama6.html; and Ministry of Education. (1976). A History of Thai 
Education, p. 33. 

306 Ministry of Education. (1976). A History of Thai Education. p. 87; Iwunna, P. (2009b). 
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undermined. Good knowledge of writing impacted children’s abilities to assimilate the 

educational activities in schools. In the field of ethics it impacted learners’ character 

development, and equipped them with the skills and attitudes of documenting class lessons in 

their own notes, as well as aided them build private reference points on major issues studied 

in class.307 It enhanced children’s ability to understand and apply the doctrines of moral 

empowerment to their individual lives and situations. It goes without saying then that Writing 

prepared and enabled learners to develop both mentally and morally, which in the words of 

Depaepe, facilitated the “handing-down” of lessons on moral values. 308 

As in the case of Reading, Writing is a core art of communication, as well as an 

intellectual skill and therefore an improved writing skill impacted children’s abilities to deal 

with all other school subjects, while fully appreciating the fact that a good writer is also a 

good reader. Armed with this basic skill therefore, learners were able to handle all other 

school educational activities.  

Agriculture  

One specific feature that characterizes the Thai educational reform, as we mentioned, was a 

desire for diversification of the skilled personnel in all walks of the society. Being primarily 

an agrarian society, the first preference in this process was naturally for agriculture. There 

was no hesitation from the part of the proponents of modernization appreciating the relevance 

of teaching and learning of Agricultural skills in schools. It actually received a major 

emphasis in the whole program. As an important program of study in the educational 

curricula, its prominence aimed at improving the agricultural lives and practices of the 

people. This was actually inevitable in the agrarian society of Thailand, where the population 

depended on farming as a major source of living. As the quest for the modernization and 

improvement of the country’s educational system raged on, education planners did not lose 

sight of the fact that a modernized agricultural system could, to a large extent impact the 

peoples’ health situations, attitudes, and agricultural lives and thus naturally its economic 

system. Above all, it was considered that the people needed to imbibe new moral attitudes 
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and conceptions about agriculture, in order to keep the national economy and export market 

active.309  

As earlier indicated, rice is the main agricultural base of Thailand, as well as the main 

economic fiscal earner of the country. It would not be out of order to say that there is no 

Thailand without rice. Among other foreign exchange earners, rice exportation ranks highest. 

Rice also forms the main staple food of the Thais and as a result of which a greater majority 

of the population find enough reasons to make their careers out of this economic sector. Thais 

had learned to prepare different forms of foods from this simple grain which keeps the entire 

population alive and active. Its enviable position as the country’s major foreign exchange 

earner was emphasized in King Rama VII’s remark in 1928, when he suggested that “farmers 

who have limited capital but wish to pursue the same aims should form a cooperative so that 

they can mutually help one another in order to accumulate greater wealth”.310  

Picture 9 . King Bhumipol is harvesting  in the rice field. 

 

 

In brief rice had been the symbol of Thai economic and social life to such an extent 

that a morally sensitized Thai who was committed to national development, community 

development, and love and respect for humanity, would show better selfless commitment 

towards the production of this simple agricultural product needed for the survival of 

Thailand’s economy, and impacted food production all over the country. Comparatively 

speaking, Depaepe et al made a similar discovery in Congo, a former Belgian colony (1906-

1960), when the Christian missionaries hugely invested in the teaching of Agriculture in 
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 Picture 10. Thai farmers in the rice field. 
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Congolese schools, with the primary objective of improving the production of agricultural 

products needed for the export market. It was the argument of these authors that this 

development compelled the Belgian government to introduce the curricula of Agriculture into 

the Congolese educational curricula. 311  

In the light of the primary focus of this research therefore, and putting into 

perspective the relevance of the teaching and learning of Ethics Instruction in schools, it 

becomes agreeable that a morally sensitized Thai who is committed to self development, 

national development, community development, and love and respect for humanity, would 

similarly find job satisfaction and pride of labor in rice farming. As a moral responsibility and 

a religious service to humanity, it contributes to life sustenance, survival of the Thailand’s 

economy, and accounts for the food needs of the country’s population.  

This was in anticipation of the fact that the teaching and learning of this school 

subject could provide employment to the local population, reduce unnecessary waste of land, 

economize the use of agricultural products, maximize labor, and improve the quality of 

agricultural produce among the population. Remarkably then, these factors tallied with the 

anticipations of the planners of the Thai educational curricula during the reforms period. 

Considering the fact that hard work, honesty, love for humanity, and sincerity, count 

among the doctrines which followers of Buddhist faith were mandated to abide by, the local 

population and school attendees were armed with those fundamental principles which guided 

their agricultural lives and commitment to food production. In order to keep the national 

economy functional and competitive with their counterparts in other world economies, the 

educational curricula tried to incorporate guidelines to inculcate the attitudes of hard work, 

commitment, and sincerity in the people. Thiswas considered as a possible remedy to 

eliminate hunger in the society. It was also appreciated as a means to overcome laziness, 

lousiness, and life of economic dependence among the population. Following this new 

emphasis in school curricula, government interest in the development and state funding of 

education was intensified.312  
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Mathematics (Arithmetic)  

Mathematics, also known as Arithmetic, formed another major educational curriculum in 

Thai schools during the period when the fire of modernizing the schooling system was 

burning all over the land. As a core educational program of classroom education, learners 

learnt the fundamental and scientific principles of calculating figures. Basically, they were 

taught the systems of making simple and intricate calculation of figures, which involved 

additions, subtractions, multiplications, division, and extraction of figures. Our source claims 

that the primary, two basic operations which involved the processes of addition and 

multiplication are fundamental to mathematical or arithmetical rules. In which case, an 

addition or multiplication of two or more numbers produces the Sum.313  

The teaching and learning of Mathematics in Thai schools was of high priority in the 

minds of the ruling governments who had realized its importance in the development of the 

Thailand of the new century. First and foremost, it was highly relevant for the study of all the 

other science subjects needed for the scientific development of the nation, on the basis of 

which its students and youth could compete successfully with other world nations. Secondly, 

knowledge of Mathematics imparted the skills of accuracy in the calculation of figures, such 

as taxes, economic revenues, etc. It provided learners with the intellectual skills needed to 

function in the various sectors of the Thai economy where the application of mathematical 

knowledge was needed. By that, educated local personnel could enjoy the privileges of 

attaining higher levels of skilled labor.314  

Knowledge of Mathematics reduced economic fraud, deliberate manipulation of 

figures at official levels, bribery, forms of corruption in high or low offices of responsibility, 

and check attitudes of improper calculations. In this sense the study of Mathematics also had 

the role of an agent of moral sensitization of the career lives and attitudes of learners. As 

Buddhists therefore, it was envisaged that equipping learners with the knowledge of 

Mathematics enhanced their performances and outputs at all official levels where 
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mathematical skills were needed. In which case, this educational curriculum was considered 

crucial for the administrative maintenance of the country’s economic and political sectors.315 

Above all, the Thai government felt that children’s knowledge of Mathematics could 

improve their chances of picking interests in the study of science courses at higher 

educational levels, most especially in the areas of architecture and engineering. This became 

relevant for the construction of Buddhist monasteries, railway lines, road networks, office 

apartments, industries, and navigational ports needed for the development of the national 

economy. As it were, these construction activities require comprehensive artistic, technical, 

and engineering expertise. Above all, the need to maintain the beauty of Thailand’s 

monasteries and other architectural landmarks was of great essence. That being the case, 

learners needed to be equipped with the scientific and technical skills which empowered them 

to engage in both vocational and science-related careers in life. These were considered 

fundamental for the future survival of the nation and able to lifting up the Thai of the new 

century.316 

In addition, knowledge of Mathematics sharpened learners’ dispositions to life, and 

enhanced their personal performances in all private or official matters. It guided their abilities 

to think in abstract terms, as well as to translate ideas into practical concrete terms. It opened 

their mental eyes to a wider perception of investment opportunities and economic survival 

techniques prevalent in the country and elsewhere. This is in addition to the fact that it guided 

learners’ interests in the choice of certain professional careers in adult life.317  

Physical Education  

Physical Education formed another major educational curriculum followed in schools. It 

introduced learners to various techniques of physical education which enhanced proper 

physical and mental development. As the common adage goes, in a healthy body remains a 

healthy mind, planners of the reformed Thai educational system appreciated the fact that an 

educational environment which supported and provided various forms physical training, to a 

large extent serviced and overhauled learners’ mental and physical alertness. It maintained 
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the body in perfect shapes, reduced indolence, crime, and mental disorder. It enables the body 

to remain active and alert at all times.  

As Buddhists, physical exercises are crucial to the faith, most especially as different 

exercises which demanded varieties of physical composure are practiced. Above all, physical 

fitness encouraged healthy moral development among youths and school-going children.318  

Handicrafts 

The teaching and learning of Handicraft also formed another key part of the reformed 

educational curricula of Thailand. Children were taught various techniques of crafts making, 

such as pottery, baskets making, hand weaving, artwork, and household furniture. Reason 

behind this policy was the need to encourage learners to adapt themselves to productive lives, 

and avoid attitudes of laziness as well as to find some sort of self employment for their 

economic emancipation. In the minds of the curricula developers, it was felt that a productive 

and resourceful life maximized the use of precious time, and reduced the dangers of leading 

an idle life.319 The long term effect was that learners were spared the risks of engaging in 

immoral activities, and other criminal conducts which were deemed detrimental to the 

Buddhist faith, and the cultural ethos of Thailand and injurious to national development.320  

Then, we are reminded of the fact that an idle mind is the devil’s workshop, while a 

productive life is the bosom of angels. In which case, a busy mind has no room for 

unnecessary redundancies and procrastinations. This also reminds us of the common parlance 

which says that procrastination is a lazy man’s philosophy of life. Once children and school 

goers are encouraged and motivated to be productive and active, and avoid being deliberately 

caught up in the open webs of idleness and the consequent unemployment, opportunities for 

the creation of individual wealth are widely opened. At the end of the day, the benefits of 

maintaining a steady and healthy export market are reaped by all Thai citizens. 

Boy Scout & Red Cross Schemes  

The educational reform policies of the time was instrumental to the formation of the Boy-

Scout movement and Red Cross societies in schools. Among others, it was conceived as a 
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way of encouraging and nurturing the spirit of patriotism and love for one another among 

Thai learners. But, authors and writers have often categorized these educational activities as 

purely vocational and non-academic. They have classified them among the list of extra-

curricular activities which children and learners often undertake at school. Be that as it may, 

this research accepts both activities as part and parcel of the approved educational curricula 

which played crucial roles in the modernization programs of the Thai authorities. Inculcation 

of the attitude of self discipline, patriotism, piety, fearlessness, and devotion to the nation and 

the King counted among the major driving forces behind the formation of the Scouts Corp in 

Thailand on 6th May, 1911. Responsibility for the self and comrades, as well as ability to 

survive in difficult situations formed principal training activities too.321 

As core educational activities, their contents impart learners with the knowledge and 

training which guided them to exhibit loyalty, love, kindness to humanity, hard work, 

honesty, commitment and leadership. It prepared learners with the skills to dispose 

themselves to the selfless service of one another, as well as to contribute selflessly to the 

development of the nation. Without doubt, these form a key arm of the traditional Thai 

cultures and social norms.322  

With regard to their concrete activities we need only to make a brief analysis here. As 

registered member of the boy-scout movement at school, experience informs me that 

members undertook several training courses, which involved both physical and mental 

activities, which among others prepared them for leadership positions in later life time.323 

Such training activities provided members with the grounding needed to grow as obedient 

members of their own communities who pay due respect to the laws of the land. It was 

mandatory that members undertook all mental and physical exercises approved by the 

educational curricula, which prepared them for lives of love and compassion for fellow 

citizens, and ready to play their own parts towards bringing national development.324  
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The need to inject into learners the attitude of love for one another, respect for the 

sanctity of human life, respect for constituted authority, and care for the needy, form the 

driving forces behind the introduction of both societies in primary schools. In the minds of 

the planners of the country’s reformed curricula of education, it was anticipated that boys and 

girls, as well as men and women would imbibe through these activities of self discipline and 

selfless service, the right attitudes to life, and show commitment to issues of national interest, 

while also showing due respect to the constitutional laws of the land. 

Key Objectives of the Educational Curricula 

The employment of the various tools and content of the educational curricula had the lofty 

purpose of taking the nation to the 21st century well equipped. At this juncture we delve 

deeper into the primary objectives which formed the driving forces behind the primary school 

educational curricula on Ethics Instructions which were followed in Thai primary schools 

during the period of educational modernization. The task is of underlining the key objectives 

which formed the major framework behind the application, as well as the teaching and 

learning of this subject in primary schools. Motivated by the need to impact the overall 

development of the nation starting from the school-going children, using the educational 

curricula of Ethics Instruction, the planners of the movement wanted to realise many dreams. 

Therefore, we as the key question: What were the major objectives which motivated the 

teaching and learning of Ethics Instruction in Thai primary schools during the era of 

educational modernization? We try to answer this question in the following pages and we 

begin with the most obvious objective, namely, the moral up building of the young 

generation. 

Moral formation 

When we talk about morality “We are discussing no small matter, but how we ought to live,” 

says Plato in the Republic. As we have already mentioned in many places earlier, a proper 

moral foundation is the basis of national and human development of a country. This is 

because, as Plato reminds us, a proper moral life informs every aspect of human life. 

Therefore, one of the primary objectives behind the adaptation of Ethics Instruction in the 

curricula of primary schools in Thailand was the inculcation of strong moral foundations into 

children’s moral mind setup. Considered as the most important source in acquiring ethical 

values, the formulators of the reformed educational curricula identified the contents of this 

subject as vital instruments developing the moral foundations needed to shoulder the 
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responsibilities of good citizenship.325 For instance, Phyyuttho, a famous Buddhist monk, 

during our interviews in his temple on 26th July, 2009 gave the leading teaching for the Thai 

people, the lessons on moral education encouraged learners to align themselves with the 

lessons in obeying the constitutional laws of the land, paying their taxes regularly as and 

when due, registering all deaths and births, contributing to national development through the 

performance of one’s official and unofficial duties, fervent prayer etc., but above all, in living 

according to the injunctions of Buddhism.326  

Given the cultural and religious background of Thailand, where every vein of 

common life was saturated with the Buddhist doctrines, the ethics instructions were based on 

them and it was meant to help children and learners in properly shaping their moral 

dispositions and attitudes. It was anticipated that in line with this roadmap, children’s 

knowledge of the Buddhist religion would grow stronger, while individual commitments to 

attitudes of love, chastity, respect for humanity, and the willingness to contribute to national 

development whenever the occasion demanded, formed key philosophy of in ethics 

instruction.327 

The governments and royal monarchs of the reform period were confident that the 

education children received at school went a longer way in impacting their adult lives, 

commitments, and most importantly, their dispositions to attitudinal changes and challenges. 

Through the subject of Ethics Instruction, it was anticipated that once children were backed 

up with sound moral-based classroom education, they were in the best positions to receive the 

intellectual access and moral support which aided their maturity as responsible Thai citizens. 

It was expected that this calibre of citizens would willingly contribute to genuine nation 

building and community development, instead of wedging the wheel of progress in their own 

might. It is this calibre of citizens who feel bold enough to stand tall and be counted as 

worthy ambassadors of their own fatherland.  

Intellectual Empowerment 

Another major educational goal which influenced the reformed Ethics Instructions in schools 

was perceived relation between a good moral life and an ardent intellectual life, which we 
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mentioned earlier. Since the need for the intellectual development of youths and learners was 

one primary objective of the modernisation of education, ethics instruction received proper 

emphasis. This objective was driven by the understanding that the curricula on Ethics 

Instruction comprised of those educational materials which impacted children’s intellectual 

skills. It was constituted of those educational activities which assisted children develop 

proper and adequate intellectual dispositions, which enhanced their abilities to function 

responsively in positions where these skills and knowledge were needed. As it were, the areas 

of the political administration of Thailand, and the modernization of its democratic values 

counted among those sectors of national life where intellectual training was needed.328  

Also, the teaching and learning of Ethics Instruction was carefully conceived as the 

corridor which motivated learners’ interests in the study of the sciences, which were planned 

to facilitate the country’s position in the comity of the developed world. Improved and 

modernized intellectual powers were stressed among the fundamental elements needed to 

turn the country’s economic situation around, through for instance, the application of 

modernized agricultural practices in the production of rice and other key produce which 

maintained the country’s export market.329  

Furthermore, it seemed obvious to the governments of the educational reform period 

that once children were empowered with the right intellectual skills, their steps towards 

higher education grew stronger. It was expected that within a short time, Thailand would be 

able to power its different sectors with the necessary high skilled local personnel, instead of 

relying on the more expensive expatriate labour. From the economic standpoint, this cut off 

all forms of dependence on the deployment of foreign staff who possessed the intellectual 

skills needed to keep the different sectors of national live afloat. To conclude then, the need 

for qualified local personnel with adequate intellectual knowledge were needed to function as 

nurses, doctors, engineers, technicians, university lecturers, accountants, law officers, 

accountants, economists, and politicians and this was a crucial concern in the modernization 

of Thailand’s educational curricula.330  
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Physical Development 

As well, the Thai government attached great importance to the physical situations of its 

citizenry. Coming from this perspective, there is every conviction that proper physical 

development has since been a matter of crucial importance to parents, teachers, and world 

governments. A nation’s citizens constitute its number one priceless assets. As a source of 

national strength and beacon of human resource, their physical fitness often receive 

maximum national fiscal attention through the allocation of huge investments in the provision 

of the necessary teaching and learning equipments which facilitated their physical wellbeing. 

To that effect, appropriate training equipments were provided in schools. With these in 

context, Omolewa maintains that children need to be assisted with the necessary educational 

training which supported their physical and mental development.331  

This supports the fact that children’s physical impediment is a matter of great worry 

to parents, families, communities, and the larger nation. Physically handicapped, children’s 

chances of attaining the peaks of life often get clogged. Their abilities to compete favourably 

with their peers and kin group members are often debilitated. Chances of engaging in certain 

career jobs are often nipped at its very bud, while their dispositions to exhibit special skills 

and talents are often hindered by their physical disabilities. These are indications that 

children’s educations are often influenced by the status of their physical bodies.332  

Thus, in the context of the Thai educational curricula on Ethics Instruction therefore, 

children’s physical and mental situations were given due consideration, as they impact their 

abilities to deliver and function properly within the context of the accepted moral, social, 

political, ethical, religious, and even administrative grounds.333 For instance, attitudes of 

kindness to others, honesty in words and deeds, as well as respect to parents, teachers and 

elders are taken into account. Table manners, meeting conducts etc. require proper physical 

and mental fitness and attitudes of self control. Anna Freud adds that the unenviable situation 

makes the affected children lose complete ownership of their own bodies and minds. In worst 

situations, affected children are often dressed and undressed by others, fed, cleaned, helped 
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with urination and defecation, turned from one side to the other, his nakedness exposed to 

nurses and doctors, regardless of sex, of decencies and conventional restrictions.334  

In such situations, physical or mental handicaps could impinge their dispositions to 

normal healthy life, and also affect their abilities to play by the rules, and be able to confine 

themselves within the provisions of the Constitution and Buddhist doctrines. Putting their 

special situations into context therefore, their abilities to comply with Thailand’s religious 

and constitutional requirements could feel threatened and undermined, which at the long run 

questions the relevance of these moral guides when such situations arise.335  

Administrative and Political Training 

The need to improve the country’s administrative and political systems also formed another 

primary objective behind the teaching and learning of Ethics Instruction in schools. The 

curricula of Ethics Instruction provided children and other learners with the intellectual and 

moral training needed to function effectively as informed administrative gurus and politically 

relevant citizens of the land. The curricula contained those educational programs which 

educated children on matters of administration, accounting, and participation in constitutional 

democratic governance.  

The education provided the educational training which informed citizens about the 

relevance of their participations in the country’s educational processes, as voters, contestants, 

or politicians. Through songs, lessons, and cultural dances, children learnt the lessons of 

participating in the functioning of government, and such knowledge impacted the quality, 

standard, and cost effectiveness in the governance of the country.336  

Understandably, providers of the reformed educational curricula on Ethics Instruction 

realised the fact that an environment which provided learners with adequate intellectual 

training, builds a solid base for their empowerment as functional participants in the day to 

day running of the government. Wilson captures it more appropriately. It is the opinion of 

this author that “no organization can achieve its results other than through people; it is 

important that the right people are available with appropriate skills, whenever and wherever 
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Freud,M. Kris & A. J. Solnit (Eds.), The psychoanalytic study of the child. Physical illness and 
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they are required and that, when they are in position, they perform well.337 It is also important 

that their skills should continue to be developed to meet the future needs of the organization 

and so that they do not become obsolescent in due course.”338 In support, Singleton maintains 

that such skills are manifestations of the successful completion of a learning process.339 

 Without doubt therefore, it is this calibre of citizenry, that could bring light to the 

bureaucratic corridors of governance where corruption, dishonesty, dis-functionality, failure 

to deliver, disrespect for contracts, delay in the implementation of national policies, and 

economic fraud occupied fertile grounds. In effect, attitudes and genuine commitment to 

honesty in words and deeds, as well as honesty to oneself and others are fundamental 

elements that needed to be infused into the learners.340 With sound intellectual and religious 

training, unnecessary delays and discrepancies which marked the pre-reform periods of Thai 

history were eliminated, while fellow citizens began to appreciate the benefits of an 

organized administrative and management system. Powered by the intellectual benefits of a 

reformed educational system therefore, the feasibility of adapting such wealth of knowledge 

into viable use, necessary for the betterment of the ordinary Thai became a reality.    

Social Skills Acquisition 

The reformed educational curricula of Ethics Instruction in schools were also designed to 

influence the peoples’ social behaviours, attitudes, and life styles. This was of particular 

importance as Thailand was more and more coming into contact with the West. Therefore, 

one of the major objectives behind the modernized educational curricula, was the plan to 

adapt a number of the local social and cultural practices side by side with their Western 

counterparts. For example, the adaptation of some of Thailand’s traditional styles of living or 

dressing along with the Western styles was accepted in the spirit of social tolerance and 

willingness to adapt to foreign influences. According to Wiemann, such constructive 
                                                 
337 Wilson, B. (1981). The personnel manager. In W. T. Singleton (Ed.), The study of real 

skills. Management skills, (Vol. 3). Lancaster: MTP Press Limited, pp.187-8. 
338 From the perspectives of his personal experience in the office as a former Minister of 

Education, Ketudat Sippanon conceded that the effectiveness of any administration depended on the 
calibre and commitments of the personnel in charge. During our interviews on 29th July, 2011, he 
claimed that the Thai Education Ministry still needs to do more work in the way of deploying more 
capable hands to run the affairs of the ministry. According to him, this would facilitate the smooth 
implementation of relevant government policies on education all over the country.  

339 Singleton, W. T. (1983). Introduction. In W. T. Singleton (Ed.), The study of real skills. 
Social skills, (Vol. 4). (4), Lancaster: MTP Press Limited, p. 4. 

340 Thai National Archive. (1922). The special educational collection.  The reign of King Rama 
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adaptations require kinds of training which enable learners acquire degrees of conscious 

knowledge.341  

As it was mentioned earlier, the continued contact between Thailand and Europe, as 

well as other world nations, mainly through trade and tourism resulted in sudden shifts of 

values. In order to present better pictures of the country’s citizens to the visiting world, there 

was need to modernize some of its cultures. This involved a thorough embrace of European 

models. We shall draw a few instances to illustrate this marriage of cultures. 

The process kick started in the 1930’s when King Rama V decreed that all Thais 

should start wearing tailor-made Western styles of clothes. Women were encouraged to dress 

decently and wear long hairdos. They were also encouraged to put on skirts and blouses, 

while men were similarly encouraged to put on trousers and shirts just like Europeans do. As 

well, school children were mandated to appear in Western-styled and tailor-made uniforms 

whenever they were in school. Though from a different cultural context, Iwunna writes that 

the providers of Western education saw it as a way of impacting learners with the attitude of 

disciple and comportment in schools.342 This development was included also in the Thai 

Educational Act of 1940.343  

In the same vein, but from a much earlier period, there was a royal decree in 1912, 

which authorized the change of the country’s calendar system from the Buddhist Era method 

(B.E) to the Christian or Gregorian calendar method. It needs to be observed that the 

Buddhist Era calendar had its peculiar numbering systems, which differed completely from 

those of the Western world. Following this development, regular European figures and 

counting systems were allowed for use in Buddhist administrative systems all over the 

country. Again, the 1913 National Act authorized Thai families to choose surnames for 

themselves by which they could be known and identified. Obviously, this adaptation to 

European official standard of identifying families by their own names presented another 

reformist policy which the Thais have gladly maintained till date, though not without its 

confusions, which we discuss elsewhere. 
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 Consequently, families began to choose particular identifying names for themselves. 

This has been found fundamental in the current times, most especially as persons need to be 

identified by their known family names in all official documents as passports, academic 

certificates, business accreditation certificates, birth and death certificates, and voters’ 

registers, etc. Thus, over the years, Thais are able clearly to be identified by their chosen 

family names, just like in the Western world and other parts of the globe.344 However, Thai 

people never call each other by family name; practically, only the first name has been called. 

Another area that was affected by this was the system of marriage. The country’s 

eagerness to adapt some of its socio-cultural practices to those of the Western world, led to 

the amendment of the country’s Marriage Law in 1930. The result of this development was 

that polygamy was banned, while the culture of monogamy (marriage of one man and one 

woman) took its place. In the thoughts of King Rama VII, that would bring Thais closer to 

Europe, as well as discourage the high appetite for sex and many children among Thai 

families. The understanding was, among others, that reducing the number of children would 

give parents better chances of managing their families better, most especially in the areas of 

imparting their lives with Buddhist doctrines and values.345 

Thus, the reformed curricula of Ethics Instructions provided solid grounds for the 

transformation of some of the country’s social values. This became necessary as an approach 

to create favourable meeting grounds between Thailand and Europe. Counting on the 

understanding that a people’s social systems provide louder voices to the perceptions held 

about them by people outside their geographical and cultural borders, it was an important step 

that brought changes in the country’s socio-cultural systems particularly in front of the 

outside world. 

Health Education 

The question of the health situation of world citizens is a global phenomenon. With the full 

mandate and support of the United Nations, world countries are encouraged to invest on the 

healthcare sectors of their economies. Countries are supported to embark on projects which 
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promoted the nutritional and healthcare situations of their own citizens, as well as impacted 

the quality of lives available to them.346  

 Driven by this factor, the need to improve the healthcare situations of the people of 

Thailand constituted another major reason for the inclusion of improved Ethics Instruction in 

schools’ educational curricula. This consideration was in fact a continuation of the high level 

of attachment which the past monarchs had about the inadequate healthcare facilities 

prevailed in Thai towns and villages. Towards providing the needed support and resources, 

the attitudinal policy of investing in the training of doctors, nurses, and other categories of 

health care givers became a matter of national priority for the various governments. The need 

to educate the local personnel and arm them with the intellectual skills needed to upgrade the 

healthcare situation of the country’s population received royal approval and fiscal support 

during the historic period of educational reform.  

This involved a number of overseas training programs organized for upcoming Thais who 

showed deep interest in studying such sciences at higher educational levels. Establishment of 

universities which offered programs of study in the medical sciences also drew the attention 

of the government. We take a typical instance of the country’s educational plan for the year 

of 1918 which emphasized government’s commitment to the pursuit of this type of education, 

among others, which emphasised the health care programmes very much. Obviously, there 

was no better way of exhibiting these commitments than the way of making investments in 

healthcare activities. As it were, these make demands of self discipline on citizens, most 

especially persons who are engaged in professions which deal with the health others.347 

Government interest and commitment in this regard was also indicated in the way of 

imparting primary school children with carefully designed lessons on health education. At 

that time, teaching and learning of health education lessons were followed in primary 

schools, with the primary targets of inculcating the discipline of healthy living and spirit of 

nationalism into learners. The delivery of lessons on this essential aspect of the primary 

school educational curricula was allocated weekly slots on primary school timetables. This 

                                                 
346 UNESCO.(2001). Thailand country report.  Education for all, p. 9. 
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accorded school boys and girls the opportunities of receiving the healthcare-related 

educational training provided in the school curricula on this essential classroom subject.348  

Good health is as priceless as life itself. Nothing is more precious than a good and 

sound health of mind and body. Without good health one can hardly work or do anything 

tangible. Denied of proper chances of good health, commitment to attitudes of moral 

discipline, moral consciousness, issues of national development, and religious comportment 

would simply amount to mere illusions. Motivated with sound healthcare education, and 

assisted with the availability of orthodox medical care facilities, citizens are empowered to 

commit themselves to those ethics-related educational programs which impacted their 

abilities to attune themselves to the demands of the moral educational empowerment needed 

for genuine nation building.  

Conclusion 

The common proverb says that the taste of every food is determined by the quality of it 

ingredients. Consequently, the quality of food served to one’s guests is influenced by the 

host’s desires to make certain impressions in the minds of such guests. In a similar sense, our 

analysis so far has left us with the lesson that the major contents and primary objectives 

which dictated the choice of the educational activities contained with the bellies of the 

primary school curricula on Ethics Instructions were dictated by the need to impact the lives 

of learners, and equip them with the commitment, training and knowledge needed to turn 

them into development-conscious citizens of the millennium era Thailand. We are speaking 

of that educational training which empowered them to grow into potential contributors to 

community and national development, instead of investing on churning out citizens who are 

economic liabilities and morally broken pieces of fish bones. And as our discussion shows, 

the rulers of the reform era was well aware of the needs of the future Thailand and they did 

things to equip their citizens for the modern ear Thailand. In that sense, they were good at 

diagnosing and prescribing apt remedies for a healthy and developed nation in the 21st 

centuries. 
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Chapter Six 

Methods of Ethics Instruction in Primary Schools during the Educational 

Reform Period (1871-1970) 

Introduction  

This chapter discusses the key methods of classroom education or methods of teaching used 

in Ethics Instructions in Thai primary schools during the educational reform period (1871-

1970). It analyses four key methods of delivering lessons on this important subject, which 

was considered as having played an important role in the overall development of Thailand in 

the century as primary school education formed the basic foundation for the future 

educational empowerment of the citizens. Thus, a detailed analysis of those methods is 

significant for understanding the overall educational development of the nation.  

For centuries prior to the late C19th, education in Siam was imparted exclusively by 

the religious, much as in Europe during the Middle Ages (5th to 15th century) and beyond. 

Buddhist monasteries were the main centres of learning in Thailand or Siam. Boys were sent 

to live with and learn from monks so that they would become good men and conduits for the 

transmission of Buddhist values to society while girls generally remained at home learning to 

perform household chores. Similarly to the western countries, monks had functioned as 

custodians of knowledge and traditional wisdom, and were the agents of the conduction of 

literacy. They were deemed to possess the professional expertise necessary for the delivery of 

formal education.349 It appeared to be their duty – both sacred and professional – to inculcate 

religious and secular knowledge in their learners. It was therefore inevitable that monastic 

methods of Buddhism would exert a strong influence on the methods used by lay teachers in 

Thailand after an era of educational modernization began in 1871. 

Since then, schooling was carried out in western style and most of schools were 

located in Buddhist monasteries. Ethics was included as a subject in the primary curriculum, 

and its content increasingly incorporated – alongside traditional Buddhist teachings – values 

borrowed from western secular culture. This chapter offers a historical analysis of the variety 

of teaching methods in Thai primary schools from the prime century of education reform that 
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considered as the period of educational reform or modernisation (1871-1970). It focuses on 

the role played by Buddhist monks and lay teachers who carried out the ethics instruction in 

monasteries and primary schools in this period.  

Building the Future through the Classroom 

One cannot fully understand the project of Siamese educational reform without appreciating 

the link between the reform policy itself and the methods employed in Ethics Instruction in 

the classroom. This discussion will therefore offer interpretations of the relationship between 

the contents of the curriculum and the methods adopted to deliver those contents. The 

governments that pursued the expansion of education and the reform of the curriculum also 

endorsed specific teaching methods.  

The reformers hoped that a modernised education system would gradually re-shape 

Siam into a state that could hold its own against the industrial and military might of the 

colonial western powers. In the service of this aim, the Siamese peasant was to be re-moulded 

into a citizen fit for a modern state: literate, technically skilled, and ambitious for his own 

economic betterment. As part and parcel of this transformation, he was to be made conscious 

of his duties as a citizen, and this required his moral education. Primary schools were to be 

the spearhead of Siam’s response to the western threat.350 

Before we proceed further, we must pose a key question: what does the concept of a 

method of classroom education refer to? We must not take it for granted that the meaning of 

this is known to everyone. We shall base our understanding on the opinions of a few authors. 

‘By the phrase “method of classroom education” we mean any deliberate and 

systematic procedure that teachers use in schools to pass on to their pupils the information, 

concepts, skills, values, etc. that form the content of the subject curriculum they are 

employed to teach.’ As Eze, Iwunna, and Wittayadamrong mention that the concept of a 

classroom educational method as referring to the special procedure which teachers employ in 

the delivery of teaching and learning in schools.351 The procedure involves a step by step 
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approach in the handling and delivery of lessons. This process demands careful preparation 

of lessons by teachers.352  

It also requires that a number of educational activities which support the relevance of 

the teaching method being used should be employed, in order to facilitate pupils’ 

understanding of the lessons being delivered.353 It follows, in view of the professional nature 

of teaching, that teachers must be properly prepared and equipped with the skills, knowledge 

and tools which enhance education in the classroom. Glauert claims that the choice of 

method is considered a crucial element in the educational development of children in view of 

the need to impact their ability to understand lessons effectively, to the extent that their 

senses of reasoning and comprehension are empowered. By this approach, learners are 

assisted to organise their knowledge systematically and be able to apply it in their subsequent 

life and work.354  

Let us consider the opinion of one more author. Akahara maintains the opinion that 

the concept of classroom method of education refers to those professional practices which 

teachers employ in the delivery of different lessons in schools. This author adds that these 

methodical approaches enable both teachers and pupils to get a better grip of the core lessons 

being taught. Following the adoption of different techniques in the teaching of lessons, 

learners’ abilities to develop mental and creative images of the core contents of lessons are 

strengthened. Ability to create personal understanding of lessons is ensured too, while 

teachers are challenged to make adequate preparations prior to the delivery of specific 

classroom lessons.355 

Our sources have spoken with one voice. Their opinions have undoubtedly confirmed 

the fact that the Thai policy of employing different teaching and learning methods in the 

delivery of lessons was not misplaced. The decision to employ appropriate teaching methods 

strongly suggests that there were obvious governmental objectives behind the choice of such 
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professional approaches, most especially in the areas of impacting learners’ overall 

intellectual, moral, and physical knowledge.356  

The need to consolidate the status of Siam as a modern state, capable of meeting its 

political, scientific, economic and skilled labour needs in the comity of world nations, 

spurred the use of methods of delivering lessons. The need to shape the intellectual and moral 

character of learners, through various step-by-step approaches to classroom education, was a 

key motivating factor. Siamese educational reform was therefore an investment in future 

generations, in whose hands the building of a modern nation state would lie. 

Methods of classroom education in Ethics Instruction 

The activities of teaching and learning in schools required ample preparation on the part of 

teachers, who were the key players in all classroom activities.357 This suggests that the 

successful handling of these core educational activities necessarily entails the use of the 

appropriate teaching aids which contributed to children’s understanding of lessons, to the 

extent that they were able to apply them, whether as workers or citizens, in adult life.358 

Having said that, we shall now, discuss the different methods of classroom education or 

methods of teaching employed in Siamese/Thai primary schools during the first hundred 

years of educational reform (1871-1970).  

With this context in view, our discussion analyses those methods commonly 

employed in the delivery of ethics lessons in primary schools under four headings – ‘story 

telling’, ‘Revision or recitation method’ or ‘rote learning religious formula’, ‘lecture’, 

‘showing’ and ‘exercising method’. However, there still were other significant ethics 

instructions displayed in that period, visual aids, etos, and fieldtrip for instance. Actually, this 

methods were not required in government promulgations or primary curricula, but they were 

really used in ethics instruction in primary classroom during the reform period. This analysis 

must be preceded by a brief consideration of the factors which dictated the adoption of these 

methods. 
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The telling method 

As the name suggests, the telling method seems similar to the lecture method (see 

below). This is based on the understanding that teachers constituted the primary conductors 

of this educational activity. By this activity, teachers conducted the activities of teaching and 

learning verbally, in the telling or narrating format. The choice of the topic selected for 

narration was usually collated the stories in ethics instruction were mainly about Buddha’s 

life, his disciples, and Ethical stories about Buddhism.  In Thailand, it was suggested in the 

curricula to use the stories from Buddha’s jataka. (the former of Buddha). With the teacher at 

the centre of action and the mouthpiece of educational knowledge, the activities of teaching 

and learning were a one-way street, with learners remaining quite passive. They were 

required simply to attend patiently to the lessons and stories of the teacher.  

Kitthavorn informs us that in the pre-reform period, temples doubled as schools and 

learning centres for all people.359 In this fact, male and boys, who would like to learn how to 

read and write, lived in the temples and learnt from monks. For the other people, they used 

the temples to be the centres for learning different knowledge. However from the inception 

of the reform period in 1871, the need to modernise the educational system gradually 

elevated teaching to the level of a career, restricted to trained professionals. This policy was 

quite the reverse of the pre-reform years, when monks served as teachers, and when there 

was no clear distinction between religious education and any other kind.360  

Each monk had a senior preceptor (Pra Uppatcha) who officiated at his ordination 

ceremony and who was assigned the responsibility of teaching and taking care of the newly 

ordained monk on an individual basis after his ordination, a practice that continues in some 

areas even today. The preceptor monk normally taught his disciples one-to-one. As the 

majority of the Buddhist texts used in this process were originally written in Pali, the 

preceptor taught his disciples by means of a sentence-by-sentence translation from Pali into 

Thai. As a follow up, the disciple carefully rehearsed the learnt sentences or phrases, while 

the teacher controlled his accuracy, step by step.361  
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These views have the support of Anumanratchathon, who tells us that during that 

period, each boy who was individually taught by a monk learnt a story on an ethical theme, 

and was expected to memorize and repeat it at the next learning session, after which the 

monk proceeded to the next story. Thus, the one-to-one telling method of instruction was 

used not only among monks themselves, but also during the instruction of seminarians, and 

temple boys.362 This is illustrated by the picture below, which shows the interaction between 

a preceptor monk and his pupil.363  

  

 

 

Picture 11. Traditional of Siam 
Education.  

 

 

 

But what educational lessons did the monks ‘tell’? It was quite simple. They told and 

elaborated what they themselves had learnt and knew from religious texts, most especially 

those concerned with stories of the Buddha’s life and his teachings, as well as Buddhist 

ethics. As Simon de La Loubere, a French Ambassador who travelled with Jesuit 

missionaries to Siam since C17th during the reign of King Narai recorded, it became 

fashionable for Siamese parents to send their children to live with, and learn from, relatives 

or famous monks whom they knew.364 While studying at the temple, the boys did not eat 

temple food, but rather depended on their parents’ offerings. The preceptors taught their 

students to read and write, the principles of Buddhist morality (Dhamma), and stories of the 
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life of Buddha.365 Seminarians (those boys who aspired to become monks themselves) wore 

habits like those of the monks. Under the guidance of their monk teachers, they lived, 

studied, meditated and performed puja – that is, ritual worship of the Three Jewels (the 

Buddha, his teaching, and his community of enlightened disciples). The telling method seems 

to have been the most basic and common method used by the preceptors. From the inception 

of the reform period in 1871, this method was adopted in Siamese primary school classrooms 

all over the country though the teacher-student ratio changed from 1:1 to one teacher to a 

group of pupils. 

From the viewpoint of modern theories of learning, an obvious drawback of the 

telling method was the passive role of the learner. It offered little or no opportunity for the 

development of creative or critical skills.366 On the other hand, it gave teachers wider 

opportunities of control over their classes. The understanding was that once the teacher took 

his stand to tell his stories to the class, children desisted from all acts of distraction and noise 

making, and focused on the lesson. This practice, however, widened the gap between teachers 

and pupils, who perceived their class teachers as superhuman similar to the traditional view 

of monks, who have been held in high esteem in Buddhist countries. 

This method may be considered as an out of date method in teaching, however, this 

doesn’t mean that this method should be given up in the primary classroom. Telling method 

can be a very useful method for ethics instruction, if the stories used are interesting or the 

teachers/tellers are skilful in telling. Look at Jesus’ teaching, he oftenly taught his disciples 

by telling stories and parables such as Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32), A Good Neighbor 

(Luke 10),367 etc. Those stories were easy to remember so that the disciples could re-tell or 

apply in their life. In my own experiences, story telling method is a powerful method in 

catechesis or teaching especially for a big group of audiences. 

Revision or recitation method 

The revision or recitation method formed another major method of school education 

available to teachers in Thai schools. Following this method, teachers were able to make 

individual assessments of their pupils prior to the commencement of any new lessons. 
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Authors claim that the revision method was intended “to get the metal turning,” (i.e. to 

‘warm up’ the learner’s mental faculties) and to make a systematic connection between 

previous learning and the new lesson. Our sources claim that this was also known as 

‘recapitulation’ or ‘consolidation of knowledge’.368 It was known as a method of ‘lesson 

connection’ (Tor nhang sue) or‘rote learning religious formula’ in the Thai educational 

system.  

According to Iwunna, the ‘questioning and highlighting techniques’ formed the core 

elements around which the application of this method revolved in Catholic mission schools 

in Nigeria. Explaining further, he maintains that the questioning method gave teachers the 

access to open the minds of their class pupils to the core contents of the previous lesson, 

while the highlighting method represented an attempt to repeat the major topics of the same 

subject taught in the previous lesson.369 This leads Depaepe et al to conclude that this 

approach promptly captures children’s attention.370 At this point, we should note that school 

textbooks were commonly used by Siamese teachers when revising lessons on ethics in 

classes. Textbooks formed the key educational aid. Naturally, such books were usually 

Buddhist religious texts, schoolbooks, and ancient books of educational relevance. However, 

the contents of lessons and subject of discussion influenced the choice of books used. 

It became a matter of professional ethics for teachers to ensure that learners followed 

the core elements of the lessons being revised. At the end of each lesson, children were 

expected to disperse to different corners of the school environment where they practiced their 

recitation in preparation for repeating it at the commencement of the next lesson.  

This explains the fact that in the revision method, the activity of recitation was 
highly significant, especially as opportunities were given to each and every 
student to recite the previous lesson before their teachers or monk teachers. 
This receives the support of Depaepe, Debaere, and Van Rompaey, who add 
that the practice demanded that pupils stood before their teachers and in front 
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of their classmates and recited specific lessons.371 For Coe, this was simply a 
game of word reproduction.372  

This informs us that the revision method of education formed a major method of 

teaching and learner-assessment in Siamese schools during the pre-reform era, as well as the 

schools modernisation period. Beyond the four walls of formal school institutions, 

monasteries and seminaries applied the same methods in the course of training their pupils. 

To that end, teacher monks asked each of their pupils to recite the previous lessons while 

they listened with critical attention. If a student could not rehearse it properly, the monk 

would repeat the lessons to him. But after three times, if a student still could not remember 

clearly, he could be punished.  

“In the evening, the disciple had to pick some flowers to offer to the monk 
teacher as a mark of respect (this was called dokmai tor nhang sue: ‘flowers to 
continue studying’). The student, on accomplishing the revision by recitation, 
would then progress to the next level, during which the monk narrated the next 
lesson, after which students were sent away to continue their individual 
recitation practices at different corners of the school compound or 
monastery.”373 

It then becomes quite understandable that the Thai educational system has continued 

to witness the application of the revision method of classroom education over the years, up to 

the present time. This is not to deny that the method has been practised alongside other 

methods of classroom education in schools and other educational institutions. The big 

difference was that in the new primary schools (unlike in the temples of the pre-reform era), 

learners who could not perform well in the recitation of the previous lessons were still given 

the opportunity to continue with the next lesson. It encouraged students to revise or repeat 

frequently their lessons, most especially the core contents of previous topics learnt. It created 

a forum for better, effective, and individual revision exercises, and discouraged the attitude of 

mere comprehension of educational elements contained in lessons. However, it must be 
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appreciated that caution necessarily needs to be employed in its excessive use and 

unprofessional overuse.374 

Lecture method 

Authors have classified this method as “the traditional method of teaching, wherein the 

lecturer transmits information in an autocratic fashion to passive student listeners. In the pure 

form, students have no opportunity to ask questions or offer comments during the lecture.”375 

According to this source, this method is considered most helpful when new topics or detailed 

information need to be presented. This is because it permits a large group of students to 

receive succinct information quickly within an organized perspective. It is further argued that 

the strength of this method is in its ability to present directly a great deal of information, or to 

reveal facts and prior knowledge and experiences. It adds that this method could be viewed as 

safer, easier, and more reliable. However, another source argues that this method is most 

frequently used in institutions of higher education throughout the world, and concludes that 

this technique is favoured in view of its ability to provide understanding to learners at this 

level. 376 

Even so, the method is still confronted with some sharp criticisms. For instance, 

Hyman strongly claims that “people have nowadays got a strange opinion that everything 

should be taught by lectures. Now, I cannot see that lectures can do so much good as reading 

the books from which the lectures are taken.”377 This leaves us with the impression that, for 

effective results, this method must be complemented by other educational methods. 

However, in the era of Siamese educational reform, this method remained the general trend. 

The result was that over the years, Siamese teachers, through the course of training and re-

training, acquired the skills of applying other relevant teaching methods in the delivery of 

class lessons. 

                                                 
374 Hyman, R. T. (1970). Introduction: Recitation as Interaction. Ways of Teaching. 
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However, it must be appreciated that the lecture method still remained significant in 

the educational system of Siam, most especially in the teaching of Ethics Instruction lessons. 

For instance, this received prominence in the Regulations for Basic Education of 1892 

(Kodpikad Moolsaman) which indicated that “in teaching Dhamma, the teacher usually asks 

students to recite the virtues of Buddha and perform puja (ritual worship of the Three Jewels) 

before or after the class.” It adds that explanations should be freely given to students and 

other learners, while teachers must be the learners’ role models of good conduct.378 

Thus, it seems possible that one key method by which teachers taught the primary 

school curricula on Ethics or morality was by asking pupils to recite worship of the Three 

Jewels in class. Meanwhile, the teachers also found time to explain the meaning of Dhamma 

to them. Teacher monks taught Ethics Instruction to students in primary classrooms during 

the pre-reform period. In doing this, they followed the national curricula, most especially in 

the areas of adopting a formal timetable, books and teaching methods, and examination 

techniques. However, the lecture method is not very different from the telling method that 

was in use in the temples. The major difference lay in its adoption of a more formal and 

structured approach in the delivery of lessons. It also handled a larger student group at a time. 

This became paramount in view of the need to accommodate the growing numbers of 

learners being enrolled in schools as a result of the government’s desire to expand primary 

education during the reform period.379 Teachers were encouraged to employ all possible 

teaching techniques which promoted this core objective of expansion.380  

As the country’s program of educational reformation progressed, a notable 

development was that trained lay people gradually took over from the monks the task of 

teaching in schools. The role played for centuries by monks as custodians of literacy and 

culture died away. At the same time, a greater variety of teaching methods came to be 

employed in classrooms by the new professional teachers. In the minds of the education 

planners, this was necessary in view of the growing role that schooling had to play in the 

development of the country. To that end, the lecture method was recognised as one of the key 

methods needed for the teaching and learning of Ethics or Buddhist virtue in primary school 

classrooms. Jandang (1993) provides support to this position with the claim that the lecture 
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method was the major method commonly used by most teachers of Ethics and Buddhism in 

primary schools.381  

Showing method 

The showing method (also known as the illustration method) was another classroom 

method of education followed in Siamese primary schools during the era of school reform. In 

this method, teachers provided opportunities for using nonverbal educational techniques in 

the delivery of lessons. Some sources say that this method was useful as a means of bringing 

concision and clarity to the topic being taught. The method reduced the risk of the learners 

misunderstanding crucial aspects of the lessons.382 By means of various graphic and 

illustrative materials, such as photographs, paintings, diagrams, wall maps, etc., learners were 

provided with images that clarified the content of what was being taught in class. Udoh 

maintains that through participation and observation, learners were effectively guided 

through the core content of lessons.383 It helped them to distinguish fact from fiction, and to 

appreciate core class lessons on the strength of their connectedness to knowledge 

empowerment. It also strengthened children’s abilities to make connections between lessons 

learnt at school and their daily lives outside the classroom.  

Laska and Goldstein add that in some educational contexts, files, slideshows, 

practical scientific experiments, and field trips were part and parcel of the showing 

method.384 We might add that images of the Buddha, religious paintings, and other religious 

graphic material were used in Ethics Instruction during the educational reform period. In 

addition, field trips to monasteries, seminaries, and other religious establishments formed 

part of the method. In this way, temples became crucial educational resources. Such trips 

helped to shape children’s educational and religious development, and their appreciation of 

the relevance of ethics in their personal lives, and in the overall social development of Siam. 

This demonstrates the fact that the showing method, which embraced elements of 

learning by experience and forms of personal contact with educational and religious objects, 
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was employed in a variety of ways. The fact that the stories of Buddha and his teachings 

were written on temples’ walls and Samud Koi (traditional books made of wood pulp and 

palm leaves), and illustrated in other paintings, underlines the importance of this method of 

education in schools. It was a powerful tool for the understanding of the core virtues of 

Buddhism, around which Ethics Instruction revolved. 

             

Picture 12.  Thai traditional/religious book which was made with pulp and palm leaves. 

Anumanrajathon strongly supports this opinion with the claim that every year during 

the Mahachart ceremony (commemorating a popular legend about a previous life of the 

Buddha as a generous prince), temples were decorated as locations in the forest setting of the 

Mahachart story. Thirteen cloth posters, each depicting one of the thirteen sections of the 

story of the Mahachart, were hung on the walls of the hall to help learners imagine the events 

of the story more vividly, and thereby absorb its ethical message more effectively. 

Anumanrajathon sees this as equivalent to the field trips which learners engage in today, and 

as comparable with the illustrative images of the ‘Way of the Cross’ displayed in Catholic 

schools.385 

Let us then conclude this discussion with the opinion of Kuporipan (2009, August), 

who claims that “when I was in primary school, which was run by Buddhist monks in my 

hometown, all the students gathered together every Friday after school time to perform ritual 

worship [of the Three Jewels], and attend the Monk’s sermon for an hour or two. Sometimes, 

we were brought to the temple that the school was attached to, to join in a ceremony on 

religious days, or simply to see the temple, Buddha’s statues, and appreciate the stories of the 
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Buddha depicted on the wall. The pictures of the Buddha’s life had been used by some 

teachers in the classroom for ethics instruction in the Buddhist context.” This underlines the 

fact that there are always several roads to any particular destination. It suggests that 

classroom activities alone have never been quite enough. Practical and illustrative educational 

activities outside the four walls of classrooms also matter, and advance learners’ educational 

empowerment. 

The Exercising method 

We have come to the last method of classroom education followed in Siamese 

primary schools during the educational reform period. That is the imitating or exercising 

method, also known as the activity method. This was not so much a single method as a 

diverse set of methods loosely bound together by the concept of ‘activity’. The set was a 

mixture of traditional practices with elements imported from the West. It included such 

things as ritual worship, sports, quasi-military drills, scouting activities, recitation exercises, 

and homework assignments. 386 In the minds of the government’s educational reformers, the 

connection between these seemingly disparate activities was that the students were required 

to do or produce something. In that sense, they could all be counted as examples of an 

‘active’ or ‘exercising’ method, in contrast to the other methods (such as the ‘telling’, 

‘lecture’, or ‘showing’ methods) in which the learners were essentially passive, or at least 

receptive to the teacher’s input. 

Obviously, some of the activities in the above list (e.g. the drills) were concerned 

with moulding behaviour and character, rather than imparting knowledge or understanding. 

However, the moulding of character was itself a key aim of the reformed Siamese 

educational system, and from that point of view the drills, sports, etc. were unequivocally 

regarded as educational methods. Knowledge and understanding were simply other means to 

that same, larger, end. We might compare this to the emphasis on team sports as a character-

forming activity in the British public school system of the colonial era. Indeed, the British 

model may have inspired the inclusion of sport in the ‘exercising method’. 

It might seem odd that ‘recitation’ (which also appears in its own right as the second 

method) puts in a repeat appearance here as part of the ‘exercising’ method. However, this is 

a consequence of the fact that the repertoire of teaching methods was not formulated at a 

single time as a logically consistent scheme. Rather, the repertoire grew organically over 
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time. The ‘recitation’ method, as such, was carried over from the time-honoured monastic 

tradition, where it was the necessary complement of the ‘telling’ method. The activity 

method, on the other hand, was in the main a modern addition to this tradition – one that 

arose from the transfer of education from the monasteries to the new primary schools. 

However, as recitation was clearly an ‘activity’ rather than a passive absorption of learning, it 

made sense to count it again under the new heading.  

 In the context of ethics instruction, ritual worship was an especially important item in 

the diverse range of activities encompassed by the ‘exercising method’. Ritual worship was 

directed to the Three Jewels (the Buddha, his Dhamma or teaching, and his Sangha or 

community of enlightened disciples). Through such worship, teachers imparted to their 

students the ethical principles and virtues. It imbued learners with attitudes of humility, 

simplicity, obedience, love, and commitment to duties. Van Vliet remarks that “everyone in 

the temple, leader, monks, seminarians, and temple boys, learns how to read and worship 

together in the morning and evening.” 387 This was underlined in the 1892 (Kodpikad 2435) 

Primary School Curriculum, which recommended that in the teaching of ethics, “the 

Dhamma is to be recited, translated and worshipped.”  388 

This was again highlighted by the 1911 Primary School Curriculum, which supported 

the employment of several practical activities of ‘learning by doing’ in the educational 

empowerment of learners. The activities of worship, moral discussion, and scouting became 

paramount in the handling of Ethics Instructions in schools. To that end, it was indicated that 

“the success of Ethics Instruction was dependent on practising, not [only] knowing.” 389 

Thus, a succession of Siamese educational curricula approved the inclusion of ethical 

and practical activities in primary schools’ curricula, under the umbrella of the ‘exercising 

method’. This policy program was driven by, among other things, the need to influence the 

educational and moral development of Siamese citizens, bearing in mind their future roles in 

the development of the country. The understanding was that, with the aid of practical 
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educational activities, children’s core values could be shaped decisively for the rest of their 

lives.  

Modern Technology and the 20th century Thai Classroom 

The approach of the 20th century and the birth of the computer age in the last quarter of the 

twentieth century that opened the door to the modernization of the traditional methods of 

classroom education in the 19th and 20th century discussed in this chapter, which were 

followed in schools and educational institutions in Thailand and other technology-driven 

countries of the world, most especially those in the southeast parts of the Asian continent. 

Driven by this era of technological breakthrough, scientific and technology-based educational 

programs which enhanced the quality of teaching and learning in schools were developed. 

Scientific and computer-based educational programs which modernized the traditional 

teaching methods followed in schools were introduced into classrooms. Supported by these 

technological programs of school education, teachers and pupils found the activities of 

teaching and learning interesting and motivating. 

In line with this development, it is not out of place that schools and educational 

institutions in China, Indonesia, Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand, Hong Kong, India, Japan, 

Malaysia, South Korea, etc., recorded huge benefits from this technological awareness, and 

consequently tailored their programs of education along the lines of the science and 

technology. In the methods of delivering classroom lessons therefore, no stones were left 

unturned as information and communication technology was adapted to the classroom. Thus, 

modern technology has developed computers, audio visual facilities, television sets, computer 

projectors, microphones, listening devices, video cassettes, radios tape recorders, and 

calculators which enhance the quality of classroom education provided in Thai schools. As it 

were, these technological equipments introduced the desired modernity and light of literacy 

in the methods of handling lessons in schools and educational institutions in Thailand and 

several of its Asian neighbours.390  

For instance, our field trip to a few primary schools in Bangkok provided crucial 

support to this claim, which I like to summarize briefly while using the audio visual screen as 

a typical example. With the aid of the audio visual, learners’ senses vision, sight, and oratory 

were touched simultaneously. As an aid in the telling method of education for instance, the 
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educational program presented on the screen maximized teachers’ talking time, as well as 

boosted the quality of his presentation. Effectively, as learners’ senses were glued to the 

screen, the teacher talked less, while pupils also took turns to talk, as well as play other roles 

in the course of the lesson. As an aid in the teaching of Ethics in schools, audio visual 

displays assist teachers apply the exercising or imitating method more professionally, most 

especially in the mastery of the Buddhist prayer rituals in schools.391 

As a technological aid, it impacted children’s practical knowledge of the core contents 

of lessons, most especially in the areas of story-telling, oratory, pronunciation, reading, etc. It 

impacted the quality of their listenership, and motivated their abilities to play role models of 

leadership in the class and within the larger Thai society. Thus, instead of allowing 

themselves to be driven by the contents of the educational lessons being delivered, modern 

technology provides them the opportunities of participating more actively in their classroom 

activities. The effect is that this development made wider impacts in the literacy development 

of young learners, and eliminated elements of stress and boredom in class activities. 392  

Again, using this audio visual facility as an aid in the activity method of classroom 

education in the teaching of Mathematics, children are practically led through the core 

methods of calculation. With the aid of the graphic displays of human images doing specific 

forms of calculation, children are motivated to apply similar practical methods in their own 

calculation tasks. Used an aid in the teaching of sports too, the graphic displays provide 

learners with firsthand practical guides which direct their sporting activities. Tactically then, 

learners feel motivated to follow the exact examples provided by the screen images displayed 

in the class during the day’s lessons. 393  

With these few illustrations, no one is left in any doubt about the relevance and 

educational role which technological devices such as video cassettes, television sets, audio 
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visual machines, tape recorders, microphones, radios, and modern science equipments made 

in the handling of lessons in primary schools in Thailand. With these modern educational 

aids, teachers are supported to apply appropriate professional skills and educational methods 

in the handling of their class lessons. The larger effect is that teachers are able to impact the 

learning dispositions of learners, as well as elicit their understanding abilities with less 

difficulty.394 Supported with the appropriate technological educational aids, children pay rapt 

attention to class activities. Class lessons become more interactive, more lively, and a duo 

dimensional activity between teachers and pupils. To that end, learners are supported to 

develop critical and individual minds about the lessons being presented. Pupils become more 

independent, more inquisitive, open-minded, and more creative. Above all, the use of modern 

technological devices enhances the quality of teachers’ outputs during the lessons, most 

importantly when microphones are used in delivering lessons in larger classes.395  

Again, it is important to appreciate the fact of the relevance of computers as core 

classroom aids in the 20th century Thai school education. Computers enhance children’s 

abilities to become part and parcel of their own education, as well as enable them develop 

individual and critical knowledge of class lessons. Computers motivate children’s abilities to 

learn more deeply, most especially when lessons which require the application of the activity 

or exercising method are being delivered. Sitting in front of computers, children are 

motivated to develop the attitude of self competence, scientific awareness, entrepreneurship, 

and craze for more knowledge. Computer designed educational programs offer learners the 

abilities to develop individual approaches to specific problems and class tasks. They assist 

children pay closer attention to the educational lessons which they consider relevant to their 

lives and future careers, as well as enable them pick out what is valuable from the whole 

bunch of materials presented for learning.396  

It could then be said that the introduction of scientific and technology-based teaching 

aids into Thai classrooms brought numerous positive innovations in the traditional methods 

of classroom education associated with the pre-reform periods. The adaptation of the modern 

day educational aids teachers’ abilities to handle their class lessons more scientifically and 
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precisely, without boring learners with their inefficiencies and lack of preparations for 

specific lessons. The adaptation of modern technological devices into classroom education 

made teaching and learning attractive to both teachers and learners. They encourage learners 

to develop the attitude of self confidence, as well as assist teachers consolidate their 

professional roles as the number one mangers of classroom education. To cap it all, the birth 

of the 20th century technology-based educational aid has enhanced the quality of what 

children learn at school, as well as improved their knowledge of practical skills. Most 

importantly, the introduction of modern technological devices in Thai primary schools has 

been an attempt to cut off the bookish nature of learning, but rather converted it to a more 

practical educational training, as have been considered relevant to individual learner’s future 

career needs.  

Conclusion 

It is a commonplace that routine brings boredom and mental stagnation. Conversely, 

many sayings (‘a change is as good as a rest’; ‘variety is the spice of life’; etc.) remind us 

that variations in routine can revitalise our interest in our experience. The implications for 

education are obvious: classroom activities would become boring and even oppressive if only 

a single method of instruction was used. Thus, to sustain effective learning over time, there is 

a need for frequent changes of instructional methods. In order to re-charge the mental 

batteries of learners, teachers have to apply a variety of strategically relevant approaches. 

This common insight seems to have shaped the way that the governmental reformers of 

Siamese education after 1871 prescribed a variety of teaching methods in their official 

curricula. 

We have surveyed the range of teaching methods approved for use in Siamese 

primary schools during the period of educational reform – ‘telling’, ‘recitation’, ‘lecture’, 

‘showing’ and ‘exercising’. Our discussion has been an attempt to create historical insight 

into the major methods of imparting learners with the educational empowerments and ethics 

instructions which they were deemed to need as citizens of a modern state. The choice of 

particular methods of lessons delivery was influenced by the nature and scope of the subject 

being taught. 

 



 

Chapter Seven 

Classroom Educational Aids 

Introduction 

The project of modernization of the primary school curricula and the school system during 

the period of educational reformation in Thailand mounted demands for the introduction and 

application of appropriate teaching materials in schools. Delivery and attainment of the 

desired results necessitated the provision and supply of appropriate teaching and learning aids 

needed in schools. Just as every farmer requires the necessary materials needed for proper 

farm work, both teachers and students (learners) needed to be armed with the fundamental 

educational aids to enable them to deliver positive results. Naturally the responsibilities of 

funding education rest solidly on the shoulders of the Thai government. Not only financial 

aids, but to make available to schools all necessary educational aids which enhance the 

processes of imparting learners with the desired educational curricula was the duty of the 

government.  

In the previous chapter we have attempted to underline the various teaching methods 

recommended and practiced in the schools. Our task in this chapter is to discuss some of the 

key educational aids which made the activities of teaching and learning in schools effective. 

Our attempt is to highlight the key educational aids which the era of educational reform 

ushered into the system to supplement the various delivery methods in the primary education. 

So our effort is to answer this key question: What were the fundamental educational aids 

provided in Thai primary schools during the period of educational reform? 

Our analysis here will be divided into three major sections. In our initial section, we 

shall provide a definition of what the concept of educational aid represents. We will try to 

define it with the help of various views and opinions of different authors and writers on 

education. Our second section will present an overview of the normal Thai primary school. 

This preliminary discussion is hoped to provide us with a pictorial image of what the Thai 

primary school looked like, wherein the curricular and extra-curricular activities were 

conducted using those aids. Our final segment will focus directly on the key educational aids 

which the Thai government provided for the educational impartation to children in schools. 

To use a phrase from the Thai agrarian background, our target is to analyze the key 
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educational ingredients with which the soup of children’s education was served in schools 

during the reform period.  

Defining Educational Aid 

Our fundamental question here is: What does the concept of educational aid imply in the 

scientific community? Academic environment is a global community. It thrives on the 

support and contributions of its members all over and the scientific world. Their knowledge 

bank and educational expertise are of utmost importance in assisting the teachers to handle 

their lessons systematically and more efficiently.397 The deployment of the various 

educational aids conceived by them in classrooms guide teachers to define the key objectives 

of each lessons properly. And they make children active and cooperative participants in class 

activities.398  

Nevertheless there is no one common understanding of what an effective educational 

aid is. Nor is there any unanimously recommended aid in education. There are various and 

diverse aspects that determine the effectiveness of it. But based on the opinions of a few 

authors from different parts of the globe, we shall try to see what could be considered an 

effective educational aid. Walberg and Haertel accept this approach as the use of cross 

cultural surveys of information athering.399  

Fox defines educational aids as those classroom instructional materials, teaching aids, 

or curriculum materials which are used by school teachers in the course of delivering their 

lessons. According to him, the primary objective behind the adoption of those educational 

materials was to enhance and motivate learners’ understanding of the subjects being taught in 

the class and thus to elicit their complete participation in the activities of teaching and 

learning at school. For him such aids constitute an important resource for the development of 

skills in learners.400 

Similarly, Agada and Depaepe et al maintain that classroom educational aids refer to 

those materials which are specifically designed for the purposes of handling teaching and 

learning activities in schools. They add that with the aid of such aids, children are stimulated 
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to learn. Children are assisted to translate abstract concepts into really meaningful principles, 

which impact their careers, lives, and attitudes as educated men and women, adult males and 

females, and community leaders in their future lives. To that effect, it is the opinion of these 

authors that such aids help the children to imbibe the knowledge of things that are concrete 

and practical faster and, prior to understanding them mentally.401  

From a similar perspective, Iwunna holds that the concept of educational aids makes 

reference to those instructional materials which teachers employ in school classrooms for the 

primary purposes of impacting children’s understanding of specific subjects being taught. 

According to him, the use of teaching and learning aids hold a number of merits. They 

enhance teaching and learning, as well as motivate children’s participation in class activities. 

Such instructional aids enable learners create individual images of lessons learnt in class, and 

facilitate their translation of those lessons into concrete and practical concepts.402 

Finally, Nadler accepts the concept of educational aids as refering to those 

instructional materials which teachers use in their classrooms in the course of dealing with 

the educational activities of lessons delivery. According to this author, such educational aids 

guide learners to acquire better understanding of specific subjects taught in the class.403 

Thus all authors in the educational field are of the same opinion that the relevance of 

teaching aids in schools cannot be done without. As an approach towards enabling in learners 

a wider impact, as well as to make better perceptions of their lessons, classroom instructional 

aids enhance their learning effectiveness. They assist learners make practical contacts 

between abstract theories and concrete terms. Instructional materials support effective 

knowledge transfer from teacher to pupils, and consolidate their abilities to develop 

individual meanings out of lessons learnt at school.  
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Picture 13. A typical Thai primary school classroom, with different teaching aids in place.  

 

 

 The picture gives a preview of the various educational aids which enhance the 

activities of teaching and learning in Thai primary schools during the post-modernization era 

of school education in Thailand. More about them we will elaborate in the final section of 

this chapter.  

The Thai Primary School: An Overview 

As was mentioned earlier, there is no set of universally effective educational aids, that is 

applicable everywhere. Just as differently set up human bodies respond to the same medicines 

in different ways, the effectiveness of educational imparting depends on different aspects. For 

example, the use of ordinary visuals may have different impacts on students from an agrarian 

background and on learners from urban areas. In the same way, the effectiveness depends a 

lot on the mode of its implementation, the amount of class room discipline, the interest of the 

administrative body etc. Therefore, it is important to have a view of a Thai primary school to 

evaluate the effectiveness of the various aids that were used there. Put differently, we should 

create an image of the educational activities, which took place on a normal Thai primary 

school day in all its aspects before we explore the various aids that were at the disposal of the 

teachers. We shall attempt to survey the activities of the key players whose participations 

constituted part and parcel of the school system. The purpose behind this is to provide us 

ample impressions of what the Thai primary school looked like, what were the roles of the 

key players involved, the tasks of the administration, what were allowed or disallowed in 

schools etc. This will create a clearer perception of the totality of activities which went on in 
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schools, where the various educational aids were applied with a view to facilitate the 

activities of learner empowerment within the four walls of primary schools. We shall attempt 

to do this surveying the following. 

Discipline 

As a starting point, we accept the definition of Page & Thomas as what the notion of school 

discipline implies. According to them discipline means “teachers’ classroom control or 

general restraint of pupil behavior.’’ And it goes without saying that the project of 

educational reform in the Thai educational system demanded a lot of discipline on the part of 

both teachers and pupils.404 But discipline implies much more than mere control of the 

pupils’ behaviour. It refers to creating an atmosphere conducive to serious and effective 

learning process through the proper behaviour of both the teachers and the learners. 

As pupils’ role models, it was demanded that teachers exhibit attitudes of discipline at 

school and at home. They were required to teach learners lessons of discipline and obedience 

by their personal attitudes, behaviors, commitments, and profession. It was therefore, already 

in the minds of the planners of the reformed educational curricula that the policy of impacting 

upon the future of the Thai youth through an improved curricula on Ethics Instruction would 

be quite impossible if teachers failed to show discipline, comport themselves in regimented 

manners, and thus motivate learners to acquire the attitudes of moral consciousness needed 

for nation building.405 Therefore, in planning the education curricula they emphasized 

teachers active participation in instructing the learners through their personal lives. 

On the part of learners, the demand for discipline was never more serious. Coming 

from the heels of the need to impart them with the religious values of moral sensitivity, which 

were imperative in view of their future roles as leaders of the nation, teachers were 

encouraged to ensure that they cut attitudes of good behavior at school. Teachers were asked 

to ensure that pupils obeyed all school regulations without fail. They were to attend schools 

regularly and punctually. As school attendants and educational recipients, they were 

compelled to abide by all rules and conducts, which guided their activities and dispositions at 

school. It was mandatory that they obeyed their teachers and head teachers in all cases. They 

were required to perform all school tasks and assignments, participated in all school 

activities, obeyed their parents, and exhibited attitudes of friendship, love, and tolerance with 
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other pupils at schools. School discipline also required learners to be honest, hard working, 

tolerant of one another, putting into perspectives the ethical demands of the Buddhist faith.406. 

Thus, it was an official policy that absolute discipline be maintained at school both on 

the part of learners and their teachers. For its effective enforcement forms of punishments 

were given to pupils or teachers who fell short of the law or disobeyed the standards set for 

school activities. As such, suspension from school, dismissal, manual labor, counseling, and 

verbal admonition served as forms of punishment in schools. To ensure strict compliance, 

supervisors of education were deployed at schools and educational institutions.407 Such strict 

emphasis on school discipline was based on the view that no schools and educational 

institutions could operate effectively in an environment where teachers and pupils closed 

their eyes to the core values and demands of personal discipline.  

School Uniforms  

The introduction of school uniforms in schools formed another major area of emphasis by the 

architects of the educational reform. Following the introduction of the national policy of 

keeping all school children in uniforms during school periods, the governments of the era 

intended to show the difference between, among other things, the education which used to be 

imparted in monasteries by teacher monks, and those of the modern period when trained 

teachers were fully in charge of all classroom educational activities. As it were, the planners 

of the education wanted to inject into school children the culture of cleanliness, discipline, 

and commitment to school life. Understandably then, it was taught that when children 

appeared in their uniforms, their adaptability to school life was enhanced, which also 

impacted their performances.408  

 The policy of wearing uniforms in schools was also intended to adapt the 

modern Thai educational system to its western counterparts. It was planned to create a 

common ground between western educational practices and those of the Thais. As a result 

children began to attend schools, dressed in tailor-made western-styled shirts and shorts, or 
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trousers as the case might be. This was a quick cut away from the earlier methods which 

allowed learners to attend schools in their traditional outfits or various colors and designs.409  

Obviously the introduction of uniforms in schools during the period of schools reform 

in Thailand was envisaged as an additional means to sensitize learners about the attitudes of 

self discipline, dedication to education, and attitude of tolerance and love for one another. As 

a result Thai children began to feel special and quite different from their former traditional 

and illiterate selves. It was also intended to consolidate the position of teachers as the sole 

authorities or custodians of educational knowledge at school. Surely, teachers are the real 

domesticators of pupils’ thoughts. 410The policy of allowing learners to attend schools in the 

uniforms approved for their schools, to a great extent consolidated the Thai governments’ 

target of westernizing the country’s educational system. In no little way, it created a social 

platform between western and Thai educational practices.  

The School Day 

The approved school day during the period of educational reform was between the hours of 

8am to 2pm during the five day school week. The routine was that junior primary schools 

enjoyed 25 hours of education per week (that is 5 hours per day), while their senior 

counterparts had a 30 hour schedule per week. That is 6 hours each day. It was mandatory 

that schools remained operational within the approved period of time, when teachers and 

pupils performed their different roles of teaching and learning. The emphasis on such a strict 

policy regarding precise school days was meant to provide equal and openhanded 

opportunities to all Thai pupils so that theyenjoy their primary school education unhindered, 

and this was in line with the principles of the country’s 1st Education Scheme.411  

The policy of allocating specific hours of the working days of the week for schooling 

activities in primary schools and other educational institutions was one of those systematic 

and deliberate efforts of the educational reformers to bring the country’s educational system 

on a par with their Western counterparts. It was a carefully planned attempt to create a 

different path for formal school activities, separated from all other activities outside the four 

walls of the school.. The system of confining both teachers and pupils within the 

geographical terrains of schools within the official hours of school period was a bold attempt 
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to encourage both pupils and their teachers to spend ample time in school work, and avoid the 

distractions of family life, social life, religion, and other personal matters outside school.412  

Such a police was clearly based on the fact that school education needs special time 

on the part of teachers, learners, and parents. It needs sacrifice and commitment from all 

parties involved in the educational process. There must not be any conflicts between school 

times, and other times for non schooling activities at home and elsewhere and it was given 

proper consideration and implementation by the countries’ education planners.  

Family Names 

As a further step towards reforming the Thai educational system, King Rama VI promulgated 

a decree in 1913, which placed an official stamp on the use of family names, or surnames. In 

the king’s minds, the adoption of family names gave official identities to their bearers and 

their lineages. Following this pronouncement, pupils, parents, and the larger population of 

Thais were mandated to choose family names for themselves and their siblings. They offered 

formal identifiers and marks of uniqueness to pupils, which distinguished them from other 

pupils and mates, both at school and elsewhere.413 In support of the relevance of family 

names, Iwunna says that such names defined persons, their roots, and histories. He holds that 

with the aid of family names, it was possible to trace any person’s ancestral links and family 

ties accurately, as family names distinguish families from one another, and create unique 

identities for individual blood links among persons who share similar ancestral 

relationships.414 

Clearly, this represents another western custom which was injected into the Thai 

cultural and educational system. Since the western world attached much importance to family 

names, which were seen as special markers of individual uniqueness, there was the need to 

introduce their usage into the Thai value system also as an innovation in the family system. 

With the use of these names, individual families appreciated the dignity and privileges of 

being distinct from their other friends and neighbors.  

With new and distinct names, Thai families began to breathe the air of distinction and 

freedom of difference, and they were the only approved official identifiers of persons in all 

official matters such as international passports, school documents, official addresses, 
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population registration details, and other official documents demanded by the state. It became 

an official policy of the government to identify persons only by their family names and to the 

students they became marks of their identity and difference. The attachment to their unique 

family names or family tree made them more serious in studies and disciplined in life.  

School Structures and Funding 

The policy of educational reform in Thailand made huge fiscal demands for the erection of 

formal school structures for educational purposes all over the country. As a developmental 

policy, the project of educational reform could not have been an issue if there were no formal 

and designated structures clearly designated and carefully constructed for the purposes of 

providing education to pupils. Therefore, the project of educational reforms involved a 

careful building of architectural buildings where children were carefully accommodated 

during the period of their school days.415  

Naturally, the project of erecting school buildings placed huge financial demands on 

the Thai government and local communities. A successful completion of such projects gulped 

huge amounts of cash, building materials, time, and labor. Ample amount of time was also 

needed for its completion. Embarking on this project s also made high demands for suitable 

pieces of land from local communities and families. Above all, the project demanded the 

services of an architect, who provided the detailed technical assistance needed for the 

practical execution of the building project, which again involved reasonable financial costs.  

Thus funding of primary school education in Thailand during the earlier years of the 

schools reform period involved the financial commitments of three key players, namely, the 

Thai government, local community contributions, and individual persons who made generous 

voluntary contributions to that effect. Beginning from 1921 onwards, Educational Taxes 

began to be levied on community males who are within the age range of 18 to 60 years, for 

the purposes of executing these school projects. However, in view of the priority given to 

education, the government most often footed the lion’s share of the financial burden.416 But 

during the later years of the program, and following the birth of the new policy of 

compulsory primary school education started in 1921, the government took over the total 

funding of schools. This was in view of making schooling opportunities available to all Thai 

children of school going age. Consequently, there was an increased fiscal allocation to the 
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Education Ministry, for the funding of schools all over the country.417 With this development, 

primary education became legally compulsory for all children of school ageand parents were 

compelled to ensure that their children attended schools. To guarantee its strict compliance, 

education officers, also known as District Officers, combed different towns and villages 

where they monitored the enforcement of this order.418  

School Prayers 

Another step towards the moral development of the learners in this period was the 

introduction of daily prayers in the school. It was made a matter of official protocol that 

Buddhist prayers were conducted before the official commencement of each day’s school 

activity. In conformity with the national policy of impacting learners’ moral development 

through the inculcation of Buddhist values, consistent daily prayers represented one of the 

key media through which this objective could be attained.419 Regular prayer life at school 

impacted children’s religious and moral dispositions, which in the long run influenced their 

future development. Essentially, school prayers brought daily moral lessons into the minds of 

learners, and continued to remind them of the obligations to imbibe the religious values and 

doctrines of Buddhism in their lives, professional careers, attitudes, and relationships. 

Through the attitude of prayers children and teachers submitted their days’ activities into the 

hands of the Creator, while also submitting to his holy will. As it were, similar prayer rituals 

were conducted in Christian schools too. 

Usually, these prayers were conducted by lay teachers. In view of their professional 

roles as managers of school education, the duties of leading in daily prayer sessions formed a 

part of their responsibilities. During the pre-reform period this role was exclusively 

performed by monks when the responsibilities of providing education to pupils fell on their 

shoulders. However, the winds of change which marked the period of educational 

reformation in Thailand brought school teachers to the limelight and entrusted them with the 

total responsibility for the handling of all the educational activities connected with the 

training of young children at school.420  
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Games and Sports 

Sports and games formed one major activity of school education during the period of 

educational reform in Thailand. To that effect, sporting activities such as football, racing, 

handball, swimming, jumping, etc. were taught and learnt at school. As an educational 

activity, these were designed to train the learners physically and mentally. Since it was 

understood that a healthy body is synonymous with a healthy mind, the activities of sporting 

represented one key medium through which children were assisted to grow as able-bodied 

citizens of the country, who could be fit enough to function as strong civil servants or as 

members of the military forces when needed. Through their participation in sporting activities 

therefore, they were expected to become citizens with physical dispositions of hardiness, 

patriotism, piety, fearlessness, and devotion to the nation and the king.421  

King Rama V, in his letter to Phraya Wisut (the Siamese Ambassador to London) in 

1899 made the government’s position explicit. In his own words: 

 The main problem of our country right now is that we are poor in men. 
Nothing is more serious than this poverty. All developments in the country 
which have not progressed, at any level of endeavor, are due to this reason… 
This feeling of poverty which arises in all of us is not only mine. It arises in 
everyone whose governmental responsibilities require the use of men. For 
example, Prince Damrong needs dozens or even a hundred new civil servants 
each year; Prince Mahis has to send several dozen of Financial Commissioners 
to new settlements each year.422 

 No doubt, this communiqué is suggestive of Thailand’s need for able-bodied men and 

women, who could be recruited into offices of higher responsibility in the state.  

The advocates of the reform seem to have clearly understood the meaning of the 

common English adage which says that “all works and no play make Jack a dull boy”. The 

regular educational activities would have been definitely very boring if there were no 

provisions for periodical sporting and games activities. Boredom, physical and mental 

distress, and various forms of psychological distractions would have dribbled the energy and 

motivation out ofthe children if provisions were not made for some out-of-classroom 

recreational activities, which provided learners the opportunities of refreshing themselves, as 

well as exercising their physical and mental selves.  
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School Administration 

It was quite phenomenal that school administration was one important areas of innovations 

focused upon during the period of the Thai educational reform. The overall structure of 

administration the Thai government adopted in the running of its schools was western in 

style. It employed a hierarchical makeup of orders in the management of schools where 

individual cadre of officers were allotted specific duties and responsibilities. It wanted to 

make the Thai educational sector a joint and collaborative effort of a team of recruited civil 

servants and education officers in the European style. . King Rama V became very keen on 

this after the conclusion of his European tours which commenced on 21st March, 1896.423 

In order to achieve the key objectives of modernizing the Thai educational system to 

the first administrative development was the creation of the office of the Ministry of 

Education, which was also known as the Ministry of Dharmakarn. Among others, it became 

the responsibility of this ministry to impart quality education all over the land. In its effort to 

realize this goal the ministry appointed a team of several other officers at the national, 

provincial, district, and village levels who were directly responsible for the implementation of 

the reform policies.424 Through such an organized system of administration in the Ministry of 

Education as well as other ministriesall official orders, circulars, mails, information, and 

instructions from the highest chain of command at the ministry could easily reach the the 

grounds where the actual implementations of such mandates were executed. At the lower 

level, each primary school was headed by a headmaster (head teacher), who worked with a 

team of school teachers in running the schools’ daily activities, particularly effective learning 

programmes.The officers at the lowest cadre of the ladder took up the responsibilities of 

translating the official mandates into practical reality and helped the headmaster and his team 

of teachers in its implementation. In this sense teachers became the final executors of the 

reformed educational curricula approved for adoption in schools. The effect was that the 

project of education and schools management, just like the other sectors of the Thai national 

life, began to emerge as a matter of collective responsibility among civil servants and other 

employees.425  
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School Age  

The Thai government of the schools reform period prescribed eight years as the official age 

of maturity when pupils must be enrolled into primary schools. It was the plan of the 

government that children who enrolled at this age graduated from primary schools by 

fourteen. In compliance with the national target of compulsory primary school education, 

which was meant to help the nation to launch into the 21st century, every effort was taken to 

make sure that all children receive the necessary education according to their age. And fines 

and other forms of penalties were inflicted upon the parents who failed to send the children to 

schools at this age.426  

 According to La Louber and Schouten’s observatgion, the conception was that 

enrolling children into primary schools at the age of eight allowed them enough time to attain 

both mental and physical maturity prior to coming to schools. By that age they were 

supposedly prepared well enough to adapt to school life and educational situations once they 

arrived at school.427 Moreover, the attainment of that age presumably made children to feel 

independent enough while living without the ‘eyes of their parents’, for the short period of 

time they stayed at school daily. So it seems that it was a wise move from the planners of the 

country’s modernized educational system to fix the age of eight for enrollment into primary 

schools.  

Classroom Teaching and Learning Aids 

Having made an overview of the Thai primary school, our discussion shall now focus on the 

core educational aids, which aided the activities of teaching and learning in primary schools 

in attaining the modern style education to all Thai learners. In doing that, we shall also pay 

close attention to their relevance towards impacting children’s understanding of what was 

being taught in the class rooms during the period of Thailand’s educational reform. It is to be 

noted that for its proper implementation the Department of Educational Techniques was setup 

as the agency in full charge of the supply of necessary teaching and learning aids needed for 

proper learning. The following sections briefly explain the various key educational aids 

employed in the handling of its teaching and learning activities in schools.  
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Classroom Textbooks 

It goes without saying that the impartation of the Western model of education in any land, 

cannot survive without approved textbooks designed for the purposes. The European model 

of education counts the use of textbooks among the core educational ingredients which form 

part and parcel of an effective delivery of education. As Lieber puts it, the use of textbooks as 

core educational icons of classroom education to a large extent manipulate, motivate, 

challenge, and empower children’s minds, and convey a broader dimensional perspective of 

the world around them and beyond their imaginations.428 Without the careful use of 

designated and government approved classroom textbooks in classrooms therefore, one 

would be talking possibly of a different kind of educational system, the traditional one.  

Some authors even think that a Western education can never be considered worthy of 

this name if children and learners were not methodically exposed to the cultures and skills of 

reading and writing. Just like blood sustains life, classroom textbooks constitute the core 

educational icon. As Sargent and Orata point out, following this tradition, the Thai education 

depended largely on book learning.429 And Kleppe describes this core educational icon as 

“the primary medium” of classroom education.430  

In the opinion of Depaepe & Van Gorp, school textbooks constitute a compendium of 

knowledge to children’s educational development. As icons of classroom education and 

beacons of intellectual growth, they impact on children’s overall knowledge and literacy 

development. They present a different, but unique image of the world to children, which at 

the long run, impact their knowledge and wider perception of events and circumstances. In 

the contexts of school education therefore, classroom textbooks count among children’s 

fundamental sources of knowledge, enlightenment and ‘eye opening.’431 In the case of 
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Thailand, the dreams of improving the quality of school education and bringing them to the 

world standards from a western perspective would have suffered catastrophic ends if Thai 

classrooms were denied the opportunities of exposing their pupils to the use of textbooks, 

which involved the art of reading and writing. Exposed to the skills of reading and writing 

then, pupils gradually came to grips with the attitudes of usefully handling their class 

textbooks, and in the course of time, they could make real intellectual meanings out of them. 

This graduallymade them capable of developing personal and intellectual acumen on the 

basis of their contents.432  

There were a number of popular school textbooks used in Thai classrooms during the 

educational reform period. The ‘Chindamanee’, which was authored by Pra Horathibodi, 

under the royal mandate of King Narai 433 was the foremost among them. This textbook 

which survived decades of classroom use remained an icon in the teaching and learning of the 

Thai language in schools. It was also a major tool employed in teaching Buddhist Dhamma 

and other religious texts which were considered relevant for the inculcation of moral values 

to learners. Other important textbooks used during the reform era included the ‘Subhasit 

Praruang’ (King Ruang’s adages), ‘Traibhum Praruang’ or ‘Traihumikatha’ (a Thai 

translation of the Pali Mahajataka).There were also other textbooks such as the ‘Prathom kor 

ka’ (a spelling primer) and the ‘Prathom mala’ (a grammar primer), which helped the 

handling of classroom education during the schools reform period.434 

It is quite interesting to note that these textbooks were originally produced in the pre-

reform period. But they continued to form part of school education, during the reform era.435 

And authors are of one opinion that their popularity, continued production, and wider usage 

in schools all over the Thai nation impacted the advancement of the nation’s push towards 

educational reform.436 Interestingly, all school textbook cover pages bear titles which 
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Makarewitsch and Bezrogow describe as conveyors of the connotative messages or 

knowledge contained inside the pages of the books themselves.437  

Quintessentially, there were government approved textbooks for each of the different 

school subjects, whose curricula contents depended on learners’ grades or years of primary 

school life.438 And they were published or re-published periodically with the approval of the 

education ministry.439 In fact the Ministry of Education took charge the publication and 

distribution of the required textbooks to schools. Starting from 1906 when monks still played 

pivotal roles in the dissemination of education to learners, all costs associated with the 

production and circulation of them were born by the government.440With the help of these 

books teachers and school managers were able to better translate the targets of the Thai 

government’s reform policy into reality. As Buddhist ethics formed a key theme in the books, 

the teachers were able to guide learners to acquire and imbibe the religious ethics of 

Buddhism. Armed with the relevant school textbooks, learners were also able to engage in 

individual studies at home and at school, with the effect that they were able to develop 

individual meanings out of what they read from the textbooks.  

In addition the primary school text books were meant to help them grasp basic factors 

of life itself, as they begin their life. For instance, in the 1955 Educational Curriculum for 

primary schools, the textbook on the subject of Social Education consisted of six major 

topics. These topics which taught pupils important issues concerning, for instance, their 

family information, such as names, family names, age, date of birth, etc. This subject also 

taught pupils lessons on areas concerning school information, which included school’s name, 

location, playground, year of establishment, head teacher, population, etc. They also 

contained basic moral lessons of life and hence its contents impacted children’s knowledge, 
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and understanding of the subject, but at the same time formed their moral and religious 

dispositions.441  

As it were, the government’s targets of educational modernization was not found 

wanting in the areas of school textbooks production and distribution. Towards accomplishing 

the national goals of improved and compulsory primary school education,  

Exercise books 

It is quite traditional that the teaching and learning in Western education methods demand a 

number of educational activities or tasks by both teachers of learners. On the part of learners 

and school attendants, their educational development could only be complete if they were 

actively engaged in various forms of classroom activities which involved reading and writing 

exercises, among other things. These exercises were meant to assist the learners develop and 

acquire literacy skills and educational knowledge as envisioned in their curricula. For 

instance, through pupils’ active participations in classroom educational activities, their 

knowledge of word power increased, which impacted their knowledge of different fields 

connected with their school education.442 They armed learners with the tools needed to 

translate their literacy skills into practical black and white images. 

In addition to such training in reading and writing and vocabulary, classroom 

exercises such as calculations, subtractions, multiplications, dictations, writing, and notes 

taking were performed by pupils in classrooms. Unlike the traditional methods, in the revised 

modern style of schooling these tasks were never done in the abstract, on palm leaves or on 

the dusty sands. They were carefully performed on classroom exercise books. These exercise 

books were crucial parts of children’s educational materials which they had to carry with 

them every time. They carried them along with the other classroom materials in their school 

bags before leaving their homes each morning. On the pages of these classroom writing 

materials, children wrote down any tasks which they might be required to perform in the 

course of their daily schooling activities.443  
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Learning and instruction. The Journal of the European Association for Research on Learning and 
Instruction, 15(1), 477-496. 
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Without doubt therefore, class exercise books represent a major icon of educational 

empowerment in classroom education. Going to the lessons without their exercise books was 

comparable to a farmer going to his farm without any tools in hand. Realizing its importance 

the Thai government was able to assist children of indigent parents to acquire this essential 

classroom tool at subsidized rates.444 As Plangkul says, towards ensuring the Thai 

government’s targets of attaining an improved educational system before the arrival of the 

21st century, the pioneers of the nation’s project of compulsory primary school education 

ensured that pupils attended schools with this crucial educational paraphernalia.445  

With the aid of exercise books, erasers, as well as pens and pencils, pupils were able 

to exhibit the different literacy skills and intellectual knowledge taught and learnt in the class. 

They were able to re-read and re-write them at their private times, as well as create individual 

meanings out of such educational activities. In view of these educational roles, authors have 

often ranked exercise books as the most widely used tool of education. This opinion is 

possibly based on the understanding that children write their class notes, weekly tests, class 

assignments, and other educational tasks on them.446 Yet regrettably, shortage of funds 

hindered the supply and delivery of textbooks in Thai primary schools and for a while it 

affected the implementation of the reforms in the desired manner.447 

Notebooks  

Notebooks formed another core accompaniment which children had to carry in their 

schoolbags when going to school. They were expected to use them in writing their class notes 

and other important lesson materials. Children made personal notes on these notebooks, 

which aided their private studies at home. As it is the case everywhere these were the 

materials which helped the Thai students to perform their everyday educational tasks. 

Therefore, school notebooks count among the most widely used tools of education.448  
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In practical terms, Thai children used these notebooks to perform their weekly 

assignments, class tests, and teachers’ class notes. Children needed these notebooks for the 

different subjects taught and learnt at school. Different notebooks were used for each of the 

different subjects studied at school. Essentially, these exercise books appeared in different 

colors, sizes, designs, which all depended on the subjects for which they were being used. For 

instance, Mathematics notebooks (exercise books) carried designs which were different from 

the ones used for Language, or Religion.449  

King Rama V was the most prominent in introducing this int he Thai schools. In his 

attempts to modernize the country’s educational system he felt convinced that the use of 

notebooks in Thai classrooms would enhance the country’s chances of positioning itself in 

line with the educational practices of the West. He realised that notebooks offered very 

convenient writing materials for learners to take notes and perform their school assignments. 

He became convinced of it and got clear views about modernizing education during his 

several overseas trips to different European countries during the period of educational 

reforms. Prominent among these trips was his visits to Great Britain, France, Denmark, 

Sweden, Belgium, Italy, Austria, Hungary, Spain, Netherlands, Monaco, Portugal, Russia, 

and Switzerland, which commenced on 21st March, 1896.450  

Tables and chairs 

Towards bringing Thai schools up to the basic European standard and quality during the 

period of educational modernization, tables and chairs were appreciated and catalogued 

among the essential tools needed for classroom education. For the people familiar only with 

the traditional educational methods they were unfamiliar tools. But in the modern system 

these constituted teachers’ and pupils’ seating and writing objects. They offered both parties 

some degrees of comfort and relaxation in the course of delivering and receiving daily 

lessons, as well as maximized the use of available classroom spaces. Aided with comfortable 

writing and reading pieces of furniture, teachers and pupils feel at ease, and they are spared of 

the discomforts of unnecessary tiredness, and distractions causing sleep. Authors claim that 

these items of school furniture perform crucial pedagogical roles in classrooms as they assist 

teachers in arranging pupils according to their age, auditory powers, visual dispositions, as 

well as intelligence abilities. They also created room for pupils to be arranged according to 
                                                 
449 Wikipedia.(2009). Exercise book.  Retrieved April 25th, 2010, from 
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their heights and body mass, with the result that shorter pupils sat at the front seats, while 

their taller and heavier counterparts sat behind them. It facilitated the enforcement of 

discipline in classrooms, and injected into pupils the attitudes of order and decorum during 

class activities. With adequate sitting arrangements, teachers are able to control their pupils 

properly, as well as monitor their movements during school hours. These furnitures thus 

facilitated proper arrangement of the class and hence augmented the learning strategies.451 As 

Seidel, Rimmele and Prenzel conclude such proper arrangements of the class room enhance 

the quality of children’s cognitive dispositions to learning.452  

Chalkboards  

Chalkboards, also known as blackboards formed another crucial classroom educational aid 

found in Thai classrooms during the country’s period of educational reform. The chalkboard 

constituted a flat surface where teachers usually wrote their class notes, illustrations, 

drawings, and other key lesson highlights, with the aid of the chalk.453 The routine was that 

pupils copied the notes displayed on the blackboards by their teachers at the end of each 

lesson. However, they also paid close attention to all the core highlights displayed on the 

board, which aided their personal understanding of the topics being taught. Chen opines that 

the use of this educational icon in the teaching of children at school enhances their 

understanding and development of individual rational perception of the notes displayed on 

the blackboard.454  

Constructed of wood and usually rectangular in shape they were normally painted 

black. . It was usually positioned at the front of the class, facing the pupils, so that all could 

see what was being written/marked on it. There were no hard and fast rules about the size of 

the blackboards used in classrooms.455 But the field trips to some selected primary schools 

located in the Bangkok area indicates that a dimension of 4 feet by 4 feet was most popular. 

Considering the huge educational role which this simple wooden plank plays in the delivery 
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of classroom education in schools, authors hold that a standard and professionally cut out 

blackboard enhanced children’s excitement and understanding of lessons. It elicited their 

ability to sail on the same boats with their teachers throughout the duration of their lesson.456 

Davies, for example says that their presence in the classroom is simply fascinating in itself, 

and quite supportive of children’s education.457  

Pieces of Chalk 

One cannot talk of the delivery of primary school education, without bringing to focus the 

functionality and relevance of pieces of chalk as core classroom educational aids. A chalk 

plays a major role in the imparting of education through illustrating materials and writings on 

the blackboard, which the children copy into their own individual exercise books for personal 

studies at home and at school. They assist class teachers to exhibit their professional skills in 

the handling of different class subjects. Thus the use of chalk in classrooms has been 

fundamental for the educational and pedagogical development of children. According to 

Djurovic, the continued usage of this unique classroom icon of children’s education 

represents an ever modern reflection of the professional nature of the activities of teaching 

and learning in school classrooms.458  

Usually appearing in different colors, and arranged neatly in boxes, school chalks 

boosted the ever ending use of blackboards in classrooms. Teachers employed the use of 

various colors of chalks to elicit excitement and amazement in children. Personal experience 

in classroom activities prove that when notes and other illustrations are made on the 

blackboard with different colors of chalks, children are motivated to pay keener attention to 

lessons. More interestingly in Thailand majority of primary school Thai children associated 

the color of pink with the term ‘very important note’. The white color simply means ‘normal’ 

note, whereas the decorative color of yellow is a manifestation of ‘beauty’. Thus, as an 

educational aid the different colors of the school chalk leave different impressions in the 

minds of learners, which also influence their aptitudes to classroom lessons. Therefore, 

teachers were encouraged to apply these unwritten ethics of classroom education with 
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differing colours of chalks when writing notes on the blackboard, during illustrations making, 

and handling of Ethics Instruction class sessions.459 

Blackboard Dusters  

As a normal routine, chalkboards were wiped clean at the end of each lesson. The practice of 

keeping the chalkboard clean soon after a lesson became a usual practice, in order to create 

space for the next lesson. Although look unimportant the dusters played an important role in 

fulfilling this need. Thus blackboard dusters are important icons of classroom education in 

Thai primary schools during the schools reform period.460 As is clear, given the limited space 

on the blackboards, regular classroom educational activities could not be conducted in some 

professional manners without the use of chalkboard dusters. Without them how could 

teachers write, display, or highlight key notes concerning specific parts of their lessons on 

dirty and crowded chalkboards? Therefore, one could surely say that chalkboard dusters were 

core classroom educational aids during the period being studied. They served the crucial 

functions of keeping class boards clean, tidy, and ready for use in the next lesson.  

Visits to primary school classrooms in the Bangkok area indicate that stationery 

products made of cotton serve as dusters. Normally, these items were supplied by the 

Ministry of Education. However, when supplies were not available, forms of improvisations 

were made. Our interviews with two teachers at the Sacred Heart School, Bangkok confirm 

that often pupils themselves sewed pieces of clothing and other soft items into dusters.461 The 

Thai government’s policy of introducing blackboard dusters in schools was a necessary step 

in attuning its educational system to that of the Western world. That represented a direct 

attempt at introducing another classroom educational aid which hallmarked the Western 

classroom paraphernalia.462   
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First aid boxes 

Training in First aid treatment formed one of the important educational activities which 

pupils undertook in classes during the modernization of the Thai educational system.. 

Dramatized handling of sick persons, treatment of wounds, delivery of first aid treatments, 

and the resuscitation of fainting persons, etc., were taught in classes. With the aid of first aid 

boxes, teaches engaged their pupils in learning these crucial life saving tasks. Using their 

fellow classmates as patients of various sorts, children were given a step by step training in 

handling patients with various health complications. These activities and educational training, 

centered around the health of citizens were counted among the religious values preached by 

Buddhism.  

The teaching and learning of these health-related curricula in schools placed positive 

impact on the health awareness of the local population. It re-enforced the spread of healthcare 

awareness among villagers and rural dwellers.463 The spread of these health awareness 

information discouraged the culture of self medication among the people, and encouraged 

them to seek orthodox medical care whenever needed, whether at home or in the workplace 

or on the road. As a result many lives were saved as people in need received proper first aid 

service, prior to detailed medical care in hospitals and medical centers. Nevertheless it has to 

be admitted that teachers’ lack of proper education impacted the inculcation of these 

educational activities.464  

Class Photos 

During the period of educational reform in Thailand, it was quite traditional for pupils and 

their teachers to take group photographs during the academic year. As it were, majority of 

these group photographs were taken at the end of the school year, when pupils graduated into 

the next classes. So, in order to cherish the good memories of the concluding school year, it 

became part of celebration that pupils and their class teachers took group photos, which were 

usually hung on the walls of those classrooms.465  

As icons of classroom education and pedagogical aids, these photos provided a lot of 

information about the nature of the education that were supplied in primary schools. Because, 

majority of such photographs were taken within the individual classrooms while the children 
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were seated on their benches. Hence, these photographs provided information about the exact 

situation of the furniture that were used in schools, their quality, pupils’ cnumbers, their ages, 

uniforms, sitting patterns etc. It also provided information about the gender enrollment 

situations of learners, as well as the quality and quantity of educational aids available in 

school classrooms.466  

 Depaepe et al opine that as a historical source of educational data, this icon of 

classroom education supplies the insight needed to develop knowledge about the relationship 

which existed between teachers and pupils. It is argued that a critical look at the sitting 

arrangement in the class was enough to give clues to understand the teacher-pupils 

relationships which prevailed during the period in history.467 These details take historians of 

education into several conclusions about the practices which existed in schools during any 

particular period. They open the floors for historians to develop opinions and interpretations 

about the impact which the educational reforms policy made on the people. For instance, 

class photographs provide them with the clues they needed, in understanding the school 

enrollment situations of the reform period, when the national policy of compulsory primary 

school education was being implemented.468 Aided by such historical icons therefore, Thai 

pupils and teachers were able to get specific information about the past. Undoubtedly these 

classroom educational icons aided the teaching and learning of the Thai history of education. 

They helped learners develop mental images of the past practices and situations which 

impacted their better understanding of school education and its practices.  

Graphic Illustrations 

The planners and providers of the Thai primary school education understood and appreciated 

the relevance of graphic illustrations in teaching. The graphic illustrations which decorated 

the walls of Thai primary school classrooms played considerable roles in the teaching and 
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learning activities. Created in different colors, sizes, and shapes, these graphic illustrations 

impacted children’s dispositions to classroom education.469  

Generally, these illustrations were specifically created and supplied by the planners of 

primary school curricula and they hung conspicuously on the walls of classrooms where they 

aroused curiosity, excitement, motivation, challenge, attention, and debate among young 

children. Even on the pages of children’s school books, these artistic educational drawings 

were never seen. In the minds of the champions of the reformed Thai educational curricula, 

these graphic illustrations were designed to facilitate children’s dispositions to learning. They 

were hoped to impact children’s abilities to translate educational knowledge to real concrete 

and practical concepts, as well as to aid their translation of such images into individual 

meanings.470  

In addition to helping the children to develop creative minds they were also supports 

for them to imbibe the skills of artistry, which in the context of the Thai Buddhism focused 

on Buddhist architecture, monuments design, and engineering. As a result of this religious 

influence, these made deep influences on children’s dispositions to the principal values of 

morality and professionalism approved by the faith.471 Thus, the graphics illustrations were 

more on the level of practical life providing, enticing, catchy images to children’s primary 

senses, and challenging their thought processes. It motivated their eagerness to learn, and 

influenced their dispositions to apply the knowledge gained from the illustrations to their 

individual skills at school, home, and career lives, especially a value based life. On the part of 

teachers, the use of the appropriate illustration impacted the effectiveness of their delivery of 

lessons.472 

Pens and Pencils 

Authors and writers have categorized pens and pencils among the high ranking tools needed 

for classroom education, irrespective of cultural and economic diversities. The activities of 

classroom education cannot be effectively handled without the effective utilization of both 
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items. They could only be compared with the attachment which a fisherman places on his 

nets prior to embarking on a fishing expedition. The Thai educational system is not excluded 

from this global fact. During the reform and pre-reform period of education, both these tools 

formed key instruments in writing texts. As the number one tools needed for all writing 

purposes, pens and pencils could be described as learners’ daily quintessential 

accompaniments to school. As school children needed to write their notes, perform all class 

assignments, write their examination scripts, and sketch their drawings one could not perform 

these activities without these tools.So, pens and pencils served pupils’ writing needs for all 

school subjects.473  

 There is no uniform colour or even shapes for these writing tools. They were and are 

made differently. As it were, black, blue, green, and red colors were the commonest ones for 

the school purpose, while brown remained the primary color for the pencils used in Thai 

schools. Personal experience from my primary school days at the Sacred Heart Primary 

School Bangkok informs that the colors of red and green were exclusive to teachers’ usages 

only, used in the marking and correction of pupils’ scripts during class examinations and 

periodical assignments.474 But activities of classroom teaching and learning would not have 

gone properly if teachers and pupils were not aided with pens and pencils.  

Drawing Books 

During the curriculum reforms, the Thai governments placed maximum emphasis on the 

study of architecture and other related subjects in addition to the ordinary school subjects. 

This was particularly important in view of promoting Buddhism which was the national 

religion. Any efforts in educational programs which supported learners’ empowerment, moral 

development, and religious commitment received the backing of the government. Educational 

activities which helped learners to improve their craftsmanship received priority attention, as 

architecture was one key expression of Buddhist faith and philosophy. Architecture and arts 

were considered as means of leading one to his/her ultimate realization also, as works on 
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Buddha would be acts of meditation and prayer. Thus, school subjects which inculcated the 

skills of professionalism, efficiency, and eventual self realization was much encouraged.475  

The government acknowledged that the teaching and learning of drawing in primary 

schools impacted and elicited pupils’ interests in the study of the sciences, engineering, and 

architecture. That being the case, the teaching and learning of Drawing in the primary school 

curricula became a major classroom activity, where pupils were encouraged to bring their 

own individual booklets while coming to school. However, government itself designed, 

approved and designed drawing books as educational aids in primary school classrooms. 

There were specific designs of drawing books approved for educational use in schools. Often, 

the books appeared in varieties of colors, which had the pedagogical relevance of attracting 

children’s attentions, as well as eliciting their individual curiosity and creativity. All of these 

became highly crucial as a way of pushing forward the Thai government’s program to 

improve its educational system, and bring it up to the European standard.476  

As it were, the understanding was that with the drawing books at hand, and under the 

professional guidance of teachers, children would be gradually and systematically taught the 

arts of drawing and designing different objects. They were supported to acquire the skills, as 

well as develop interests in the activities of drawing educational objects, such as houses, 

boats, farmlands, domestic animals, monasteries, monks, locomotive trains, etc. Without 

doubt, these artistic activities impacted the educational development of learners, as well as 

the overall quality of the education. In addition to these, as Kleppe holds, such drawing 

activities and images created powerful educational knowledge and longer lasting memories in 

the minds of learners.477 From a similar perspective, Wilschut, Straaten, and Riessen assert 

that children often preferred images to texts. This is because “images often show events at a 

glance, while many words and sentences are needed to describe the same events.” 478  

Personal experience confirms that Drawing ranked higher among those classroom 

educational activities which attracted most interests among Thai primary school children. 
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Lessons on this subject which were generally slated at the latter hours of the school day often 

energized pupils and removed tiredness from their eyes. Pupils’ interests and attention 

remained at its peak, while their inner senses remained attentive. Experience confirms that 

pupils were quite at home with this subject whenever it was taught in the class, and they took 

pride in exhibiting their talents of artistry, with the aid of their drawing books.  

Religious Paintings 

Religious paintings and images formed key educational aids in Thai primary schools. As core 

educational aids, they adorned the walls and other strategic locations within the classrooms. 

At different important locations in school premises also such religious paintings were 

displayed. These paintings played key pedagogical and moral formation roles in the 

development of learners. As it were, the images conveyed lessons in morality, good 

citizenship, and religious devotion to the learners. They impacted pupils’ commitments to 

their religion as Buddhists, as well as strengthened their faith regarding the key doctrines and 

values of their religion. Most importantly, the images facilitated children’s knowledge of 

Buddha’s life and teachings.479  

As is to be expected those classroom educational icons were surely images of Buddha. 

It also included the graphic representations of the teachings of Buddha, images of the life of 

Buddha, Buddhist saints, monasteries and paintings of Buddhist monks.480 Undoubtedly they 

provided a religious and moral ambiance in the school premises and hence their presence 

inspired religious and moral lessons into the minds of children, even when they were unaware 

of it while enjoying school activities. Thus, their presence played significant roles in 

impacting Thai children with the Buddhist values of morality and statesmanship, which form 

the core of Ethics Instruction in schools.  

Attendance Registers 

Class attendance registers were yet another aid introduced for the smooth and effective 

implementation of reforms in the Thai education. As an educational aid, it was a matter of 

governmental policy that daily attendance registers be maintained for all classes throughout 

the school system. It was the role of the teachers to regularly mark the registers on behalf of 

the Thai government’s Ministry of Education. The teachers also would make periodical 

                                                 
479 Phraya Anumanratchathon. (1986/B.E.2529b). Tradition of Mahachat Ceremony. Thai 

Traditions by Sathienkoses (2nd ed.). Bangkok: Kurrusapa, pp. 6-8. 
480 Ibid., pp. 15-8. 



Classroom Educational Aids         188 
 

submissions of pupils’ attendance situation reports to head teachers, who then forward the 

same to the Ministry of Education. This register maintained a meticulous account or history 

of individual pupils’ daily records of attendance or absence from school. The general practice 

was that the pupils’ names were called out one by one, and marked accordingly by the 

teachers. Pupils who were not present for the day were marked “absent” while their friends 

who were at school were marked as “present”.481 As it were then, absenteeism without due 

permission from school authorities was not tolerated.482  

More than being a record of the presence/absence of the students, the class attendance 

register also has some pedagogical functions. Among others, it cultivates in the pupils an 

attitudes of self discipline and commitment to duty. This is because punctuality in school 

demands huge degree of self discipline and sacrifice. The ability to match up with the 

demands of this educational demands nourishes learners’ attitudes of commitment to school 

education and later careers as adult citizens of Thailand.  

In pursuit of improving the nation’s educational system, and most importantly, in 

implementing the program of compulsory primary school education for all children, 

negligence on the part of the parents which caused the absence or total withdrawal of their 

children from school became a punishable act. Punishments varied from fines to terms of 

imprisonment. This policy ensured the regularity of all children at school, and gave them the 

opportunities of participating in all educational activities which promoted their 

empowerment, moral consciousness, and career develop.  

Wall Charts 

Authors have categorized these educational materials as children’s visual aids. These visual 

aids constitute major teaching tools in all classrooms. For Bradshaw, wall charts are some 

informational boards located on the walls of children’s classrooms.483 They facilitate 

children’s knowledge and understanding of lessons, and enhance their appreciation of the 

world around them. Materials which fall within this umbrella include all pictorials, graphic 

designs, numerical tables, and language alphabets. According to Stach, these visual aids 

“provide schoolchildren with images of the real world” around them. He maintains that with 
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the aid of the graphic illustrations which they present, schoolchildren are armed with the 

practical guide they need to understand abstract knowledge.484  

Field trip to some primary schools in the Bangkok area indicate that these educational 

icons count among the most common teaching materials found in schools.485 They are usually 

designed in different bright colors, printed in bold characters, and arranged to capture the 

attention of learners with ease. While some wall charts are produced in printed formats, 

others are simply hand printed, and presented in some smart and eye catching ways. The 

letters of the English alphabet, letters of the Thai language, mathematical symbols, simple 

calculations, etc. count among the educational icons which were found on the walls of 

primary schools. One typical example is the English alphabet system, which is found in 

majority of the primary school classrooms in the country. They are as follows: Aa, Bb, Cc, 

Dd, Ee, Ff, Gg, Hh, Ii, Jj, Kk, Ll, Mm, Nn, Oo, Pp, Qq, Rr, Ss, Tt, Uu, Vv, Ww, Xx, Yy, Zz. 

Another common example is the common numerals, both in Thai and Arabic as follows:  

๑ ๒ ๓ ๔ ๕ ๖ ๗ ๘ ๙ ๑๐ and 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, etc., which hang on the walls of 

junior primary schools.   

Natural Objects 

There were natural objects kept in Thai primary school classrooms which served as teaching 

and learning aids for the education of children. These natural objects were usually placed at 

some strategic corners of the class, where they could easily be picked up in the course of the 

lessons for illustration purposes. They were considered relevant for the purposes of bringing 

clarity to children’s knowledge about the particular topic being taught. These natural objects 

were selected from among those items which children easily find in their homes, in the farm, 

or in the market place. As educational aids the natural objects were supposed to guide 

children to connect what they learn at school and what they see in their natural 
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environments.486 Or in other words, the consideration was that the use of the objects as points 

of reference in teaching certain subjects assisted them to translate abstract educational 

knowledge into real concrete and natural terms. In order to aid young learners and children 

interpret and understand their lessons in real practical terms, teachers were encouraged to use 

such natural objects. This would basically bridge the gap between what the learners learn at 

schools and what they find in their homes and other natural settings. However, it has to be 

noted that teachers’ lack of adequate training often impacted the children’s understanding of 

this educational approach.487 

The question is: What were the natural objects which constituted children’s classroom 

educational aid? Data gathered from field visits to primary schools in different parts of 

Thailand confirm that grains of rice, animal bones, animal shells, dried plants, pieces of 

stone, pieces of wood, sugarcane suckers, baskets, mats, household equipment, hats, etc. 

counted among the objects used. Each classroom had its own sets of natural objects, which 

were carefully arranged and taken care of by the students themselves. Teachers assigned the 

responsibilities of keeping those objects in good order and better conditions to pupils on 

weekly basis. Usually, any objects which were no longer in good conditions were discarded, 

and replaced by new ones. And it was the pupils themselves who usually supplied all the 

educational aids used as natural objects in the course of their lessons.  

Farm Implements 

It is an obvious fact that Thailand is an agrarian nation, whose main agricultural produce was 

rice. As the country’s number one foreign exchange earner, its production and high quality of 

yield was pursued at all levels. In view of its relevance towards the survival of the nation, as 

well as contributing to national development, the study of agriculture was a priority among 

the subjects studied in schools.488 As a school subject therefore, planners of the country’s 

modernized educational system devised the policy of deepening children’s knowledge of 

agriculture from the early stages of study itself, through the adoption of selected agricultural 

implements as practical classroom teaching aids.489  
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The farm implements used so in Thai schools and classrooms included hoes, rakes, 

cutlasses, measurement tapes, spades, rain boots, watering cans, sticks, head pans, etc. The 

idea behind the choice of these educational aids in schools was to motivate learners to acquire 

the modern skills needed for rice farming, in order that the country’s foreign exchange 

earnings may rise. By keeping those instruments at their disposals at schools, as well as using 

them to teach them specific agricultural lessons, the Ministry of Education sought to create 

more awareness, as well as elicit children’s interests in making life careers out of farming. As 

it were, this represents one of those educational approaches which were designed to bring the 

Thai educational system at par with its Western counterparts.490 And there is no doubt that the 

use of farm tools as educational materials in Thai classrooms impacted children’s worldview 

of the farming profession and their natural environments. It influenced their knowledge of the 

relevance of the modern tools needed to improve yield. Above all, exposure to those farm 

implements challenged learners to see rice farming as a healthy profession, and not a mere 

solution to peasantry and daily food needs.  

Official Diaries  

Official diaries kept by teachers and employees of the education ministry formed another 

crucial educational aids in primary schools. These documents provided essential information 

about the activities of education officers, teachers, head masters, monks, and field 

supervisors. As it were, these diaries contained entries of their official activities, 

engagements, contacts, assignments, addresses, trips, locations, etc.491 Depaepe classifies 

these entries as “human documents.”492 As human documents they provide clues about the 

numerous activities of the teachers, officers, and other educational personnel in the primary 

school education in Thailand.  

Essentially, entries in those diaries provided learners, as well as historians of education with 

the first hand data they needed about the official and private engagements of the officers 

concerned. Most importantly, they provided the crucial historical data necessary for a 

thorough understanding of the roles played by the officers in the delivery of the national 

policy of improved educational system493 In effect therefore, diaries formed crucial sources 
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of historical data. They provided insights into the activities of ministry employees and 

education officers. With the aid of diary entries, it was possible to monitor the progress of 

government’s development projects, while also monitoring the activities of the field officers 

engaged in the activities of services delivery. Thus, the official diary entries hold the essential 

clues needed to understand what was done and what was left undone in the project of 

delivering school education to learners in Thai primary schools during the period of 

educational reformation.  

School Bells 

School bells were another element introduced as a major tool of education in Thai primary 

schools. Bells played significant functions in the conduct of daily school activities. Specially 

constructed of brass iron, school bells generated sounds which traveled far and wide the 

entire school compound, though evidence from field visits to the randomly selected primary 

schools indicates that there was no uniformity in the sizes of the bells used by different 

educational institutions. Because of their ability to travel farther, and even beyond the school 

premises, Thai school administrators held them in high esteem. The first time they are rung in 

the morning of each school day announces the official opening of the day’s educational 

activities. Other times they were sounded during the school period to announce other 

information such as the beginning and end of a new lesson, beginning and end of break 

periods, sports periods, labor times, the end of the school day etc.494  

Children learnt from their first days at school that school bells never rang without 

particular reasons. School bells announced the commencement or end of major school 

activities. In this way they regulated the activities of both teachers and pupils. In some 

schools and local communities where people did not own wristwatches, the sound of bells 

served as time keepers for the people. This becomes very relevant as Thai primary school 

children did not own anything to know the time, and therefore they relied on the sound of the 

bells as their timekeepers.  

In order to achieve efficiency and punctuality and through them high standards in the 

schools the government ensured that each school owned its own bell. AThe sound of school 

bells injected instant order and decorum into young school attendants. Among school 

children, the sound of the bell was synonymous with order and discipline. Pupils interpreted 
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it as being associated with a call for strict attentiveness and rapt attention to important 

announcements or school events. It was a non verbal medium of calling pupils to order, as 

well as informing the school about the “time to change to new lessons” In line with the need 

to influence the ethical formation of children therefore, the school bell played significant 

functions in the areas of controlling the activities of teachers and young learners, as a way of 

impacting their career and moral developments as future adults and leaders of the land.495  

In line with Thailand’s craze for a modernized educational system, majority of Thai 

schools have in the recent times introduced electric bells replacing their antiquated manual 

counterparts. In any case school bells played and even now play core pedagogical functions 

in schools. They regulated discipline and attentiveness in the school children, and armed 

them with a number of unwritten codes of conduct which guided the running of schools and 

educational activities.  

Historical Photographs 

Thailand has a number of historical personalities whose inputs and professional careers and 

services influenced the emergence of the country in this 21st century as a viable and 

independent nation. The country is highly blessed with several political, religious, military, 

and economic powerbrokers whose services geared the growth and overall development of 

the country. Their lives are always inspiration for the young generations who enjoy the fruits 

of their toils. The planners of the country’s educational system attempted both to immortalize 

their names and to provide inspiring examples to learners through the educational system. 

They did it by way of placing their pictures on the walls of school classrooms. The 

understanding was that their images brought children into closer touch with the personalities 

who made history in Thailand,496 and thus would encourage them.  

As men and women of honor whose contribution to nation building was inestimable, it 

became a matter of governmental policy that their photographs be mounted on the walls of 

classrooms as historical educational aids to children. Knowing that images speake louder than 

words, the education ministry gave its approval for the use of the images of such historical 

icons as part and parcel of children’s educational activities in classrooms. Such pictures 
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included both black and white and in color, and were normally the portraits of those historical 

figures.497  

Such historical photographs provided some amount of history and information about 

the persons photographed. Children learnt about the roles they played in history, in building 

the Thailand of the 21st century, during their years of national services and also about the 

time when the photograph was made. Historical photographs connect present people with 

past events, and tell visual stories of the past to learners in clear and simple languages. In 

view of these educational roles therefore, children paid closer attentions to them, while 

teachers cited them as points of reference during history lesson sessions.498  

The list of the photos used is quite long and the most important of them are King 

Rama IX (a monarch, religious leader, and core educationist, his Queen (Queen Sirikit) and 

the picture of Buddha. It also included the Thai national flag (red, white and blue colors) and 

the map of Thailand (Ministry of Education, 1911). The presence of these pictures on the 

walls of the country’s educational institutions imparted children with lessons of commitment 

to national development, selfless service, honesty, and patriotism.  

Picture 14. The geographical map of Thailand, and the national flag. 
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Lesson Notes 

Another tool the Thai government adopted in its project of improving the country’s 

educational system, was the insistence that the teachers maintain weekly lesson notes. Within 

the pages of these lesson notes, teachers provided explicit details of their weekly schedule of 

lessons, as well as other educational and non educational activities planned and/or 

implemented to supplement the lessons. The lesson notes also provided explanations about 

the step by step approaches which they planned to follow in the delivery of such lessons. 

These notes detailed crucial information such as lessons’ introduction techniques, aims and 

objectives of each day’s lessons, methods of lessons delivery, possible illustration makers, 

the exact name of the class, and pupils’ evaluation methods etc.499 Thus, they provided 

information about key educational practises which the headmasters and schools supervisors 

needed to know and they could easily access them by collecting them for periodic inspection.  

Comparatively speaking, this was quite different from the pre-reform era educational 

system when monks were totally in charge where no attention was paid to any forms of 

professional protocols in the delivery of lessons. Because, the pre-reform period had monks 

at the driving seats of educations at monasteries and royal palaces, as experts and 

unquestioned authorities in what they teach.500 Owing to their lack of professional training, 

school lessons were much less organized and unprofessionally handled. Accordingly, Praesiri 

claims that classroom education during that era was widely open and relatively 

unstructured.501 But the era of educational modernization in Thailand became synonymous 

with the birth of a much organized and methodical handling of classroom lessons. The era 

made it enforced on teachers complete professionalism in the handling and delivery of 

classroom education. And surely, years of teacher education equipped Thai teachers with the 

professional training they needed for the preparation of their weekly lessons.502  
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Teachers imbibed the habit of writing their lessons notes ahead of the dates of 

delivery at school. This was one concrete results of the national policy of educational reform 

that made it mandatory for teachers to spend some time on preparing their lessons several 

times during the academic session. And this undoubtedly helped to realise the dreams of the 

government to bring standard and quality into the country’s education.503 Nevertheless this 

resulted in pulling school education away from the hands of monks and monasteries in the 

implementation of the national curriculum on education.504  

By this practice, teachers were kept on their toes and were required to apply the 

relevant professional principles of the teaching job in all classroom activities. Consequently, 

it brought the teaching profession to a higher and more demanding level and gave it a 

distinctive character different from all other cadres of the civil service. It brought more 

dedication in the teaching profession from the part of the teachers. It is a challenge to the 

current Thai government to ensure that teachers are given continuous training in order that 

the targets of the country’s educational modernization programs may continue to yield 

plentiful fruits, most especially in the areas of national development, youth empowerment, 

and moral sensitization of the entire citizenry.  

Conclusion 

Our analysis so far confirms that it takes so many ingredients to make a good pot of soup. 

The project of providing modern education into schools necessarily required the supply and 

use of those appropriate teaching and learning materials which enhance pupils’ knowledge 

and educational development. It is quite natural that young children need to be motivated and 

supported in every way possible, to enable them match up with the demands of the 

modernized educational system. They need to be encouraged to appreciate education as a 

panacea to genuine individual and national development.  

In the realization of the important dream of educational reform no efforts were spared 

by the authorities. Realising the inadequacy of direct class room lecturing they tried to use all 

supplementary materials. The most important of them was the use of the modern day 

educational aids which the government introduced into primary schools for the delivery of 

lessons to young children. As effective educational aids they impacted children’s interest in 
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learning, their level of knowledge, their ability to bridge theory and practice, their talent to 

translate what is taught in the class room into concrete fields, their appreciation and reverence 

for the nation and its past and present leaders and above all their moral life as future leaders 

of the nation. They challenged their curiosity, and encouraged their excitements about need 

for improved education as means to a brighter and better Thai nation in the 21st century. In 

this way the attempts by the promoters of the educational reforms bore much fruit in the 

educational field.  

 



 

Chapter Eight 

Challenges and Problems faced by the Educational Reform Project 

Introduction  

The shift from the traditional education system that for centuries centred around the monks 

and temples to a modern system could not be expected to be easy and smooth. It encountered 

numerous bottlenecks and setbacks. As an educational project, its ability to sail on level 

grounds during the years of operation was largely unimaginable and even looked illusionary. 

Considering the enormity of the elaborate tasks, in spite of the governmental and non-

governmental commitments involved in the project, one could foresee tonnes of hurdles 

which attempted to thwart the dedicated efforts of the governments and royal monarchs in 

their efforts to modernize the country’s education. Genuine attempts to turn things around for 

a new and modern educational system for the country’s younger generation, who constitute 

the future of the nation was often undermined by various groups and was hampered by 

different factors. Therefore, the governmental initiatives aimed at evolving a world standard 

educational system in Thailand failed to hit the marked targets, in spite of the great changes it 

brought in the educational system. 

 Our research and data analysis have identified a number of factors which hindered 

this development. In this chapter we have attempted to track down some prominent factors 

which resulted in the slow pace of breakthroughs in the educational sector. As Depaepe 

rightly observes, it was not a surprise to find pitfalls whose ugly tendencies attempted to 

corrode and exterminate the generous attempts by the various reformist Thai governments to 

bring the country’s educational system to a new world class level.505 But such historical 

factors are typically Thai issues and hence one has to view this from the perspectives and 

situations of the country itself. With this in mind our effort in this chapter is to find out the 

key challenges that would have foiled the efforts of the past Thai governments in reforming 

the country’s educational system. Just in line with our whole project, our attempts at 

unravelling these factors clearly involves construction of the story of what is past, which, 

according to Depaepe, necessarily influence the place and positions we occupy at the present 
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time.506 The various subheadings focus on different problems which attempted to impede the 

advancement of this national objective.  

Wars and Cross Border Conflicts  

History confirms that war, though undertaken under the pretext of bringing peace, mostly 

ends in defeat, destruction, and loss of identity. In the case of Thailand, just as in other parts 

of the world, it proved right. The wars fought generally ended in the total destruction of 

infrastructure, loss of lives, and economic instability. World nations have engaged in wars 

because of several reasons. Often border disputes, territorial claims, pride of self superiority, 

craze for self assertion, and factors of economic interests have mostly been the reasons that 

led nations to fight against neighbouring and sovereign nations. But on the overall, genuine 

peace is never gained in the battle fields or over the barrel of the gun. On the contrary, use of 

war materials and military invasions have often ended in the loss of nations’ material and 

immaterial resources.  

It was true of Thailand also, especially by negatively affecting its program of 

educational reforms as well. In spite of its general peaceful relations with other nations, the 

latter part of 1940 witnessed border disputes between Thailand and Laos as well as 

Cambodia. With the eruption of these border disputes, the country had to prepare itself for an 

all out military confrontation with these neighbours. To the great disadvantage of the its 

developments and reforms, on the historic date of January 9, 1941 the country commenced 

ground battle against southern Vietnam. As days grew into weeks, the skirmishes escalated 

into mini war between both nations. While Thai guns and artillery units seemingly dominated 

the air and ground assaults, its naval forces suffered crushing defeats. However, following the 

timely intervention of Japan, amicable settlement was reached, and the disputed Thai areas 

were handed back to her.507 

Again, on 8th December, 1941, Thailand was embroiled in a war with Japan, who 

invaded the country. Japan attacked the country from its southern coastline and the 

Cambodian frontiers. However after one day’s resistance, the regime of Field Marshall 

Pibulsongkram, the then military Prime Minister of Thailand, gave in, signed a treaty with 

Japan allowing the Japanese army to pass through Thailand on its way to attack Burma and 

Malaysia. He was afraid that his refusal could be catastrophic for his country’s survival 
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should Japan overrun both territories. As a reward for Thailand’s assistance, Japan supported 

Thailand to invade and annex the Shan states in northern Burma, as well as assert its 

sovereignty over parts of northern Malaysia, which were earlier lost in its former military 

pact with Britain.508 

As the drums of the 2nd World War were beating harder and harder starting from 

1942, formal agreement was reached between Thailand and the Japanese government. The 

key understanding was to allow Japan establish its military base within the territorial borders 

of Thailand. Having established its military base in Thailand, Japan began to consolidate its 

arsenals for a bloody battle against the allied forces, which comprised of Britain, Russia, 

United States, France, etc. In a short period of time the country turned into a crazy war front 

between Japan and the huge army of the allied forces. As the battle drew on, the entire 

landscape of Thailand as well as its infrastructure saw huge destruction and devastation. 

Economic life winded to a halt, especially as its export was affected.  

When it became clear that Japan was at the verge of losing its battle against the allied 

forces, the military regime of Pibulsongkram became very unpopular among the Thai people. 

The country in fact suffered huge losses in its human, economic, and infrastructural spheres, 

as the result of the continued bombardment by the allied forces between the commencement 

of the war and its final end on August 15th, 1945. Pibulsongkram’s regime was overthrown by 

a group of Thai dissidents from overseas. The group was known as the Seri Thai movement, 

who deployed its numerous agents within and outside Thailand and consequently there was 

the downfall of the Pibulsongkram government in July 1944. After this change of 

government, the Thai National Assembly appointed Khuang Aphaiwong, a liberal lawyer by 

profession, as the new Prime Minister.  

In an attempt to win back the favour and friendship of the Thai population, the regime 

of Aphaiwong evacuated all the former British territories which the regime of his predecessor 

had occupied. The regime accorded due recognition and credence to the Seri Thai movement, 

as well as maintained close ties with Japan, not withstanding its formal surrender to the allied 

forces at the end of the 2nd World War in 1945. Furthermore, surviving prisoners of war were 

released, while Japanese troops in Thailand were disarmed by the Thai military forces 

themselves. Even though the allied forces considered Thailand as a captured enemy territory, 

little penalty was meted for its roles in the War and the payment of maximum war reparations 
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were not imposed on the country.509 This was because the Aphaiwong regime still enjoyed 

the favours and patronage of the countries which constituted the Allied Forces in the war. 

All these military actions, combats, alliances etc. had its impacts on Thailand’s 

educational history. Enormous infrastructures were destroyed. Schools and educational 

institutions were devastated and ruthlessly bulldozed during the wars. Priceless teaching and 

learning materials were lost in the blazes of the bloody confrontations. Young Thais were 

drafted into war fronts, while elderly parents and families helplessly endured the loss of their 

loved ones and family members, with the effect that the country began to experience 

difficulties of insufficient personnel needed to man its still surviving schools and educational 

institutions.510  

For long periods of times schools were closed down, on fear of military air and 

ground bombardments. All these were in addition to the fact that national economic and fiscal 

resources had to be channelled towards the military expenses and repairing works in the 

aftermath of wars, instead of investing massively in the areas of developing its educational 

sector. The general effect was the diversion of attention, misplacement of priorities, and the 

unavoidable neglect of the educational development of the nation during the period. Thus, the 

national target of modernizing the country’s educational system suffered serious setbacks and 

encountered severe fiscal and economic liquidations during the war years.511 Moreover, the 

Thai territories suffered devastating environmental degradations, as unexploded munitions 

littered several parts of the country. No doubt, the costs of war are never recoverable and its 

scars linger for centuries. These are reminders that wars are to be avoided by all means as 

they bring no gains. Nations must always strive for peace, and roundtable settlement of 

issues, irrespective of the enormity of their costs. This is a must if the citizens of nations, 

most especially the younger generations of school goers, are to enjoy their rights to 

unhindered education and growth. The young lives also will be spared of the agonizing 

traumas of untimely death and destruction of valued educational and economic 

infrastructures. Thailand is just one example of this.  
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The Thai Military Revolution 

Incessant military interferences into the civil and political life of Thailand was one key 

problem which clogged the wheels of the country’s successful transformation of its 

educational system. Thailand’s strategic position in the Asian continent, and its long standing 

monarchical system of governance placed the government sometimes at vulnerable and 

precarious situations. Having been governed by a monarchical system of government over 

several centuries, the urge to change to some kind of democratic type of government was 

apparent in the society. The desire for a constitutional democracy, which imparted some level 

of authority to the ordinary citizens of the Thai nation, began to receive popular attention. 

The continued contacts with the Western world, through education, literature, exposure to 

European cultures and systems of government gave these developments the needed moral 

boost.512  

The most important aspect of this was a deep alliance between the citizens and the 

military. Gradually it became a common position among the Thais that the military are a part 

and parcel of the their political life. This slogan was a quick reminder that over the years, the 

country recorded many military coups and people-backed revolutions against the ruling 

government. Among the Thai population, the melodies of political freedom, people-

participation in governance, total right to life, and a rejection of absolutism, began to resonate 

in many parts of the country. As a “land of freedom”, the population expressed their desire 

for freedom, as well as resentment over the unrestrained powers and privileges arrogated by 

the royal family. This was, for instance, the main point of contention behind the 1912 military 

coup d’etat against the rule of King Rama VI. Even though this coup failed, it brought King 

Rama VI face to face with the vulnerability of his position, as well as the need to engage in 

political dialogue with the dissenting voices.513  

The Thai military revolution which took place on 24 June, 1932, under the command 

of General Phya Bahol Balabayuha, needs special attention in our discussion. This is just one 

example, a prominent one, to show how the military attempts resulted in disrupting the 

political life of the whole country. This example supplies all what we need to understand the 

                                                 
512 Baker,C. & Phongphaichit, P. (2005). A history of Thailand, p. 106.  
513 Pupha, P. (1997). Revolutionary movement in Thailand. Bangkok: Kruathao Press; Baker & 

Phongphaichit. (2005). op. cit., pp. 106-7.  
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levels of impact which military interruptions had on issues of national development, and 

particularly on educational development which is the primary concern of this research.514 

The military men of General Balabayuha, staged the bloodless coup against the 

monarchical government of King Rama VII (1893-1941), who was also known as 

Prajadhipok. Consequently, forty top military officers of the King were placed under arrest, 

while the King was mandated to commence immediate transformation of his government to a 

constitutional system. By implication, the king was stripped of all the authority and political 

leverages he earlier enjoyed, with the exception of his rights to extend pardon to persons 

indicted for specific offences against the state (Landon, 1939; & Constitutional (Bloodless) 

Revolution (1932) (Thailand).515  

This popular people-backed military revolution against the ruling powers of the land 

was impregnated by the people’s dissatisfaction with the absolute monarchical government 

which had ruled the country for ages. It represented the peoples’ will about the excesses of 

the ruling family who dominated the political scene for centuries, without giving room for 

change and political transformation. The revolution turned into a popular voice of the Thai 

population which spoke in favour of a government by the educated middle class, who were 

willing to occupy positions of responsibility in power. It was the expectation people that with 

such a cadre of educated Thai citizens in power, key economic issues such as national budget 

deficit, economic crisis, and fiscal decay could be dealt with more effectively and favourably. 

This was, thus, a rejection of the king’s incompetence in dealing with many core questions of 

national development.516  

As a country on the road to modernization, this revolution was significant for a 

number of reasons. It gave birth to the consitutionalization of its monarchical government. 

The Thai monarchical government began to undergo a process of a total democratisation, 

which gave room for the active participation of the people in the governance of their own 

country. People’s power to elect their own parliament became a full constitutional right 

which could no longer be denied. Channels of dialogue with opposition voices began to be 

                                                 
514 Batson, B. A. (1974). Siam’s political future. New York: Cornell University, pp. 23-36. 
515 Landon, K. P. (1939). Siam in transition. Chicago: University of Chicago Press; and 

Constitutional Revolution of 1932 in Thailand.(2005). Thai Revolution of 1932. Retrieved July 13th 

2007 from http://www.bookrags.com/research/thai-revolution-of-1932-ema-05/ 
516 Constitutional Revolution 1932, Thailand. (2005). Thai Revolution; Vella, W. F. (1955). 

The impact of the West on government in Thailand. Berkeley & Los Angeles: University of California 
Press. 
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left open and amicable solutions were sought, with the effect that democracy and the law of 

rule by the people gained prominence within the Thai political spectrum. Above all, the 

emergence of the People’s Party, led by Pridi Banomyong, was one of the major fallouts of 

the this revolution. Although a strong emphasis on education for every Thai citizen was one 

of its fundamental principles,517 the whole turmoil was a set back to the educational reforms 

that were already set in motion.  

It is a global truth that when the military force of any country, which is trained to fight 

wars, and protect their nation’s geographical borders shifts away from this fundamental 

national responsibility, it ends up in years of setbacks and fiscal misappropriation in the 

country. It is true that the military revolution gave Thailand its precious Constitution, as well 

as injected elements of political consciousness and democratic values into the nation’s 

powerhouse. However, we cannot deny the fact that this encroachment resulted in the 

misdirection of fiscal budgetary allocations which should have been channelled to education 

and other developmental purposes. In fact, in an attempt to appease the military forces, 

diversion of national fiscal powers to the military, at the expense of core national issues of 

development became the order of events.518  

This reminds of the dictum that where two elephants fight, the grass suffers. The 

project of Thailand’s educational development suffered really badly whenever political 

governance was interrupted by any form of military incursion, irrespective of whatever 

principles and objectives it set out to achieve. At the occasion of such military interludes, 

national budgets could hardly be distributed fairly. As a result schools and educational 

institutions become devoid of basic teaching and learning facilities, while teachers’ 

remunerations became minimally low. Less attention was paid towards motivating school 

teachers and supplying educational materials, which seriously hampered the principal 

objectives behind the country’s policy of improving its educational system.519 Thus the 

military interventions, in spite of its positive impacts on the nation, was a blow to the efforts 

of educational reforms that was already set in motion by the government. 

                                                 
517 Bongsbanich, K. (1971). The revolution of 1971. Bangkok: Prae Pittaya Press. 
518 Aiewsriwong, N. (2006). Thailand’s development and Pridi Banomyoung’s proposal 

through the six principles on 25th May, 1932. Bangkok: Prachthai Press. 
519 Academic Department. (1970). Introduction of curriculum, p. 194. 
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Finance 

It is a common adage in all business circles that money is the soul of business. Without 

money or adequate financial backup, business ventures are bound to fail. Without adequate 

funding, creative and innovative ideas simply end up at the drawing table, and are denied the 

opportunity to grow into maturity. This is true not only of businesses, but of any 

developmental projects. It goes without saying that financial predicaments constituted one of 

the key challenges faced by the Thai government’s attempts to modernize its educational 

system. A financially starved educational venture could never achieve its desired ends, as the 

numerous aspects of it, the material aids, the infrastructure, training and luring of capable 

personnel all incur big amounts of money from the state exchequer. In addition, the 

governments failed to play its role in collecting and distributing money wisely and as a result 

the desired targets of pushing Thailand’s educational system well into the 21st century could 

not get too far due to the poor financial situation.. As Saksri recalls, the factors of financial 

malpractices, diversion of government funds, and misplacement of priorities often frustrated 

the government’s ability to make larger financial commitments towards the educational 

project.520 As a result the educational sector often found itself in deep financial crises. The 

precarious nature of the education sector’s lack of adequate funding manifested itself firstly 

in the government’s inability to erect more schools to accommodate all of the country’s 

teeming young school children. As it were, more primary schools still needed to be 

established, in order to give fair chance to all Thai children to enrol into schools and become 

part and parcel of the country’s compulsory primary school educational project. 521 We shall 

attempt to explain this development with the aid of the following data: 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
520 Saksri, N. (2006). Biography of King Rama IV of Thailand and historical account of his 

royal residence in the royal palace. Bangkok: Matichon Press. 
521 Ministry of Education. (1976). A History of Thai Education, p. 38; Wainetna. Compulsory 

education in Thailand 1931-1941 (B.E. 2464-2474). No.159, p. 39. 
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Figure 1. The development of the public school system, 1934-1947 

Year 
Public 

schools 
Teachers Pupils 

Percentage of pupils in: 

Public 
schools 

Municipal, local,  

and private schools 

 1934 

1935 

1936 

1937 

1938 

1939 

1940 

1941 

1942 

1943 

1944 

1945 

1946 

1947 

244 

238 

274 

218 

249 

236 

233 

240 

246 

263 

265 

263 

263 

257 

2,444 

2,800 

3,153 

3,298 

3,626 

2,915 

2,955 

2,984 

2,956 

2,907 

2,840 

2,933 

3,043 

3,258 

53,474 

59,634 

66,068 

66,077 

61,297 

53,724 

56,540 

56,871 

58,391 

57,363 

58,699 

54,789 

52,770 

53,244 

4.8 

4.9 

4.9 

4.9 

3.9 

2.9 

2.7 

2.4 

2.2 

2.2 

2.0 

1.9 

1.9 

2.0 

95.2 

95.1 

95.1 

95.1 

96.1 

97.1 

97.3 

97.6 

97.8 

97.8 

98.0 

98.1 

98.1 

98.0 

*Sources: Ministry of Education, Department of Secondary Education; Ministry of 
Education, Department of Educational Technique; and Ministry of Education, Department of 
Ministry of Education, Department of Secondary Education.522 

From the above data published by the Thai Ministry of Education (1957), it becomes 

quite clear that there was need of a much larger investment in erecting more primary schools 

for Thai children. This would also have meant that more teachers were trained and recruited 

into schools. A quality education also meant channelling more fiscal spending into the areas 

of procurement of the highly needed teaching and learning materials necessary for the 

                                                 
522 Ministry of Education. (1957b). Statistical progress of public education. Bangkok: 

Department of Secondary Education, Ministry of Education, pp. 29-34 & 166-7. 
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educational development of learners. Such expansions would have also impacted the 

government’s fiscal allocation for the payment of teachers’ salaries.523  

The government’s inability to support its primary school educational project with the 

needed financial backups impacted the growth and expansion of the vocational schools sector 

as well. As necessary financial sources were wanting, it resulted in the non-availability of 

quality educational infrastructures and materials in such schools. They lacked the basic 

teaching and learning facilities needed. Left in such situations, it became quite predictable 

that pupils’ and parents’ interests to enrol in government schools got dampened. Children 

preferred to enrol in public schools where the situations of teaching and learning materials 

were in a better shape. The table below explains the situation better: 524 

Figure 2. The development of the public school system, 1948-1957.  

Year Public 
schools 

Teachers Pupils 

Percentage of pupils in: 

Public 
schools 

Municipal, local, and 
private schools 

1948 

1949 

1950 

1951 

1952 

1953 

1954 

1955 

1956 

1957 

    18,757 

18,821 

18,853 

18,945 

19,168 

19,438 

19,993 

20,049 

20,464 

21,350 

   68,498 

72,180 

72,781 

77,459 

78,220 

78,972 

83,334 

83,096 

83,752 

86,881 

2,591,012 

2,688,651 

2,694,770 

2,741,832 

2,703,450 

2,736,345 

2,831,961 

2,867,326 

2,904,557 

3,051,740 

     94.1 

92.9 

92.0 

91.0 

90.2 

89.6 

88.7 

87.3 

86.9 

86.4 

           5.9 

7.1 

8.0 

9.0 

9.8 

10.4 

11.3 

12.7 

13.1 

13.6 

Over the years, the project of school education was among the key national projects of 

the Thai government. However, the government’s fiscal commitments, especially during the 

country’s years of constitutional monarchy, did not clear reflect the government’s desire to 

fulfil its plan of action. This was obvious in the country’s annual budget allocations for 

                                                 
523 Ibid., p. 166. 
524 Ibid., p. 167; Ministry of Education. (1957a). Educational statistics. Bangkok: Department 

of Educational Technique, Ministry of Education, pp. 29-34; Ministry of of Education. (1958). 
Educational statistics, pp. 9-12. 
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education, which were quite below the need. This possibly was an indication of a total lack of 

commitment and diversion of national priorities. The data on Thai government’s fiscal 

statistics for the period of 1895 to 1930, given in the following table clearly indicate the 

country’s budgetary situation.525 

Figure 3. The Thai Budgetary Allocation during 1895-1957. 

 

     Year 

Total  
governmental 
expenditures 

Governmental 
Expenditures on 

education 

Percentage 
of education 
expenditures 

           1895 

1900 

1901 

1902 

1903 

1904 

1905 

1906 

1907 

1908 

1909 

1910 

1920 

1930 

1935 

1940 

1945 

1950 

1951 

1952 

1953 

1954 

1955 

1956 

1957 

            12.48 

27.05 

31.84 

36.64 

39.24 

43.90 

46.63 

50.03 

56.83 

56.50 

58.38 

58’48 

86.13 

91.66 

97.88 

199.07 

628.14 

1,949.35 

2,499.21 

3,806.91 

4,033.71 

4,191.70 

4,180.00 

4,647.48 

5,069.99 

                         .30 

.47 

1.00 

1.00 

1.07 

1.21 

1.37 

1.35 

1.43 

1.42 

1.46 

128 

2.34 

6.68 

10.10 

18.94 

27.83 

376.96 

460.38 

634.39 

759.26 

835.61 

827.75 

872.04 

904.35 

                2.40 

1.73 

3.14 

2.72 

2.72 

2.75 

293 

2.69 

2.51 

2.51 

2.50 

2.15 

2.60 

7.28 

10.31 

9.51 

4.43 

18.79 

18.41 

16.66 

18.57 

17.45 

19.80 

18.76 

17.83 

                                                 
525UNESCO. (1957). Public expenditure on education. Bangkok: Department of Public 

Education, p. 63; Ministry of Education. (1958). Educational statistics, pp. 1-2. 
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Although there is a gradual increase, the above table confirms that the funding of 

education did not receive sufficient fiscal allocation for long periods. The educational sector, 

in many periods of time, received the lowest level of allocation, which implied that the 

ministry became a sort of a beggar-ministry, at the mercy of the government for financial 

support. A document from UNESCO notes that Thai “government expenditure on education 

during the absolute monarchical regime was relatively small, ranging from 1.73 percent of 

the total national budget in 1900 – 7.28 percent in 1930.”526 The report also indicates that the 

situation was very similar in other years. For example, in the 1895 fiscal year, the figures 

showed a miserable 2.40 percent given as educational allocation in the national budget. 

However, the budgetary indexes received slight improvements in the years which followed 

the promulgation of the constitutional regime in the country.527  

Even in such a background one should appreciate the fact that there were education 

taxes regularly paid by adult Thais, tuition fees paid by pupils, and donations made by 

wealthy citizens, all of which contributed to the funds allocated to education. Yet, yearly 

fiscal indexes indicate that the totality of these funds were not reasonable enough to meet the 

requirements in the running of schools and educational institutions in Thailand. 

Consequently, the salaries of educational personnel went quite low, even as teachers grappled 

the problems of low qualifications. The situation got more precarious as facilities and 

opportunities for the continued training and re-training of teachers continued to dwindle. The 

group that was mostly affected by this factor was the teachers engaged in the handling of 

handicapped children.528  

The few illustrations given above succinctly explain the enormity of the impact which 

the Thai government’s inability to discharge the required financial support had on the 

development of the educational sector, as finance is crucial for the sustenance and survival of 

any nation’s educational sector. The successful realisation of the benefits of specific 

educational projects lies in the government’s ability to pay the necessary financial prices 

demanded by such development programs. In such cases, it is mandatory on governments to 

invest wisely in the education sector, so that the younger generations have the opportunities 

to successfully emerge as fully empowered citizens of the land. 

                                                 
526 Ibid., pp. 1-2, 63. 
527 Ibid. 
528 Sudaprasert. (1973). Primary education in Thailand; Ministry of Education. (1976). A 

History of Thai Education, pp. 53-79. 
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Educational Infrastructure 

The inadequate funds allocated for the educational sector resulted in poor infrastructure or 

even lack thereof. The challenges posed by the dire situation of insufficient school blocks that 

were needed to accommodate the increasing numbers of primary school entrants was 

enormous. Although large numbers of children applied to follow the nation’s compulsory 

primary school educational project, the short supply of the numbers of school classrooms 

made it impossible to accommodate them all.. As Depaepe says government’s ability to 

provide this fundamental educational infrastructure is an attitude of “intensification of 

interest for the child” on the part of the authorities,529 which the Thai government failed to 

possess, however. With the availability of adequate numbers of primary school blocks and 

classrooms, many more children would have been enrolled into primary schools rather than 

losing their rightful opportunities to education. This situation seriously undermined the 

government’s efforts at improving the country’s educational system. 

We already noted that the Thai educational sector encountered severe fiscal droughts 

during the years of the country’s educational reform. No other area of educational 

development was more affected by the government’s meagre educational budgetary 

allocation than the setting up of adequate classroom facilities for primary school entrants. 

Obviously, the availability of the necessary school infrastructure and classrooms counts 

among the core educational facilities, which provide the school with a culture of discipline 

which is to be injected into the learners. Nóvoa (2001) emphasises that these basic 

educational infrastructures are fundamental in effectively guiding the learners in aquiring the 

desired academic knowledge needed for development.530 As an “educational regime” 

therefore, it was expected that the Thai governments of the era should have made adequate 

financial budgets for setting up sufficient classrooms in schools.531 They proved a failure in 

this respect.  

                                                 
529 Depaepe. (1998). Educationalization, p. 19. 
530 Nóvoa, A. (2001). Texts, images, and memories: Writing 'new' histories of education. In T. 

S. Popkewitz,B. M. Frankin & M. Pereyra (Eds.), Cultural history of education. Critical essays on 
knowledge and schooling. New York & London: Routledge Falmer, pp. 45-66. 

531 Depaepe, M. & (2006). Dealing with the historical paradoxes of a globalised 
educationalization - a way to write the “new” cultural history of education? In Re-thinking education in 
the Carribean:  Yesterday, today and tomorrow - A local imperative in a global context. Saint-Martin: 
University of Saint-Martin, p. 33.  
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Though there were no direct reports on the exact figures of classroom blocks, the 

scanty budgetary allocations made to the educational sector suggest the obvious. There was 

no possibility of erecting needed infrastructure for the schools, as adequate financial backups 

were wanting. Such dreams remained on the papers of draughtsmen. The data on the 

enrolment situations of pupils in schools in the table below provide some clues.  

Figure 4. School enrolments, 1921-1946 532 

Year 

Total 
number of 
primary 
school 

pupil* 533 

Number of 
candidates 

for 
primary 

education 
certificate 

Number of pupils who 
completed primary education 

Percentage of 
pupils completing 

primary 
education to the 
total number of 
primary pupils 

Public 
schools 

Private 
schools 

Total 

1921 

1932 

1942 

1943 

1944 

1945 

1946 

202,637 

764,445 

1,720,370 

1,802,035 

1,827,391 

1,734,013 

1,733,869 

232 

3,569 

207,617 

261,557 

288,300 

264,799 

253,610 

31 

2,114 

10,504 

238,726 

266,821 

229,808 

214,813 

- 

- 

9,243 

9,616 

4,682 

7,506 

7,031 

 

31 534 
2,114 

19,747 

248,342 

271,503 

237,314 

221,844 

.01 

.27 

1.14 

13.78 

14.85 

13.68 

12.79 

 

The table shows the sharp difference between the numbers of primary school entrants 

enrolled and the school graduates (school leavers). It indicates that as the years go on, the 

figures continued to decline. The numbers of pupils who completed the primary school 

educationshow that there was a wide margin between the school entrants and schools leavers 

for each year (1921-1946). Though not the sole reason, the unavailability of adequate 

classroom spaces in schools is the main culprit behind this discrepancy. Because of the 

                                                 
532 Source: Ministry of Education, Department of Educational Technique, Report on public 

education 1942-1954. pp. 40-69; Ministry of Education, Department of Educational Technique, 
Educational Statistics 1955, pp. 100 & 200; Ministry of Education, Department of Educational 
Technique, Educational Statistics 1957,  pp. 33 & 222. 

533 * The figures include pupils in government, local municipal, and private schools. 
534    The figures do not include pupils in private schools as data are not available. 
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unavailability of adequate classroom spaces, school heads were forced to reduce the number 

of yearly intakes as well as those who graduate to the next classes drastically.  

As an institution which delivers educational, socializational, religious, and 

disciplinary training to its young learners, the need for adequate learning space must not be 

undermined in an educational institution.535 This is because the school environment 

represents the space where children learn and acquire so many skills and developmental 

techniques necessary for their future emancipation as leaders and heads of institutions. That 

being the case, the government is duty bound to ensure the availability of this basic and core 

educational setting for all its learners. However, the Thai government’s inefficiency in this 

kept more children out of school, and thus increased the figures of illiteracy all over the 

country. Thus lack of sufficient numbers of classroom space became a stumbling block on the 

way of Thai educational reform.  

Teacher-improvisation 

Teaching profession is distinct from other professions by its nature, because it is not only 

concerned with the present society and its running, but it shapes the future of the country by 

focussing on the intellectual training and formation of young children. They are the primary 

sources of classroom knowledge and sole directors of all the educational activities that are 

conducted in the classrooms. It then demands that the officers involved must be armed with 

the necessary professional skills and the intricate knowledge needed for the effective delivery 

of knowledge to young learners. Having its crucial role to play in the development of the 

young minds the ethics of the profession recommends that prior to engaging oneself in the 

field of education, necessary training and teacher education be provided to them.536 Such 

training equips teachers with the skills needed to manage pupils and deliver lessons 

professionally. As managers of classrooms and young children, the training also equips 

teachers with the intellectual training needed to handle different class subjects methodically, 

and be able to transmit the required knowledge to pupils.  

                                                 
535 Dams, Depaepe & Simon. (2002). By indirections finding directions out.  In Jamrozka, W. 

& Zoladz-Strzelczyk, D., pp. 59 & 63. 
536 Depaepe, M., Herman, F., Surmont, M., Van Gorp, G. & Simon, F. (2009). About 

pedagogization: From the perspective of the history of education. In P. Smeyers & M. Depaepe (Eds.), 
Educational research. The educationalisation of social problems,  (13-30), Dordrecht: Springer, p. 4; 
Depaepe, et al. (2000). Order in progress, p. 78. 
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What about the educational role played by monks during the period of Thailand’s 

educational reform? Where they equipped enough and hence effective? As is clear, though 

they were the primary imparters of literacy in monasteries and educators of lay persons, they 

had no forms of formal education, which prepared them for this program of intellectual 

empowering. Mostly, they were only trained to memorise the teachings of Buddhism and 

they lived a religious life based on those teachings. They tried to impart what they learned 

and lived to the young learners, although the subjects went far beyond mere religious 

instructions. In most cases these men were highly unqualified, and professionally untrained to 

handle the activities of school education. Largely ill-equipped for school education, the 

professional handling of systematic teaching and learning activities in schools encountered 

difficulties and methodical paralysis in the hands of monks. This resulted from their failure to 

apply core educational principles of lessons handling.537  

The negative side of monastic education was precisely that since the temple monks 

were never trained for school education, their abilities to handle literacy impartation suffered 

severe failures. Their abilities to apply professional methods in the delivery of educational 

lessons to young children who gathered at their monasteries daily, was hampered by their 

lack of the required professional skills. They applied the same teaching methods which were 

applied in the handling of the religious dharma in its totality in the handling of the different 

school subjects. Moreover, the young learners often lived with the monks and served them in 

their general works too.538 This again resulted in the loss of focus, much needed in education. 

In this sense, monasteries never provided the suitable environments for school education in 

its proper sense. In addition, those temples which functioned as schools and educational 

facilities lacked the basic educational materials needed to handle modern education. In spite 

of these, temples and religious monasteries were used as literacy centres, but without any 

formal methods of school instruction. According to Wyatt and Bradley, these prevalent 

situations left children with the unprofessional methods of learning at their own rates, skills, 

and talents, while their teacher-monks functioned as their guides.539  

Even after the introduction of the educational reforms it was neither easy nor feasible 

to professionally train large numbers of teachers in a short while. Many were hesitant to join 

                                                 
537 Pluang Na Nakorn. (1955). History of Thai Literature, pp. 41-2.  
538 Schouten. (1889). Description of the Kingdom, p. 15. 
539 Wyatt, D. K. (1984). The rise of nationalism, p. 21; Bradley. (1928). Historical Sketch of 

the Protestant Missions in Siam 1828-1928, p. 208. 
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such a profession, which had largely remained the job of the monks and which did not have 

the lure of economic advantages. Thus, lack of proper motivation along with the absence of 

professional trainees in this area continued to keep the quality of the teachers at a low edge. 

Thus lack of any proper program of teacher improvisation in Thailand during the period of 

the country’s educational reform actually militated the nation’s visions for improved 

education. Even though temple monks played prominent functions in the project of 

educational development in the Thai history, their unpreparedness, lack of basic training, and 

educational settings negatively influenced their abilities to handle literacy impartation. As the 

profession of handling school education had fallen into the hands of unqualified persons, the 

quality and quantity of education handed out to young learners became questionable.  

Teaching and Learning Facilities 

The question of what makes a school worthy of its name, and when it is able to function 

properly is answered on the basis of the presence of the basic teaching and learning facilities 

needed to enhance literacy and educational impartation. It is crucial that schools have all the 

basic educational aids needed for the handling and delivery of classroom education. As the 

role of an educational institution is to provide literacy training to learners, who form the 

future of any nation, it becomes the responsibility of the state or national government to 

ensure that such institutions are supported with the necessary educational facilities, which 

enhance teaching and learning. Apart from the basic classroom educational aids, some of 

which have been discussed in the previous chapter, schools and educational institutions 

should have other learning facilities for recreation, first aid, sanitation, games and sports, etc.  

 The availability of the required teaching and learning facilities impacted 

teachers’ abilities to do professional justice to their lessons. On the part of learners, these 

facilities motivated their learning activities, elicited their interest and commitment to 

learning, as well as enhanced their abilities to develop critical and creative approaches to 

education. In the view of Depaepe and Simon, teachers’ classroom educational roles as 

“learning clinicians” impact their abilities to perform their professional roles credibly.540 This 

largely depends on the availability, as well as the quality of the teaching and learning 

materials provided by the government. 

                                                 
540 Depaepe, M. & Simon, F. (2001). Uniformity and Progress in Education? In Building Our 

Future Together.“Formation, Solidarity, Development”. Congress Procedures. International 
Association of Family Movements for Rural Formation. Brussels, November 22nd and 23rd 2000. XXV 
Anniversary Bruxelles: AIMFR, p. 90. 
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Nevertheless, it is a sad fact that majority of the Thai primary schools and other 

educational institutions were not properly equipped with necessary teaching and learning 

facilities . As a result, several of the schools operated at half capacities, which made school 

education less methodical, unorganised, and non systematic. This situation compelled the 

teachers to improvise in a number of ways on the existing facilities in an attempt to evolve 

personal and often unprofessional approaches. In the process, school education became less 

structured and rather personalised to the abilities of the teachers, and it denied the learners of 

any serious roles to play in the activities of their educational development. 541 

This situation in Thai schools could be attributed to a number of reasons. The 

government’s unpreparedness for the huge projects of educational improvement, as well as its 

lack of adequate funding for schools and educational institutions are on top of the numerous 

factors which aggravated the situation. It also seems that the continued engagement of 

unprofessional personnel such as temple monks and other untrained persons in the project of 

school education, contributed to this. In addition, the government was still using un-

educational settings such as monasteries, palaces, and other unconventional and less 

conducive environments for education. And it goes without saying that such unconventional 

educational settings, which also included private homes and church facilities, lacked the 

fundamental teaching and learning facilities needed for the educational, mental, and physical 

development of children. For example, none of these centres had suitable playgrounds for 

children. There were no first aid facilities available for the treatment of injured or sick 

learners. Within such environments, learners had little or no access to social recreational 

facilities such as dance floors, drama halls, and songs materials, etc. They lacked provisions 

for out of class recreations and pupil interactions. The rulers failed to see the need of proper 

educational facilities as it was done out of their own proper territories, viz., specific schools, 

and this situation diverted the government’s attention from making the required financial and 

material investments needed for the proper setting up facilities in schools and educational 

institutions.542 In these circumstances, no wonder Thai government’s efforts to modernize its 

educational system suffered severe setbacks, while pupils’ sincere efforts to adapt themselves 

to the demands of modern educational practices continued to produce less positive reports.  

                                                 
541 Wyatt, D. K. (1984). The rise of nationalism, p. 21; Praesiri, V. (2000). Evolution and 

scenario of Catholic education, p. 141; Bradley, M. G. (1928). Historical sketch of Protestant missions 
in Siam,. p. 208.  

542 Pisalbutr, D.(1982). History of Education, pp. 11-2; King Chulalongkorn. (1888). Royal 
Ceremonies around the Twelve Months. Pra Nakorn: Prachan, p. 1953. 
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Indigenous Thai Cultures 

As it were, some indigenous Thai cultures and traditional value systems saw themselves at 

loggerheads with the country’s policy of building a modernised educational system for its 

younger generation. As a country with a multiplicity of ethnic groups who wield numerous 

cultural practices and traditional belief systems, there were several indigenous value systems 

which held the people together. There were numerous traditions and practices with which the 

people asserted their identities, originalities, and local heritage as Thais and which 

distinguished them from foreigners and from the influence of the west. Such specific cultural 

practices and shared values that held them together, gave them a sense of uniqueness, and 

created their unique identity in the community of the Asian continent, says Depaepe.543 

According to Mbachu, the indigenous values and cultures are the “undocumented constitution 

that powerfully sways the thoughts and actions” of any group of people.544 He adds that a 

people’s cultures are the mode of action or thought adopted by such a group, which guides 

their activities from generation to generation.  

But, if the particular value system and practises are so important and deep rooted in 

the psyche of the whole society, how could they hinder a new development like the education 

reform aimed at their own emancipation? In which all ways did it happen? Let us begin with 

the fact that the people were only accustomed to the monastery education which was 

provided by monks. As it were, the monks were males, who were forbidden by the Buddhist 

religion from getting into close contact with females. Because of their religious positions, 

women were also forbidden from getting to close proximity with the monks. In this way, the 

country’s young female population were denied the opportunities for proper education and 

even Buddhist moral values where the monks played pivotal roles in the education of the 

people.545  

Further to this development was the question of male preference which still prevails 

in parts of Thailand, China, Myanmar, and other Southeast Asian nations. Indigenous cultures 

of the Thais give enormous preferences and rights to male children in most families. Being a 

                                                 
543 Depaepe, M.& (2006). Dealing with historical paradoxes, p. 3. 
544 Mbachu, R. (1998). African tales in Igbo proverbs, p. 126. 
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patriarchal society, it is largely male dominated, while the females were largely sidelined and 

kept voiceless and powerless. In fact, majority of the Thai indigenous cultures preferred to 

train their female children in domestic work alone. As a result it was not an easily digestible 

idea for the community and families to send the girls to enrol into schools and get trained in 

non-domestic fields. The general feeling was that exposing girls to Western education would 

impact their moral character and might inject attitudes of promiscuity and sexual indecency 

in their lives.546 In effect, the doors of modern education largely remained closed before the 

girl children. The families preferred to enrol their male children alone into schools, while 

their female siblings were kept at home to be trained by their mothers in the areas of 

homecare, food preparation, and child upbringing. The consequence was that the country’s 

policy of compulsory primary school education did not really go far on the part of the female 

population. In fact the rate of female illiteracy still looms large irrespective of the generous 

educational opportunities created by the government.547  

Another area of the traditional culture that the people thought would be affected by 

modern education was their style of dress. Prior to the arrival of Western education, the Thais 

had their own indigenous traditional attires and dressing patterns. Following the continued 

spread of European influences and their models of education all over the country in the latter 

part of the 19th century during the reign of King Rama IV (1851-1868), the craze for Western 

forms of dress began to intoxicate the population. Even the rulers and policy makers seemed 

to consider Thai indigenous dresses as barbaric and uncivilized. Thais began to make a 

drastic shift towards European tailor-made dresses, replacing their traditional ones. As was 

already mentioned one condition for enrolment into schools was the use of uniforms in 

schools. Traditional dresses were not allowed. The consequence of this development was that 

parents who either wanted to stick to their traditional dresses or who were unable to provide 

their children’s school uniforms preferred to keep their children out of schools, with the 

effect that the spread of modernized primary school education did not really reach every 

home.548  

Prior to 1930, polygamy was an accepted cultural norm among Thai families. This 

culture gave men the rights to marry as many women as their resources allowed. Men 
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enjoyed the privileges of taking many women into their homes as wives, and raised several 

children. Remarkably, history records that King Rama IV had fifty eight wives and eighty 

two children, while King Rama V had an enormous figure of ninety two wives and a total of 

seventy seven children. Even at that, King Rama VI was never left out of the scene. He also 

had four wives and one daughter.549 The negative effects of this cultural practice were quite 

devastating on the community. Parents took pleasure in breeding as many children as their 

strength allowed them, without proper fiscal provisions for their upbringing and proper 

education. Thai parents, just like their counterparts in other parts of Asia and Africa saw 

polygamy as a solution to their sexual appetites, and as a means to get their works done, 

without giving due considerations to the welfare of the women and children who bear the 

brunt of this practise.  

All these became detrimental forces against Thai children’s rights to be properly cared 

for and educated. Poverty and lack of interest on the part of parents also denied intelligent 

female children the opportunities for enjoying good school education. In the long run, the 

national policy of improving the nation’s educational system, as well as impact the moral 

development of the youth could not arrive at the targeted destination, as more girls were 

locked out of schools.550  

To remedy such negative effects of this practise, in 1930, King Rama VII amended 

the country’s marriage laws, whereby the practise of polygamy was banned and only 

monogamy allowed. But many wealthy Thai men found it difficult to swallow the bitter pill. 

They began to conceive the western education and its numerous influences as a deliberate 

ploy to deny them the opportunities of enjoying the fullness of their traditions and cultures. 

And naturally they did not accept this and other reform policies happily. 

 Finally, the insistence on family names also was a matter of concern and confusion 

for the Thai society. The Thais used to live their lives normally without making any 

attachments to any family names or surnames. They had their ways of identifying themselves 

without necessarily attaching themselves to any ancestral lineages through the family names. 

Families evolved their personal and unique ways of identifying themselves, as well as 

preserving their ancestral heritages. However, these indigenous systems of family 

identification died a natural death in 1913 when King Rama VI promulgated a decree which 
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introduced the policy of surnames into families all over the Thai kingdom. Following the 

introduction of this royal decree, families began to attach specific chosen names as their 

family names or surnames, which created confusions in the registration of pupils in schools. 

Children from families which shared similar surnames encountered difficulties in 

differentiating themselves from others. In the midst of the confusion, children’s school 

records were often misplaced, proper and systematic identification of names became difficult 

and the bearers suffered initial setbacks, and often created problems in maintaining school 

records. These details were categorically confirmed by our interviewees during our oral 

interviews in Bangkok in July 2008.551  

Religion 

As is to be expected, in the minds of the various governments, Buddhism was synonymous 

with the Thai nation, while its doctrines held the keys to the emancipation of the country as a 

strong economy with a formidable scientific base in the Asian continent. Hence even in the 

educational reform policies they wanted the Thai population to be protected from the 

influence of other religions. The country’s population of young schools goers needed to be 

brought up in the Buddhist ways, and according to its fundamental doctrines. Above all, it 

was the policy of the government that as the national religion of the Thais, Buddhism must be 

projected, protected, and promoted at all times and places, while the overall interests of the 

nation must not be undermined. Hence the government wanted the study of Buddhism in 

schools increased, in order to give learners the opportunities of developing deeper 

philosophical knowledge of the Buddhist religion.552 

The policy makers were of opinion that once children were groomed in the Buddhist 

way, and handed the light of Western education on the basis of their own religious values, 

their chances of emerging as good citizens of the land would be phenomenal. As it were, 

these factors influenced the Thai government’s policy of reflecting its national objectives in 

the contents of the educational curricula of Ethics Instruction taught in schools.  

Thus, though, Ethics instruction was counted among the major areas of education in 

Thailand, what was emphasised was not about any kind of ethical principles, but an ethics 

based on Buddhism, the religion of the people. Therefore, the emphasis, since centuries, was 
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Challenges and Problems          220 
 

on imparting Buddhist ethics to learners. As King Dhammaraja 1 (Li Thai) once wrote in 

1360, it has been the Thai government’s policy to impart “Buddhist primary education for 

laymen, both the youths and adults.”553 . In view of its importance and relevance towards the 

moral development of the youth and school going population of the country, emphasis on the 

study of this subject had become paramount. Considering the general perception that the 

teaching and learning of Buddhist ethics in schools impacted children’s ability to imbibe the 

attitude of self discipline, love, hard work, religious devotion, honesty, and commitment to 

duty, the governing authorities of the education reform period conceded to prizing this school 

subject higher and above the other subjects. Knowing that a morality based on their 

traditional religion will enhance the ethical life of young learners in the society, the 

authorities counted its curricula contents among the primary educational activities.554  

 However, such an overarching interference of religion on the educational life of the 

nation often marred its effectiveness and relevance. While the pursuit of national 

development through an improved educational system was being propagated as a core issue 

of developmental significance, the government’s interest in the promotion of the Buddhist 

religion remained non negotiable. All educational activities which promoted the study of the 

religion in schools gained priorities over other educational activities. As a result the teaching 

and learning of secular subjects often received less attention. Higher numbers of hours of 

studies in the weekly class time table were often allocated to the teaching of religion-related 

subjects such as Ethics instruction, Morality, Civic Duty etc. Unequal periods were allocated 

to classroom subjects, with the implication that while some subjects were favoured, the less 

religious ones were given less attention.555 There was also no uniformity in the planning of 

class timetables during the period of educational reform, with varying emphases on different 

subjects.  

Even though the key objectives of impacting the moral development of Thai youths 

and school goers, as well as sensitizing them with the knowledge of the values of the 

Buddhist faith was important and understandable, it undermined the relevance of the other 

secular school activities. The emphasis on the moral emancipation of the youth of the nation 

gained momentum only at the cost of other school subjects. This was a real setback to the 
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national targets of improving the overall educational situation of the country at the beginning 

of the last quarter of the 20th century. The positive results of the educational reforms would 

have been much unparalleled if all school subjects were accorded relatively equal amounts of 

importance during the years of educational reform in Thailand.  

Politics and incessant Change of Governance 

All human beings are political by nature, he is “Political animal,” said Aristotle. In one way 

or another, they engage in politics at home, local communities, corporate as well as national 

fields. In its simplest sense, politics is a process by which groups of people make collective 

decisions. But this concept is often applied to the art or science of running governmental or 

state affairs and on the over all, it is related to the methods and tactics used to formulate and 

apply official policies.556 Thus politics is a strictly human approach towards the handling and 

management of human related issues of interest, usually in the larger context of a human 

society. As a policy making devise politics enables persons to come into authority and helps 

those in authority to create relevant formulae to handle major issues of governance and 

people development. In the case of Thailand, there were different agents who played active 

role in her political arena. The Thai royal monarchs, elected or appointed politicians and 

military regimes which oversaw the governance of the country at one time or another, have 

had their share in the game of politics, with the aim of pushing ahead with their chosen 

programs of action. 

As Cookson, Sadovnik and Semel maintain, an understanding of any country’s 

historical past sheds the necessary light needed to understand the state of its progress in the 

areas of development, most especially its educational system.557 This is because, as is to be 

expected continuity of the players decides the success of the game they plan to implement. 

During the period of 1871 to 1970, which forms the scope of this research project, there took 

place several changes in Thai rulership. Governance of the country passed from one hand to 

the other, which ranged from royal monarchs to democratically elected civilian governments. 

The role of the Thai military also is not left out of this scenario.558  

As is to be expected, every change of government implied a change of policies. The 

arrival of a new regime on the seat of government results in the shift of policies, as each 
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regime would like to stamp its own feet clearly on the grounds of power. That being the case, 

it is not quite unimaginable that new regimes hesitate to continue with the legacies and 

policies of its predecessors. As new wines are stored in new jars, it is a matter of history that 

each of the regimes which sat at the seat of government in Bangkok, almost invariably shifted 

away from the policies of the past governments. This situation becomes more precarious, as 

such changes often came with change of guards, most especially as every new regime would 

recruit its own team of core officers. For instance, after the military revolution of 1932, led 

by a team of military officers headed by General Pibulsongkram during the reign of King 

Rama VII (1925-1934), there came enormous changes in the government policies and 

programmes, unimaginable prior to it.559  

Surely this change of government during King Rama VII led to the birth of a new 

democratic reform, creation of the People’s Party, and the end of the era of an absolute 

monarchical system. One major effect of these developments was the recruitment of a new 

team of administrators and government officials who took over the enormous responsibilities 

of translating governmental policies into practical reality in the different towns and provinces 

of Thailand. These changes also resulted in the recruitment of new team of officers at the, 

regional, district, and village levels, most especially as each region then fell under the 

headship of a Lord Lieutenant. There were new governors and district officers who took over 

leadership responsibilities too. Even at the local government levels too, changes were 

effected in the order of rulership.560  

In the area of education, there was the tendency to introduce new policies with each 

change of governments, and some of them with far reaching consequences. Such impacts 

could be witnessed in the areas of funding of educational projects, recruitment of teachers, in 

making available the needed educational facilities, investments in science and technology, 

refurbishment of infrastructure etc. Based on the fact that each new government arrived with 

its own agenda, there was the possibility that such programs of action proved themselves 

detrimental to the growth of education and youth empowerment. Having their own interests 

and priorities, they sacrificed core national priorities with the effect that the project of 

attaining an improved educational system, which benefited the larger population of the 
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country suffered severe setbacks.561 They failed to realise that drastically changing major 

national policies that affect the future development of a nation into platforms for political 

games only succeeds in setting the hands of progress backwards. Considering the fact that the 

project of education is a core national developmental issue, all efforts must have been taken 

to ensure that citizens get the desired opportunities to enjoy their rights to an unhindered and 

effective education in the land of their fathers. This farsightedness was absent in the minds 

and policies of the various regimes that came into power and naturally the dreams of a well 

educated and equipped Thai youth failed to be realised in its fullness. 

Conclusion 

No doubt that a country’s national project never sails on an easy boat. The successful 

execution of core developmental projects pursued by any world nations is often hampered by 

the prevalence of a number of hiccups and sharp thorns which wounds their heads on its 

route. Therefore it is crucial that governmental attitudes and actions regarding such projects 

must be coupled with a strong will towards the smooth execution of such projects. The 

governments must not be deterred from engaging in important national development projects 

on fear of obstructions and stormy weathers. Problems and developmental bottlenecks are 

always there. They are as natural to humanity as any other human endeavour. It only needs 

patience, commitment, and resilience to wriggle our ways out of their claws. The Thai rulers 

realised to some extent that a strong political will and commitment towards major issues of 

national development alone can impact the successful implementation of core projects of 

national growth and development. Therefore, they were bold enough to envisage and 

implement key educational reforms in the country. Nevertheless, it would have borne many 

more fold fruits, had the weeds of the above mentioned factors been absent from the scenario. 

In any case it is beyond doubt that the so called educational reforms project deeply affected 

the Thai nation of the previous century, the fruit of which is the present day society. In the 

next chapter we will analyse such impacts of all these projects and planning on the Thai 

nation. 
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Chapter Nine 

Writing New Pages of the Thai History 

Introduction 

It is a common adage among many communities that after a journey of seven years, the 

sojourner takes some careful moments to recapitulate his tracks and examine his own 

condition. The purpose is to evaluate his ways thus far with a view to a better and more 

effective way forward, if and when possible. A scientific project, like this research, or a 

national developmental programme, like the Thai Educational reform, is comparable to such 

a journey, where its promoters do take great care to stop and look forward and backward. 

Thus both are like a Janus faced project. As we have come to the final stage of our scientific 

journey which took us through the history of the Thai project of educational reform, it is time 

to look back into this history to recapitulate the achievements, in order to look forward to 

evaluate and plan for its future, whether bright or bleak.  

In this final chapter our attempt is to underpin the influence which the several years of 

Thailand’s educational reform activities made on the development of its education sector, 

which thus added a new face to the Thai society in every respect. It seeks to analyse and 

highlight the depth of the footprints which this period of the Thai history of educational 

renovation impacted on the society, in an attempt to bring the country’s educational system to 

a competitive, forward-looking and world class educational height. It is our position that 

despite the rigours and traumas which the adaptation and practical implementation of this 

policy encountered on its routes to full maturity, the efforts of the country’s numerous royal 

monarchs, political figures, military leaders, and education officers were never lost, but took 

Thailand to new heights through the educational reforms. Our key research question here is: 

How did the several years of the Thai educational reform programs impact the advancement 

of the country’s educational system in the 21st century? We are of opinion that in spite of the 

various obstacles on the way, the goodwill of the leaders bore manifold fruits in the 

development of its educational system and through that in every sphere of the society. 

Naturally we will focus on the moral emphasis of the whole project, that lasted a century, but 

within the overall developmental undertaking.  
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Program of Compulsory Primary School Education  

A nation’s attempt at writing a new page for the future and forward-looking educational and 

overall development of its citizenry usually begins with the introduction of new programs of 

action which address the situational and developmental needs of the entire population. 

Usually, the survival and sustenance of such a program depends on its ability to address and 

tackle the various aspects which influence core issues of national development. As long as 

the nation’s aim is substantial and enduring development such a programme has to begin with 

a governmental commitment to the program of providing quality and affordable education to 

its citizenry, most importantly to the children and youth.562 Since such an education-based 

approach is highly fundamental to national development and people empowerment, the Thai 

government’s efforts in spreading primary school education to all children covered about 

90% of the school going Thai population since 1990. This was an important step in preparing 

children for life and service to their nation rather than equipping them with mere skills which 

prepare them for specific jobs within the national economy. But as Bergen rightly concludes, 

the success of such a program surely depended on the government’s ability to commit the 

necessary funds, supported with the availability of the needed trained educational 

personnel.563  

The century of the educational reform project of in Thailand received its most 

significant boost following the birth of the policy of compulsory primary school education for 

all in 1921, which began a new educational revolution, so to say, at the beginning of the new 

millennium, under the name of the “Education for All” program.564 Following the 

promulgation and adoption of the royal decree which approved the policy of compulsory 

primary school education for all Thai children within the school going ages of seven to 

fourteen years, Thailand’s historic policy of Compulsory Primary Education Act of 1921 was 

signed into law.565 Eventually this policy, which continued to be revised over the years, 

became the country’s foremost bold attempt to confront the problems of underdevelopment 
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and illiteracy-related intellectual and scientific blindness generated by the lack of intellectual 

power of its population. 

 A strict and careful enforcement of this educational policy all over the country 

provided new heights to the country’s literacy status over the years. The rate of illiteracy 

among the population, including men and women improved significantly which gave issues 

of national development new vigour. As was the case, Thai nationals’ awareness and 

willingness to stand up and be counted as active participants in the compulsory education 

policy program of the government became a national slogan. Parents and families did their 

best to comply with the regulations of this policy, which made it mandatory for all children of 

school going age to be enrolled into schools. The result of this educational approach 

manifested itself without much delay. For instance, available reports indicate that after the 

take-off of the program in 1921, the educational enrolment situations of 1922 was a real 

surprise for the implementers of Thailand’s educational development.566  

The following table illustrates the fundamental upwards push in Thailand’s primary 

school enrolment between 1922 and 1957.  
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Figure 5. Comparison of school-age children in and out of school (1922-1957)567 

Year Total 
number of 
primary 
schools* 

Number of 
school-age 
children 

Children already in 
school 

Children 
not in 
school 

Total 
number 

Percentage 

1922 

1932 

1942 

1943 

1944 

1945 

1946 

1947 

1948 

1949 

1950 

1951 

1954 

1956 

1957 

4,488 

7,638 

18,832 

19,071 

19,194 

19,310 

19,386 

19,011 

19,263 

19,383 

19,350 

19,442 

20,328 

21,231 

21,491 

1,032,455 

1,374,625 

2,543,319 

2,673,608 

2,666,542 

2,663,784 

2,499,609 

2,493,674 

2,540,909 

2,652,260 

2,605,489 

2,661,767 

2,637,121 

3,239,177 

3,142,492 

448,380 

798,126 

2,371,266 

2,516,983 

2,543,755 

2,537,587 

2,406,075 

2,390,189 

2,435,775 

2,556,877 

2,539,701 

2,567,114 

2,545,408 

3,036,719 

3,051,411 

43.42 

58.06 

93.23 

94.16 

95.39 

95.26 

95.84 

96.25 

95.85 

96.40 

97.47 

96.44 

96.52 

97.10 

97.11 

56.58 

41.94 

6.77 

5.84 

4.61 

4.74 

4.16 

3.75 

4.15 

3.60 

2.53 

3.56 

3.68 

2.90 

2.89 

 

On the basis of the above data, one can easily find the following facts. Undoubtedly, 

there was a sharp increase in the total figures of school enrolment into primary schools all 

over Thailand. From a dismal figure of 43.42% in 1922, children’s enrolment rose to a 
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wholesome 97.11% in 1957, which represented an increment of over 50%. The above data 

indicate that there was a continued and disproportionate yearly increase in the figures of 

primary school entrants all over the country, which surely left its impact on the country’s 

educational sector. However, as is to be expected, among others, this increase resulted in the 

abject need for more classrooms throughout the country’s primary school system. To be 

precise, with the result that at the average of 35 pupils per classroom, 29,499 classrooms were 

needed all over the country in 1922. Using the same tally, a figure of 89,786 classrooms were 

needed in 1957.568 This shortage of available and suitable classroom facilities, was the first 

block in the country’s policy of attaining countrywide primary school education for all 

children. To remedy this situation of insufficient numbers of classroom spaces for the 

increasing stream of school entrants, a number of public buildings were improvised into 

classroom spaces. In addition, open halls in monasteries, Buddhist temples, and community 

facilities were also converted into teaching and learning environments, which however, failed 

to meet the basic standards required on educational settings.  

As it to be expected, adapting such environments into educational situations was not 

easy. Even those facilities which were thus converted were quite insufficient to meet the 

challenge. As a result many of the primary school entrants could not be allowed places into 

schools, with the effect that the compulsory primary school educational policy could not 

make full landfalls in many parts of the country, and a proportion of the country’s children of 

school going age could not find seats in schools.569  

We have cited this particular problem, only to show one major challenge in the 

country’s journey towards educational development of the nation and our contention is that 

had it not been for this serious hitch, the dreams and wishes of the authorities would have 

reached it full realisation. Nevertheless, even though the success of the project was frosted 

with such many core problems, the project on the overall impacted the educational and 

literacy adavancement of Thailand’s children and youths. It gave an open invitation to all 

parents and families to support their children in availing themselves of the opportunities of 

the literacy and intellectual empowerment which the program of compulsory education 
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offered.570 It made children’s school attendance compulsory and erring parents received 

forms of punishment, fines, and or terms of imprisonment. One key effect of this 

development was that parents and communities were compelled to collaborate with the 

government towards the education of Thai children.571  

Education as the Key to National Development 

One of the key motivating factors which drove Thailand’s project of educational 

reform was the desire to evolve an educational program which would facilitate the 

development and overall emergence of the Buddhist nation as an economic and scientific 

powerhouse in the Asian continent. With this goal in view, the governing royal, political, and 

military powers wanted to equip the Thai children with modern school education and literacy 

know-how to enhance their intellectual and moral development as future leaders of the 

nation. It was their strong conviction that once school children were armed with the quality 

education which impacted their moral dispositions, the country’s chances of emerging as an 

Asian fountain of science, technology, and economic strength could be attained in the Thai of 

the 21st century. Updating the educational curricula in line with the demands of the times, as 

well as improving the teaching techniques was pursued as key approaches to this.572  

With the dream of attaining genuine nationhood through the corridors of competitive 

school education, the government invested hugely in the teaching and learning of the 

sciences. However, the different governments never lost sight of the importance of Ethic 

Instruction in all primary schools. This was the result of the realisation from their part that an 

authentic statehood for the future Buddhist Thai nation could never be attained if the 

country’s children and youths were not comprehensively groomed in the moral and ethical 

values of Buddhism. To take one example in this line, prior to the 1895 modification of the 

educational curricula, which aimed at preparing Thai students for overseas studies in Europe, 

King Rama V signed the decree which mandated the teaching of Ethics Instruction at all 

levels in all Thai schools into law.573  
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In the minds of the government, this dual emphasis, both on modern education and on 

ethics instruction, was important for a number of reasons. In Europe, science and technology 

was fast becoming a role changer and pinnacle of authentic national development. Realisation 

of the fact that their investment in the areas of science and technology, which was promoted 

through programs of school education, constituted its magic wand and footing of economic 

strength became instrumental for the adaptation of a similar approach in Thailand. Through 

school education, learners were hoped to acquire the scientific knowledge which kept Europe 

ahead of the world. Nevertheless, Buddhist religion being the foundation of Thai culture, 

religious and moral values constituted the backbone of the community, as we discussed in the 

previous chapters, and the governments did not want to bring in the negative influences of 

secularisation, as it happened in the west, through its modernisation efforts in education. 

Towards building a strong economic and cultural relationship with the West, as well as 

ensuring that its national and Buddhist religious values were never contaminated through 

Western contacts, school education was conceived as the key player.574 The need to equip 

Thai citizens with the technological know-how was seen on an equal par with the imparting 

them with sound moral and Buddhist values as both were considered key factors to launch the 

country into a 21st century model state, which had become the national goal.575 

Thailand’s special position in the Asian peninsula was apt to make it a strong power 

in the region and it only needed the necessary push in the right direction. And the Thai 

authorities realised that investment in science-based education which was supported by sound 

Buddhist values held the keys to turning the country into a strong economic base. This 

became crucial as Thailand constituted a key trading partner and tourist destination for many 

of the European nations. Its agricultural produce, rice especially, constituted a major export 

economy and foreign exchange earner. 576 A natural and legitimate fear of losing its religious 

values through unrestrained foreign economic and trade contacts haunted the government. 

And an effective and fundamental way envisaged by the government to retain its national 

pride and identity as a Buddhist nation and to avert any lose of values and betrayal of its 
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576 Kruakaew, P. (1963). Characteristics of Thai society and social development. Bangkok: 
Keuakal Press, p. 4. 
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religious dignity in the midst of its Asian neighbours, was to strengthen its commitments to 

the teaching of Ethics Instruction in all schools and educational institutions all over the 

country. Thus, through the program of school education, Thai authorities promoted the 

teaching of the sciences, as well as Buddhist values in schools in an attempt to impact high 

moral standards among the youths, as proud Thai citizens577  

All such efforts were in the expectation that these approaches would promote growth 

and sustenance of the economy, empower its citizens, reduce reliance on expatriate labour 

force and ensure the advancement of a science-based national economy. It was the 

anticipation of the government therefore that supported with a strong moral base, Thai 

children and youth could be motivated to emerge as viable future leaders of the nation, 

capable of carrying on the project of an effective nation-development in the 21st century 

standard. The modern educational curricula, with its dual emphasis on morality and sciences 

surely impacted learners’ dispositions to work for the development of the nation.  

Beleaguered by the financial constraints in carrying out their dream project of 

education reform, which point was discussed above, the Thai government’s fiscal allocation 

to education in the new millennium received a dramatic boost. The percentage of total 

expenditure on education jumped higher than the other sectors of the economy. During the 

period of 2000 to 2007, “total public expenditure on education was between 21.8 and 25.7 

percent” of the overall national budget. As UNESCO rightly acknowledged, “Thailand’s 

education budget was well above the OECD average of 13 percent.” Through this the 

government wanted to “develop Thailand into a knowledge society led by moral standards, 

and provide all citizens with equal access to free, high quality basic education.” 578  

The huge investments recorded in the education sector hastened the pace of overall 

national development of Thailand in many ways. Statistical indicators report that there was a 

massive increase in the numbers of raw materials processing and job-offering industries. 

Level of physical infrastructures such as good road networks, electricity supplies, hospitals 

and healthcare facilities, improved inter and intra city transport systems, and better 

telecommunication services all over the country were some of the key developments. In the 
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same line, there was a huge transformation in the quality of the political sector, with the 

effect that corruption and economic frauds reduced enormously among the ruling class. And 

on the overall, Thailand became more self-reliant, while its export economy jumped higher 

and above its rate of imports.579  

Increased Investment in Teacher’s Training 

Substantial improvements in the area of teachers education was another landmark impacted 

by the educational reform policies. Right from the onset of the educational reform project, the 

past Thai governments recognised the fundamentality of teachers’ roles in the realisation of 

the core objectives of the nation’s project of improving and modernising its educational 

system. The government was never in any kind of illusion about the relevance of teachers’ 

classroom leadership roles and participatory duties in the attainment of the national targets of 

educational reform.580 Thus, it became obvious to the government and educational authorities 

that investing more in the development of teacher education could hasten the pace of progress 

and overall national development.  

As managers of classroom activities, disseminators of academic knowledge, and 

trainers of children and youths, teachers function as core participants in interpretation and 

execution of government policies to the understanding of any country’s younger 

generation.581 As managers of the activities of teaching and learning in schools, the 

responsibilities of motivating the intellectual and moral development of learners are on their 

shoulders. Therefore, the government was strongly convinced that investments in the teacher 

education sector was invaluable, most especially as they functioned as domesticators of 

pupils’ intellectual knowledge, trainers of their physical and mental health, as well as 

moulders of their educational and future career skills.582 So they wanted by all means to equip 

school teachers with the intellectual and professional skills needed to impact the quality of 

the country’s educational system. Hence the need to train and re-train Thai teachers received 

priority attention in the minds of the reformist governments of the era. It became part of the 
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national policy that only trained and qualified teachers be deployed into Thai primary 

schools.  

The achievement of these objectives demanded the allocation of the necessary funds 

and the government was ready to bear this burden of necessary financial support. The 

increased budgetary allocation was necessary to improve teachers’ salaries, teaching and 

learning settings, and overall benefits.583 Thailand had its foremost teacher training college in 

1892. Since the various Thai governments considered teacher education as a way of 

impacting the quality of the education provided in schools, it categorised the responsibility of 

teacher education as a national policy. Consequently, a Teacher Training Division was 

created in the Ministry of Education in 1920 to nurture this pet project to a fruitful state of 

maturity. Later in 1940, the Ministry of Education made another policy move, by transferring 

the Teacher Training Section to the Department of Educational Techniques, which took over 

the responsibilities of proving teacher education to trainee teachers both in the capital city of 

Bangkok and all the other provinces of the country.584  

In order to improve the project of teacher education in Thailand, the government had 

in the same year approved the establishment of four teacher training colleges in the Bangkok 

area, namely: Suan Sunanta Teacher Training College, Bangkok Primary Teachers School, 

Petburividhyalongkorn Girls’ Teacher Training College, and Ban Somdeji Chao Phraya 

Teacher Training College. However, the commencement of the 2nd World War impacted in 

the immediate closure and transfer of these teacher training colleges to the provinces of the 

country. As a further proof of its investment and commitment to the project of teacher 

education in Thailand, in 1944 eight more colleges in Songkla, Udorn, Ubol, Lopburi, 

Ayuttaya, Petchabon, Pitsanuloke, and Nakornsawan provinces of the country were 

established. Morover, when the guns and adversities of the bloody war had reached a 

disastrous halt, all teacher training colleges which were formerly closed as a result, came 

back to life in 1947.585 As a result, teachers training programmes improved tremendously, 

producing quality teachers and educators for all over the country. In this context, we like to 

highlight the fact that the Thai government’s commitment to improve the quality of its 

teacher education program also resulted in improving the quality of the training facilities and 

educational materials provided in the training colleges. Recognising its success and realising 
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its continued necessity in the country, the 1952 Constitution spelled out the modalities to 

create the Department of Teacher Training in the Ministry of Education.586 

As a positive gesture, the government was willing to increase is financial assistance to 

this cause. The government’s increased fiscal allocation to the educational sector led to the 

provision of modern teacher education materials in training colleges all over the country. 

Textbooks, sports equipments, recreational facilities, classroom illustration makers (teaching 

aids), refurbished school blocks, and quality classroom furniture were all part of the new 

project and they were provided in schools. Even simple details, such as the automated school 

bells which have since replaced the hand-rung bells which was synonymous with the 

country’s pre-reform school systems was taken care of.587 Teaching got gazetted as a core 

profession in the Ministry of Education, which was comparable with all other professions in 

the country, which augmented the interest of many young people to embrace the career of 

teachers and this naturally resulted in better imparting of quality education.  

On the other hand, this elevated status of teaching as a government approved 

profession under the Thai gazette, also required from the teachers the need to attain higher 

standards in efficiency in delivering classrooms lessons. As a profession, the implication was 

that the activities of teaching and learning in schools were no longer left in the hands of 

educational amateurs and un-trained personnel. Handling of classroom education was no 

longer open to personnel who did not receive some years of preparatory training, which 

equipped them with the skills needed to deliver classroom lessons professionally. Such a 

program of teacher education also helped trainees to get acquainted with the educational 

practices which were allowed or disallowed in schools.588  

With this new status, teachers who attended teacher training colleges, and possessed 

the required qualifying certificates began to be accorded the same rights and privileges, as 

enjoyed by civil servants and other government employees in different sectors of the country. 

Within the minds of teachers the pride of self esteem, and the pride of themselves as 

providers of intellectual knowledge in schools began to gain roots. Teachers began to be seen 
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as valued primary sources of pupils’ intellectual empowerment, skills development, and 

moral sensitization in schools. Thus, teachers began to feel dignity of their labou. Instead of 

looking down on themselves and their professions, they began to walk at the same pace with 

other government employees, without fear of humiliation and segregation in the midst of 

other civil servants. Hence the professionalization of the teaching career helped to restore the 

dignity which was almost lost when school education was in the hands of monastery monks 

and other un-trained and unqualified personnel.589  

The Thai program of teacher education received another major boost when the 

government introduced the policy of a continued revision of the school textbooks used in its 

school system. Since intellectual knowledge grows everyday and continued scientific 

research polishes the already existing educational knowledge contained in the school books, 

the governments accepted it as of primary importance to conduct a periodical revision of its 

classroom textbooks based on the reports of scientific researches. Because of the 

magnanimity of the support received from the national governments, it became part of 

official routine to conduct periodical reviews of important school textbooks, which for 

instance included the popular Traibhumikatha (King Ruang’s adages), Mahachart (the story 

of the life of Buddha), and the Mahajataka (the life story of Buddha).590 This new policy 

saved school teachers the embarrassment of living in the past, most especially as the 

knowledge and intellectual skills of today could become obsolete tomorrow.591 It also helped 

the learners to get up-to-date knowledge, which enabled him to be of world class standard in 

the various subjects they learned at the school.  

Modernized Administration of the Education Sector  

The Thai government enjoyed the role of the sole agency in charge of t providing education 

all over the country. Education was the primary responsibility of the national government, 

while other participants were mere collaborators and partners in the programme. Hence the 

government did not want the educational sector to remain disorganised and in shatters which 

would surely have impeded the nation’s targets of modernizing its educational system making 

it mere illusion. Towards bringing quality and standard into the educational sector therefore, 
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the Ministry of Education was given a fresh mandate by the 1952 Constitution.592 It was 

given specific powers and organisation setup to guide its effective and smooth running. 

Headed by the Minister of Education, the work of the ministry was divided into ten 

key departments with specific and clear duties assigned to each so as to avoid any clashes of 

interest or responsibility among the officers concerned. The various departments which 

functioned under the Ministry of Education included the following: the Ministerial 

Secretariat, the Office of the Under-Secretary, the Department of Teacher Education, the 

Department of Secondary Education, the Department of Physical Education, the Department 

of Vocational Education, the Department of Educational Technique, the Department of 

Primary Education, the Department of Buddhism and the Department of Fine Arts.  

The creation of these separate departments was the first key turning point which 

marked the beginning of the era of modernized educational administration in Thailand. It 

marked the beginning of an era of full governmental control over all facets of the education 

sector and it received a fresh legal backup with a number of educational laws, ordinances, 

and decrees coming into effect. All of them helped to legitimize the activities and practices of 

the various educational personnel involved in the smooth running of national educational 

policy.593 Goodson and Marsh define it as a policy of institutionalising the administration of 

the educational sector. In the context of the Thai government, it became a necessary step 

needed to promote children’s education, motivate effective learning system, ensure proper 

utilization of fiscal allocations, as well as to enable a systematic flow of the educational 

sector in the country.594 

What is of specific interest to us is that in this new system, the responsibilities of 

administering all the different cadres of primary schools, namely the local and municipal 

primary schools, fell into the hands of the Department of Primary Education. In addition, this 

department was also empowered to administer the management of all Adult Education 

schools, as well as the Special schools for the physically challenged children of the country. 

In all these, the costs involved in the administration and supply of primary school education 

was borne by the national government, as it was the realisation of the national policy on 

education. 
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Figure 6. Educational Administration of Thailand at the National Level595  

 

The above table depicts the Thai government’s level of progress in adjusting the 

administration of its educational sector to the tunes of the modern day. It confirms our 

position that the project of education stands out as the most prominent one among the list of 

areas of national development. Counting the importance of the educational sector among the 

core areas of importance, in view of its direct relation to national development, it is not a 

surprise that the authorities have placed such an importance on this sector. The data, thus 

clearly point out that the Thai government appreciated education as a key area in the 

developmental process of the country, and wanted to dictate the levels of skills and 

intellectual empowerment which the youth and school graduates should imbibe at the end of 

their educational careers.596 The government, hence, had not only the desire to take the 

country forward to the 21st century, but had the political will to take concrete steps in the 

right direction.  

Again, our table indicates that the administration of the Ministration of Education 

flows through a systematic chain of command structure, where the Minister of Education 
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works collaboratively with the nation’s Teachers’ Council, alongside a team of other top 

government functionaries who oversee the daily running of the ministry, towards ensuring a 

healthy supply of education in schools. There is a dynamic advancement in the modernization 

and restructuring of the ministry, which became necessary as a way of ensuring the 

actualization of the national policy on basic education, as well as impacting the quality of the 

education provided in schools.  

As it were, this necessitated the splitting of the ministry into many different 

departments or administrative units. As the table confirms there were fifteen of them, who 

were responsible for the administration and supply of Thailand’s public primary school 

education and all of them fall under the the Office of the National Primary Education 

Commission (ONPEC). Apart from this department, there were also other governmental 

agencies which took part in the delivery of primary school education in the country.597  

These administrative developments which emerged in the post reform period of the 

Thai educational system represented a clear point of departure from the country’s pre-reform 

period in the educational sector of the country. According to Sevamal, that was a period with 

an administrative system that was continually struggling with problems of inefficiency, 

official bureaucracy, administrative bottlenecks, wilful duplication of offices, disorganised 

methods of allocation of duties and responsibilities, forms of bribery and corruption, lack of 

trained and experienced educational professionals, workers’ nonchalance, misappropriation 

of justice, high-handedness of government officials and lack of training for employees of the 

Department of Primary Education, etc.598 In such a background, in order to provide an 

improved educational system for Thailand’s school goers the government adopted a number 

of policy approaches which were designed to impact and overhaul the entire network of 

educational administration. Various educational policy laws were designed to change the 

shape of administration of the educational sector, reduce bureaucracy, eliminate conflicts of 

interests, stamp out corruption among government employees, as well as to provide 

opportunities for training and re-training of employees.  
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Another important and useful measure the government undertook to this effect was 

the special overseas training programs for its education personnel in Europe and America, 

which was meant to equip them with the administrative skills employed by Western countries 

in the management of their educational sector. This was driven by the wish to model the Thai 

educational administration after those of the European nations. With King Rama V as the 

architect of the educational reform project, the goal was to model Thailand’s overall 

administrative network against their Western models, as a way of ensuring the recruitment of 

indigenous labour force, as well as the participation of the local population in the 

administration of the country.599 In its concrete implication, as a result of such overseas 

training, there emerged a government approved systematic chain or hierarchy of command 

which ran the educational sector, and managed the entire administrative network involved in 

the primary school education in all Thai towns, villages as well as cities and provinces.600  

 However, we are not denying the fact that the project of educational reform which 

was initially launched in the country in the historic year of 1894, took more than a decade 

before the project of administrative reform could be extended to the whole country. But onthe 

overall, we could affirm that the country’s administrative reforms project opened the 

corridors for wider job opportunities for qualified local personnel all over the country, most 

especially in the District Office.601 It created room for the application of the principle of 

professionalism in the country’s administrative networks and overall civil service, and set the 

pace for the re-deployment and re-training of less qualified personnel into other sectors of the 

economy. In the interim, regular educational laws and parliamentary legislations over the 

years helped to inject modern administrative techniques into the business of education 

management.602 Thus, the country’s educational sector continued to witness progress and 

continued administrative reforms. 
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Program of Long Distance Education 

The program of long distance educational outreach stands out prominently among the 

numerous areas of impact created by the Thai government’s project of educational reform all 

over the country. In view of the modern nature and technological base of this educational 

approach, it became the country’s widest and most technology-driven educational programme 

nationwide. Born out of the need to modernize the country’s educational land space, and 

driven by the pressure to reach all nooks and corners of the country, the target of touching 

every school goer through the electronic media formed the key driving force behind it. The 

dissemination of school education and literacy through different electronic and print media 

became the primary focus of this programme.603  

This project of long distance education was launched in the country some few years 

ago, initially with the radio educational program of literacy impartation, known in the local 

parlance as “Witthayu Suksa” (radio education). The Ministry of Education and the country’s 

Public Relations Department were in full charge of the production and airing of this program. 

Over a period of time, other electronic media and public outreach networks were also added 

to the list. The programme included a variety of methods such as the establishment of village 

reading centres, public libraries, postal services, museums, mobile libraries, periodicals, 

groups of local intellectuals, as well as television and education via satellite stations.  

As an emerging nation with a forward-looking educational vision, the launching of 

these modern day initiatives was driven by the ardent pressure to provide wider educational 

opportunities to all school goers both in the urban and the rural communities of Thailand. 

This was a very innovative and effective means adopted by the government, as this means 

could deliver educational lessons and educative information to remote parts of the country 

which were inaccessible to Western education through any other means.604 Goodson 

characterises this mass literacy educational approach as a project of “mass state 

schooling.605” For Omolewa, it offered opportunities for the educational empowerment of 
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adult members of such communities, who probably lost this opportunity during their earlier 

days of life.606  

According to Finkelstein, in Dams, Depaepe, & Simon, the engagement of the media 

in the 20th century educational landscape made the educational landscape much freer and 

more open to the extent that though attending schools opened new worlds to the child, the 

powers of the media outreach expanded his intellectual vision more broadly. It is a clear 

indication of the close relationship between the school and the larger society of people and 

media consumers.607 As the role played by these mass media is crucial and substantial, we 

shall discuss it more elaborately under the following subheadings.  

Radio Networks and Postal Services 

Under the guidance of the Ministry of Education, the Thai FM 92, which is the country’s 

number one national radio station regularly create a number of educational programs which 

are aired periodically for the educational and literacy benefits of school children and the 

family members. Transmitted from Bangkok, this radio channel dishes out a variety of 

educational programmes which compete favourably with those provided in formal school 

settings within the country’s educational systems. During the period of 1978-1985, ground 

breaking work was initiated for the establishment of a new radio station, purely for the 

purposes of airing purely educational programs. And with the support of the World Bank, 

Radio Thailand for Education was opened in 1985, with the aim of providing both formal and 

informal education to the masses of Thai school goers, teachers, and the larger listening 

audience.608  

 As it were, the educational program of this station “serves straight into 

schoolrooms, to teachers and students. Programmes organized are made to provide education 

to people in the non-formal education system for the improvement of their knowledge and 

ability which will be useful to their life-long education.” 609 It was the plan of the Thai 

government that through these educational programs, school children and adult listeners 

could be better informed and properly armed with concrete knowledge and information on a 

number of innovative ideas on various issues of interest. These areas include agriculture, 
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healthcare attitudes, income generation, law, administration, good citizenship, population 

studies, family planning, issues of religious interest, etc. Importantly, forms of non formal 

education, using the services of the postal media, to deliver educational materials at the 

doorsteps of client listeners, were also employed all over the country, even as the target of 

eradicating illiteracy remained paramount.610 

On the overall, Thailand is richly blessed with the availability of several radio 

stations, both on FM and AM frequencies. At the moment, there are more than 525 

government accredited radio stations which are operational in different parts of the country. 

In the Bangkok area alone, more than 78 stations are actively operational, while about 448 of 

them are established in the rural areas of the country. According to a 1998 survey conducted 

by the government, 98.5% of the population have access to radio stations, with the effect that 

with the quality of life access to information and education grew dramatically. The result of 

this survey indicates that there was a continued upward increase in the numbers of 

households with access to radio stations of their choice.611 And it is obvious that the number 

of persons and families with access to radio stations continues to grow in thousands with the 

passing of each day. 

Remarkably, the average hours allocated to the showcasing of educational school 

radio programs on Thai channels amounted to a minimum of 25% of its daily hours in the air. 

Out of this allocation, a minimum of 15 minutes was usually cut out for religious education 

(dharma) programs, while the remaining period went to news and educational programs. With 

the adoption of this strategic mass media approach to the education of the Thai population, 

literacy impartation transcended beyond the seclusion of the four walls of schools, and even 

farther away from the confines of monasteries.612 Access to education was thrown open to all 

Thais, irrespective of age, geographical location, gender, or religion. The approach became a 

bold attempt to accord every citizen the right to acquire forms of literacy, insofar as one is 

able to remain glued to his or her radio set at the proper time at work or in the house.  
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Television Programs 

The arrival of the television industry in Thailand marked yet another landmark and it was 

promptly adopted by the Thai government in its efforts to propagate Western education to all 

nooks and corners of the land. The establishment of this powerful media of entertainment and 

education had its own strong influences on the overall development of the Thai population. 

With the birth of this technology-based entertainment system, the Thai viewing audience 

formed the attitude of tuning in to the television sets at home and at work, thereby making 

use of the golden opportunities of watching the daily news, events, and entertainment 

programs, as well as enjoying the educational programs presented. It is to be noted that such 

educational programmes received the maximum length of slots during each day’s 

broadcasting.613  

As a survey by the Thai government indicates, between 1994 and 1998, there was 

continued rise in the number of television viewers all over the country. This dramatic 

increase was impacted by the emergence of new television industries in different parts of the 

country. This also resulted in the setting up of many television stations across the country. 

For instance, before long there were 9 government accredited television stations in Bangkok 

alone. This was in addition to the 31 other television and radio stations located in other parts 

of the country, with the effect that peoples’ access to news, current affairs, world events, and 

educational programs grew wider and in great variety too. Gradually, the population’s taste 

for television programs became quite overwhelming. Information dissemination took a new 

dimension, and news coverage and literacy impartation climbed a new height all over the 

country.614 These are in addition to the exposure and awareness, most especially to other 

world cultures and major events, which were also regularlyscreened via television network 

programs.615  

A survey conducted in six provinces of the country (Lampang, Mae Hong Son, Surat 

Thani, Ranong, Ubong Ratcha Thani, and Khon Kaen) in 1996 on the impact of this mass 

media on the population, indicates that a huge number of people were already in for this 
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modern day human technological tool. A massive percentage of the population ticked “good” 

against the question regarding the non-formal educational programs which were covered on 

these television networks. A similar massive support was also shown to the programmes in 

the areas of agriculture, health education, social life, and school education. As the survey 

indicated, a good number of the Thai population made use of such educational programmes 

in their practical lives. “A percentage of 45.7% of the listeners apply the knowledge to daily 

life. 12.8 percent identified that they had never used the knowledge gained at all.”616  

These are clear indicators that in Thailand’s march towards attaining a complete 

transformation of its educational system, as well as the moral base of its population, a number 

of factors and strategic media devices were effectively employed. The means of mass media 

were deployed towards impacting peoples’ literacy conditions, overall awareness, political 

sensitization, administrative competence, democratic participations, career guidance, 

religious dispositions, ethical attitudes, environmental consciousness, health education 

promotions, etc. etc.  

As Depaepe and Smeyers soundly maintain, such media approaches play pivotal roles 

in checking attitudes of moral decadence, teenage pregnancy, environmental destruction, 

traffic deaths, health complications, citizenship empowerment, and economic reliance among 

the population.617 As it were, these mass media enlightenment programs lend support to the 

Thai government’s policy of impacting the behavioural and moral consciousness of the 

populace, which could influence the peoples’ attitudes to issues of national development.618 

Based on these values, Lull then concludes that “watching television is a family activity.”619 

Since it has such wide public viewership and usefulness the educative media programs of the 

21st century must never be switched off from the Thai television programs list, insofar as they 

do not carry negative and corruptive implications to the youths and wider audience. 

                                                 
616 UNESCO. (2001). Education for all, p. 45. 
617 Depaepe, M. & Smeyers, P. (2008). Educationalisation as the conceptualisation of ongoing 

modernisation process. Educational theory, 58(4), 379. 
618 McQuail, D. (1991). Mass media in the public interest: Towards a framework of norms for 

media performance. In J. Curran & M. Gurevitch (Eds.), Mass media and society. London: Edward 
Anorld, p. 77. 

619 Lull, J. (1988). The family and television, p. 17. 
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Print Media 

The sword of the printed media was not left out in Thailand’s aggressive march towards the 

modernization of its educational system. This media outlet, with its powers of the printed 

words and the ability to knock at readers’ doors all over the country signed its indelible 

signatures on the country’s literacy growth and outreach efforts. Significantly, Thailand 

prides itself with a massive number of daily, weekly, monthly, and periodical print media 

forms. Newspapers health magazines, technology magazines and social entertainment 

magazines established all over the country are among the large list of information outlets 

which circulate the country’s nooks and corners on a daily, weekly, monthly or periodical 

basis.620  

As participants in the country’s war against illiteracy, and agents of the education for 

all program, their publications doubtlessly impacted the peoples’ readership skills and 

abilities, news awareness, literacy skills, social relevance, and economic functionality. 

Motivated by relevant professional and journalistic articles, Thai readers imbibed fresh 

literacy skills, which boosted their intellectual dispositions, and recharged their readership 

attitudes. In fact, it assisted them cultivate new dispositions towards the powers of the written 

word, which Depaepe concedes as an “excellent eye-opener” to readers with the right 

attitudes of readership.621 Choppin supports this position with the claim that these print 

materials have, to a large extent, impacted readers’ intoxications with reading, which in some 

cases became their sole source of knowledge and beacon of information.622  

Unlike the other two media that we mentioned above, the availability of the print 

media created the desired opportunity for people to read in privacy and in isolation from 

others, opine McLuhan and Fiore.623 Through this media, massive percentage of Thai readers 

received wealth of knowledge in their communicative skills as well. Figuratively speaking 

with the skills of readership at their fingertips, they could travel the globe with a simple and 

careful turn of the eyes and in a few minutes. Knowing the events taking place throughout the 
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globe became a thing of practicable reality. In this way, Thai readers’ dispositions to reading 

skills became new attitude changers, learning tools, and sources of literacy empowerment at 

home, in the office, or at work. They were made available to the all homes and offices within 

hours of leaving the printer’s desk, irrespective of distance, with the overall effect that Thai 

population’s literacy skills, through the adaptation to modern mass media techniques, 

continued to improve over the years. Ability to get the news as soon as they happen became 

practically feasible.  

Satellite Educational Outreaches 

Another major instrument used in the Thai project of educational modernization was the use 

of satellite television outreaches located in specific towns and villages, with a view to 

education for all citizens, irrespective of occupation, age, economic situation or religion. To 

this effect media guided satellite educational centres were erected in different towns and 

villages all over the country. This followed the creation of the Centre for Distance Education 

by Satellite in 1994, which was an obvious response to the 1990 UNESCO declaration of the 

program of ‘Education for All’ worldwide.624 As a quick response to this call from UNESCO, 

in 1996, a television station was set up within the school premises in Klaikangwon Royal 

Villa, Hua Hin, for the specific purposes of televising purely the educational programs 

designed for the schools which fell within the umbrellas of the satellite educational 

network.625  

Idea behind such initiatives was to accord educational opportunities to all persons at 

the global level, which for the Thai government, was designed to address the literacy 

situations of three specific target groups all over the country. Ranking highly among the three 

specific categories of learners was the children and youth. The second group was the ordinary 

adult population of the country, who missed their earlier chances of attending formal school 

education at the proper time of their lives. In line with this development, specific curricula of 

non formal education were designed and showcased for this category of learners, who were 

mostly located in the rural communities of the land. Thirdly, this program cut across persons 

of different professions such as labourers, artisans, farmers, carpenters, drivers, domestic 

servants, etc. who had little or no education during their younger days. Without any 
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exceptions, the plan was to capture all Thai children and adults who were still weighed down 

by the ugly claws of illiteracy, irrespective of their different life situations and provide them 

forms of non formal education, which were aired at designated centres located at selected 

rural communities.626 As it were, this became another bold attempt by the Thai government in 

addressing the country’s moral and developmental needs, using the electronic television 

media. It was an attempt to give everyone the chance to participate in the drive to turn the 

country around from every sphere.627  

The television-based satellite educational program offered forms of formal education 

particularly to learners from primary to the upper secondary school levels. Trained teachers 

who were specially prepared to handle this category of learners were deployed to the 

designated literacy centres to demonstrate the television-guided teaching and learning. 

Emphasis was placed on the adoption of the regular standard of educational curricula which 

were followed in official primary and secondary schools all over the country. However, 

unlike regular school learning, in this case hours of schooling depended on the discretion of 

the particular learners,.628  

Another category of targeted learners were those who needed forms of informal 

education for the purposes of their specific individual career needs. The obvious fact of the 

matter was that this group of learners needed this form of literacy to update their daily skills, 

which was necessitated by the demands to better perform at work. In this way, this form of 

satellite education made provisions for forms of informal education to both young and adult 

Thais who are already employed or engaged in different sectors of the economy.  

Since a range of courses of school subjects were offered at this educational system, 

the learners could get wide opportunities to choose from among specific areas of interest. 

However, the success of this educational program has been frosted with a number of potholes 

which impacted its qualitative delivery in parts of the country. Such problems include the 

difficulty in adapting the school timetable to rhyme with the exact time of the day when the 
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programs are being aired by the networks. Wherever there existed such conflicts, it posed 

difficulties to teachers and learners.  

Another difficulty was that the Learning centres often faced problems of insufficient 

television sets, in proportion to the number of learners available at the centres. In some places 

these centres also faced the problems of the lack of supplementary educational texts, which 

were needed to enhance learners’ understanding of materials taught on television screens. 

Above all, to be realistic, majority of the teachers who were engaged in the handling of this 

program were not equipped with the professional skills needed to deal with a range of the 

learning disabilities and specific individual differences among learners. This resulted in that 

learners faced numerous difficulties in their attempts to acquire literacy. Nevertheless, it 

cannot be denied that such centres did play a major role in the government’s attempts to reach 

out to is masses to impart them educational skills. 

Community Learning Centers 

As a further step towards impacting the educational situations of the Thai citizenry, the 

government approved the creation and erection of learning centres in the country’s rural 

communities. As a sign of the importance which the government attached to this program, it 

received prominence in the 7th National Education Development Plan (1993-1996) of the 

government. By the application of this policy, the government intended to create wider 

reading and learning opportunities to citizens, as a way of assisting them improve their 

knowledge base and literacy skills. Through this the government also guaranteed the 

participation and cooperation of the wider public, local communities, as well as private or 

public organizations in the educational outreach scheme.629  

 As it were, the centres provided forms of non formal education in a variety of forms, 

as well as offered information on numerous subjects. They served key information 

dissemination roles too. Our source indicates that at present majority of these centres are 

located in monasteries, and ‘Masjids’ or public-donated pieces of land. Yet, the availability of 

these learning centres provides ample opportunities for the active participation and 

involvement of local communities in matters of educating their members and the overall 

development of their chosen areas of interest.630 Depending on the choice of specific 
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communities, the centres are known by names such as learning centres, education centres, 

and community education centres.631  

 Essentially, these centres have been playing active roles in assisting the government 

deliver education and literacy to all Thais. The fact that the number of such public learning 

centres rose from 125 in 1990, to 789 in 1996 in the different districts of the country show 

both its success and the government’s serious efforts to reach to the ordinary population. But 

the record of the next two years is particularly remarkable. By 1998, 5,055 of these learning 

centres were established in 5,256 districts of the country in and 4,942 teachers were on the 

payroll, who were helping in them. The prevalence of these centres also helped the smooth 

and effective running of many other community learning networks, which we discuss below. 

Public Libraries 

In the attempt to bring the Thai educational system to a higher and modern level and at the 

doorsteps of all Thai citizens, the government embarked on another public endeavour in the 

form of establishing public libraries and public reading centres all over the land. The 

initiation of this project was driven by the need to promote and encourage the culture of 

reading among the ordinary people. An indirect result of this movement was the remarkable 

growth of the publication industry in Thailand, leading to the publication of innumerable of 

books dealing with different aspects of life.632  

 The easy availability of books and periodicals in the public libraries and other 

reading centres, as well as the ease of access to educational texts, motivated the peoples’ 

interest in making use of the availing services provided at those centres. This boosted the 

government’s mass literacy project, designed to improve the situations of the entire 

population within a reasonable period of time. This project again underlined education and 

literacy impartation as a core governmental priority project. Such attempts by providing the 

wider public opportunities to access knowledge without necessarily having to enrol in formal 

educational institutions re-shaped the Thai educational system as a mass-based and people-

driven project. It threw education and literacy acquisition open to all who made use of any of 

the public libraries and reading centres located in different towns, provinces, and village 
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communities of the country, which as it were, were aimed “serving the best interests of the 

individual and society.”633  

 As the government was keen in keeping up the momentum of community interest in 

this area, by 1996 it had already set up 77 provincial public libraries. Meanwhile, the Nakhon 

Sawan and Songkhla Provinces had two public libraries each. At the district level, there were 

570 public libraries in place while there were 34,369 village reading centres all over the 

country. In the next 3 years the figures almost magically multiplied and by 1999 there was a 

mammoth increase in the numbers of the libraries in towns and villages. The result was that 

there were 660 public libraries and a massive figure of 35,504 reading centres all over the 

country, which were all supported and financed by the government.634  

 Fiscally demanding as it was, the project necessitated an increase in government’s 

spending on education, which became highly crucial as the bulk of materials needed to keep 

the public libraries and reading centres relevant and functional needed to be provided. The 

centres needed to be furnished with the learning facilities so as to increase the peoples’ 

appetite for literacy acquisition. It is to be appreciated that the governments did see to it that 

all such facilities are in place and necessary finances made available in proper times. Thus, 

with the availability of public libraries and reading centres, public access to education went 

unhindered, irrespective of age, religion, or economic differences.  

Mobile Educational Service Units 

Towards accomplishing the tasks of writing a new history for the Thai educational system, as 

well as charting a modern course for the country’s literacy status, the government created the 

mobile educational service units. The focus of these units was on taking education and 

literacy services to a number of target groups all over the country, who had no access to 

education, even through the reading centres established in different towns and villages. As a 

policy program designed to carry every Thai on board, the staff of the mobile educational 

services units were equipped with ready-made learning packages, such as videotapes, and 

special computer educational programmes, which were specifically designed for different 

target groups of learners, such as people in overpopulated areas, people who missed chances 

                                                 
633 UNESCO Principal Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific. (1992). Education for 

affective development. A guidebook on programmes and practices, p. 11.  
634 UNESCO. (2001). Education for all, p. 48. 



Ethics Instruction in Thai Primary Schools            251 

 

 

of attaining formal education, and people in public market places.635 They also focussed on 

the people living along rivers and canal areas. For such target groups, the primary objective 

was to educate them in their basic awareness of cleanliness in their own natural 

environments. The unit also trained them on different methods of water conservation in their 

own settings.  

In addition to such basic matters, properly equipped with bags of books and other 

educational materials, volunteer teachers travelled the vast fringes of the waterways, and 

visited people in their homes and delivered educational textbooks to them. This initiative was 

born out of the need to provide similar educational opportunities of reading which public 

libraries and reading centres offered, but which were inaccessible to these poor people. 

Routinely, the volunteer teachers took inventories of the reader-populations, as well as the list 

of educational materials needed in specific riverside communities, in order to remedy what 

was lacking and evaluate the progress.636  

Science Education Centers 

The Thai government understood the development of science and technology as key areas of 

development which would launch the country into unparalleled heights in the 21st century. 

Therefore, it took special interest and made big investments in this sector to turn the tide of 

national development in its favour, and to be able to launch the country into the ranks of 

developed nations in the new millennium. With this aim in focus, the different governments 

took specific steps towards improving the country’s education and awareness in the fields of 

science, natural sciences as well as environmental sciences. They were keen in providing 

educational facilities in different fields of science and technology for various target groups in 

both formal and non formal educational settings.637 One focus of such programmes was its 

practical emphasis. For example, conducted under the supervision of the Ministry of 

Education, the various centres provided training to learners and participants in science-related 

vocations such as reproduction techniques in different species of plants and animals. But that 

was only one area of the training. It also offered education and training in computer 

education, crafts, fabrications, and designs. Thus, during the fiscal years of 1995-1999, the 
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government already established 12 science educational networking centres within the country 

in various regions.638  

The program sought to empower Thai citizens with the technical and scientific 

knowledge, in addition to the intellectual skills from ordinary subjects, which were needed to 

enable them contribute positively in the development of Thailand in every sphere of life. 

With the target of impacting the creation of job opportunities, self employment, self reliance 

and individual creativity, the availability of the science-based educational and training centres 

became a solid approach towards this goal. This was hoped to lead to the eradication of 

poverty and unemployment among the people. The scientific and technical education offered 

at these centres opened new avenues of opportunities to the ordinary population of Thailand 

thus enabling them to acquire new and better careers which improved the quality of their 

lives. 

Local Guru or Local Wisdom Centers 

One remarkable strategy which must be appreciated about the Thai government’s push 

towards the attainment of an improved educational system is the adaptation and 

transformation of indigenous and traditional knowledge into modern scientific moulds. 

Instead of discarding its traditional wealth of knowledge, the government created 

opportunities for a thorough study of all indigenous knowledge from the hands of selected 

persons who were versatile and rooted in specific areas.639  

The idea behind this approach was to ensure that no useful knowledge is lost. 

Considering the fact that the human memory is very short, it became the policy of the 

government to tap from the wealth of knowledge and experiences of the individuals 

concerned, and documented them properly for future use. This practise was use above all in 

the areas of traditional medicine, technology, and local folklores. The government did not 

want them to die before their rich wealth of knowledge were harnessed and documented 

properly and hence made every effort to properly tap them. For this purpose, in collaboration 

with agencies of the Ministry of Education, the Thai government’s Ministry of Public Health 

embarked on the project of creating a directory of local wisdom, also known as local 

knowledge. The purpose was to create a databank where major information on different areas 

of indigenous wealth of knowledge in different fields were secured for future use. Using the 
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advancements of technology there were laborious efforts to document and analyse these 

indigenous data-bank, which saw great progress within the past couple of years. It is 

confirmed that in the areas of traditional medicine, more than 3000 kinds of medical cure 

have been duly registered. It was the policy of the government to identify with the efficacy 

and relevance the traditional medicines, which it accepted as a supportive medicine to 

improve the health care situations of the people. Remarkably, the government’s interest and 

commitment in the development of improved traditional medi-care has resulted in the 

development of traditional medicine in their refined tablet or pills forms, which was a great 

step in preserving the Thai indigenous medicines.640 As a result, traditional medicine gained 

the status of a proactive partner with its orthodox counterpart in the eyes of the people and 

traditional medical practitioners gained the status of active partners in the delivery of proper 

medical services to the Thai population. This created also the needed platform for a proper 

documentation of their practices, which became crucial for the future medical development 

and healthcare needs of the country.641  

So far what have discussed are the different areas and means through which the 

government tried to reach its population with the educational reforms. One has to admit that it 

did not spare any means in the realisation of its national goal reaching the effects of the 

education reforms to every village and every corner of the country. Many of these forms of 

education is still being practised in the country and that keeps the literacy of the people at a 

high level. In the following sections we continue with other major impacts of the Thai 

Educational Reforms. 

Modernized Agricultural Practices 

As we have discussed in the initial chapters, Thai economy is built around agriculture. It is 

typically an agricultural country, where rice farming forms the main agricultural base of the 

country. Rice occupies the frontal seat as the number one foreign revenue earner. As a major 

export produce, rice represents one of the primary sources of employment for the Thai 

population most especially in the rural villages. It becomes clear then that any development 

that does not impact on an improved and more productive agricultural produce will not be 

favoured by the people. Therefore, the governments made it sure that the area of agricultural 

development represents one of the key landmarks where the country’s era of educational 
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development wrote new pages of development.642 With the aid of modern education, the 

country’s agricultural sector received a fresh boost, with the effect that numerous modern 

agricultural practices were introduced to farmers nationwide. 

With the light of the modern educational system farmers as well as school goers 

acquired modern agricultural practices which remained quite distinct from the traditional 

systems of food production. Thai farmers acquired modern methods of rice farming as were 

practised in the west. They began to practice and apply the modernized systems of production 

which resulted in better harvests, improved yields, and raised the quality and quantity of the 

product. They also acquired better skills of land management, handling and fertilization, in 

preparation for new planting. Rice farmers learnt the skills of proper measurement and 

mapping out of their farms into sizeable plots. According to Wyatt, these counted among 

those policy targets which made the project of educational reform relevant and crucial for 

national development.643 

The rice farmers were encouraged to diversify their farming skills into other 

agricultural sectors such as piggery, poultry, vegetable gardening, and animal feeds 

production. Similarly, they were educated and encouraged to form themselves into different 

cooperative societies, which would enable them organize themselves in marketing their 

products betters, as well as to be able to channel their specific needs properly to the 

government. Most importantly, membership of the cooperative societies provided collaterals 

for members to secure soft loans from the government, and be able to help one another.644  

Armed with relevant educational skills, farmers engaged themselves in other 

productive areas at the end of the planting season. While some turned to other forms of 

agriculture such as vegetable production, cattle management, poultry, and fish farming, 

others spent ample time drawing plans for the coming season. Several other farmers engaged 

themselves in various forms of educational training which is specifically designed for their 

profession. This also included meetings, contacts and educational interaction with other 

farmers through which new and improved farming knowledge were acquired. Following 

these developments, rice farming in Thailand went beyond the traditional methods which 

were typically manual and highly labour intensive. Modern ploughing, harvesting, and 
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shelling machines were imported into the country, and were made available to the farmers at 

reduced rates. The farmers were also introduced to a number of modern pest control measures 

as well as fumigants which were non hazardous to health, thereby reducing the risks of 

unnecessary health complications, but which at the same time protected their crop.645  

As it were then, Thailand’s agricultural practices and systems produced the concrete 

results of the modernisation of the educational sector. They were introduced to the modern 

and more scientific methods of farming which impacted the quality and quantity of their 

produce. This approach impacted the growth of the country’s rice export market, reduced 

poverty and dependency among the citizens, increased professionalism in agriculture, 

increased the earnings of rice farmers, and augmented investment in the agricultural sectors 

of the economy. All these encouraged the development of infrastructure and scientific 

research at the national level. . This reflected itself in the budgetary allocations made to 

relevant government ministries and departments.646  

Thus, we come to the conclusion that the introduction of modern agricultural methods 

in Thailand improved its food production levels and created new prospects for job 

opportunities. It increased the earning capacities of both the government and farmers 

themselves, and repositioned agriculture as a viable sector capable of pushing issues of 

national development forward in the 21st century. Agriculture gained new status as a viable 

income earner, even though poverty and financial constraints impacted the efforts of some 

farmers.  

New Attitudes to Female Education 

The question women’s education and women’s empowerment had been an uphill task, 

confronted by the developing all over the world. There were many efforts at the global level 

to address this problem headlong, and offer the female population, especially of the third 

world, their rightful opportunities for equal education and job openings. The United Nations’ 

arm in charge of global education has not been found wanting in this war against the denial of 

the educational rights of the female population of world nations.647 While it has attracted 

global attention, national governments have, through a number of educational programs, 

conferences, and research reports often tried to give this issue a more serious thought and 
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attention. The reform governments of Thailand, through their numerous educational 

approaches sought to distance themselves from their pre-reform counterparts which had 

tolerated and even helped to perpetuate the discriminatory practises against women. 

 This general discriminatory situation of Thailand was not different from other places, 

but had its specific grounds. The educational opportunities of the female population were 

sacrificed on the altars of cultural, religious and economic factors. Female children were 

denied educational opportunities on the basis of the local culture, which restricted them 

within the confines of the family and domesticated them as future wives and child breeding 

machines. The general understanding was that female children did not need the light of 

literacy to exist and function as housewives and mothers of children. This erroneous 

impression was founded on the belief that their places were best founded in their husbands’ 

homes, farms, market places and kitchens. It was believed that allowing them to embrace the 

light of literacy was synonymous with exposing them to the corruptive tendencies associated 

with Western cultures.648  

Coming from this background, it became sacrilegious for female children to attend 

schools in monasteries under the tutorship of monks, who were forbidden to have any forms 

of contact with females, neither did the religion allow them to marry. As the main suppliers 

of formal education in temples then, these faith-based restrictions forbade women and female 

children from enjoying the rights to some form of proper education in temples. Thus, the 

female population of Thailand was denied the opportunities of attending schools, which 

operated within the vicinity of temples and monasteries.649  

 Again, the culture of male preference was another thorn in the flesh of the female 

population. Thai cultures and traditions placed higher preference for the males over their 

female counterparts. As is the case in most third world countries, the male population was 

preferred in majority cases within the family, community, and religious circles. In families 

and communities, the males recklessly lobbed their wills and imposed their decisions on the 

female members of their households and communities. Because of the support which this 

trend received in the Thai culture and value system, the female population remained silent 

and completely voiceless. They merely existed as human beings, but were never treated as 
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such. This precarious situation rendered them completely powerless and insensitive to their 

basic rights as bonafide citizens of the land.650  

 Placed in this background the achievements by the educational reforms in the area of 

female education clearly represents another major milestone scored by the reform era of 

national development in Thailand. The nation accepted education as a human right which 

must never be denied to anyone under the auspices of culture, religion, economic 

indisposition or social disguise. One this was realised, the Thai government returned to the 

female population their basic right for education just as their male counterparts.  

 As an emerging nation, the Thai government realized that the task of building a new 

and development-oriented government demanded the participations of all citizens, 

irrespective of gender differences. The government began to realise the fact that “what men 

can do, woman can even do better”, which in the current times has become a worldwide 

acronym in favour of women’s emancipation and empowerment. This was clearly reflected in 

the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), which declares that 

“everyone has the right freely … share scientific advancement and its benefits.” By this, we 

are simply reminded that education is the basic foundation of science and technology and 

hence all should have free access to it.651  

 The question of according Thai women the same opportunities of education enjoyed 

by their male counterparts soon became a core national issue, which sounded loud as the 

United Nation’s charter on human rights began to wage a severe battle against this discretion 

globally. Following this development, women and young girls were no longer forced into 

early marriages, used as objects of debt-settlements, or refused the rights to enrol into schools 

on grounds of their gender. The Thai government, families and local communities soon 

realized that an educated woman was an equipped and economically viable woman, and of 

course a great asset to development. Armed with proper education, women also began to 

appreciate their rights in the family and at community levels. They also started to contribute 
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their share in issues of human rights, welfare matters, and community and national 

development.652  

    The communities began to realise that educating a woman was as good as educating 

the entire family and larger community of men and women. It became an accepted factor that 

an educated woman easily and more readily passed the torchlight of education to others, 

instead of conserving it all to herself alone. Undoubtedly an educated woman is a beacon of 

light. She is obviously a source of power, responsibility, independence, inspiration, and 

strength. Supported with the light of education therefore, women’s abilities to effect positive 

changes to situations, events, and circumstances within a short period of time speaks volumes 

about the relevance of their educational empowerment.653  

 On the contrary, an illiterate woman is as good as a deformed human being, as 

illiteracy is, in the most simplistic terms, highly corrosive and terribly contagious. It deforms 

the mind and renders the person less productive. An illiterate woman is handicapped in most 

aspects of life, and voiceless even on issues that are life threatening to her self. Denied of the 

benefits of literacy, the woman becomes the number one casualty and victim whenever 

catastrophic situations such as economic instability, wars, natural disaster, and political 

victimization arise in the community or larger nation.  

An illiterate and uninformed woman is blind, having no access to light of new and liberating 

information transmitted through proper education and through written texts. As she cannot 

read or write, her access to newspapers, magazines, textbooks, and other entertainment and 

informative materials are limited to the level of a helpless photo watcher. Because of her 

inability to read and write, any crucial information circulated through the written text is as 

good as a mirror given to a blind man. Irrespective of the urgency and importance of such 

messages to her person and existence as a human being, she continues to live at the mercy of 

her educated friends and family members. Their vulnerability due to lack of education 

exposes them to numerous dangers and life threatening situations, which the light of 

education would have prevented. Armed with good education, a woman is groomed into a 

formidable powerhouse and source of economic strength to herself, family, and 
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community.654 Armed with the skills of literacy, a woman naturally becomes capable, and 

enterprising, while her life, family, and survival are spared the dangers of falling into 

unnecessary risks.655  

Placed in this background the achievements by the educational reforms in the area of 

female education clearly represents another major milestone scored by the reform era of 

national development in Thailand. The nation accepted education as a human right which 

must never be denied to anyone under the auspices of culture, religion, economic 

indisposition or social disguise. One this was realised, the Thai government returned to the 

female population their basic right for education just as their male counterparts.  

 As an emerging nation, the Thai government realized that the task of building a new 

and development-oriented government demanded the participations of all citizens, 

irrespective of gender differences. The government began to realise the fact that “what men 

can do, woman can even do better”, which in the current times has become a worldwide 

acronym in favour of women’s emancipation and empowerment. This was clearly reflected in 

the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), which declares that 

“everyone has the right freely … share scientific advancement and its benefits.” By this, we 

are simply reminded that education is the basic foundation of science and technology and 

hence all should have free access to it.656  

 The question of according Thai women the same opportunities of education enjoyed 

by their male counterparts soon became a core national issue, which sounded loud as the 

United Nation’s charter on human rights began to wage a severe battle against this discretion 

globally. Following this development, women and young girls were no longer forced into 

early marriages, used as objects of debt-settlements, or refused the rights to enrol into schools 

on grounds of their gender. The Thai government, families and local communities soon 

realized that an educated woman was an equipped and economically viable woman, and of 

course a great asset to development. Armed with proper education, women also began to 

appreciate their rights in the family and at community levels. They also started to contribute 
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their share in issues of human rights, welfare matters, and community and national 

development.657  

The communities began to realise that educating a woman was as good as educating 

the entire family and larger community of men and women. It became an accepted factor that 

an educated woman easily and more readily passed the torchlight of education to others, 

instead of conserving it all to herself alone. Undoubtedly an educated woman is a beacon of 

light. She is obviously a source of power, responsibility, independence, inspiration, and 

strength. Supported with the light of education therefore, women’s abilities to effect positive 

changes to situations, events, and circumstances within a short period of time speaks volumes 

about the relevance of their educational empowerment.658  

The bold initiative of according the female population of Thailand with unhindered 

access to education blossomed and produced bountiful fruits over the years. Continued access 

to literacy programmes and educational systems granted them higher and rightful dignity as 

human persons and their enrolment figures in Thai schools and educational institutions rose 

significantly. This rise in the numbers of girls in the schools was the result of numerous 

official policies and educational laws which supported women’s education.659  

Armed with the light of education, Thai women began to demand for their rights, 

challenge infringements on their constitutional and domestic rights, as well as argue and 

channel their legitimate demands appropriately to the relevant offices of the government. 

They were able to organize themselves into a number of groups, with the political, social, 

religious, or economic interests as their primary objectives. At the moment, there are several 

women associations and women lobby groups in Thailand, whose voices and activities have 

impacted policy matters and decision making at the corridors of government structures. 

Notable among the groups include The National Council of Women of Thailand Under The 

Royal Patronage of Her Majesty the Queen (founded in 1956), The Office of Women 
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Activities and Family660 (founded in 2002), and The Friends of Women Foundation of the 

Congregation of the Good Shepherd, Thailand (founded in 1980).661  

The light of education inspired and challenged them to train themselves as 

professionals in different areas of life, which include science and technology, medicine, law, 

engineering, and business management. Some of them have also emerged as strong 

politicians, heads of universities, directors of schools, business managers, professors in 

different areas of academics, and community leaders. In the areas of community 

development, Thai women have constituted powerful forces, and have undertaken core 

projects such as power and water supply to rural areas. They have organized themselves into 

cooperative societies, and were able to train their members on different professional skills 

that could improve the quality of living. Such skills include those for fish farming, vegetable 

gardening, poultry management, weaving, tailoring, arts and crafts making, and other forms 

of self employment.662  

It is an obvious fact, therefore, that women are fundamental agents of any issues of 

national development. There is no world nation that does not wield a huge population of its 

own female population. As legitimate citizens of Thailand, their inputs, contributions and 

participation are needed in the country’s quest to attain scientific and technological 

development in the 21st century. As part and parcel of the nation’s workforce, their role can 

never be undermined. They became beacons of hope and inspiration to their families, 

communities, and compatriots on matters of effecting life changing landmarks. Equipping 

them with the skills of education simply performed the magic of tapping from their huge 

resources, which are needed for the sustenance of development. This emancipation of the 

female population of Thailand was surely one of the most significant results of the Thai 

educational reforms. 

Moral Sensitization of Thai Citizenry and Long Term Results of Reformation 

An important landmark adopted by the Thai education reform project was the moral re-

awakening of the country’s population by means of the moral impartation or ethical values in 
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the schools. As a Buddhist nation, the promotion and projection of the fundamental doctrines 

and religious values of Buddhism was promoted in schools and monasteries from the very 

beginning of the educational reforms. With the primary objective of infusing in the school 

goers the values of love, honesty, decency, hard work, commitment, dedication selfless 

service etc., the government emphasised ethical instruction in all levels of education. It was 

the founded opinion of the Thai governments that once citizens’ moral dispositions were 

established on stronger grounds, temptations of yielding to indecent ways of living, teenage 

pregnancy, fraud, bribery and corruption, economic sabotage, robbery, indolence and forms 

of social debasement could be wiped out of the Thai society.663  

Therefore, the teaching of an educational curriculum on Religion and Ethics 

Instruction which imparted pupils with those religious values which promoted moral 

consciousness became key national projects in Thai primary schools. Teaching and learning 

of educational and religious lessons which imparted the attitudes of good citizenship was 

favoured. Educational knowledge, which promoted patriotism, and inculcated the cultures of 

love and readiness to serve and even sacrifice one’s life for the nation became part and parcel 

of the educational curricula. Educational activities that enable boys and girls to train their 

bodies and minds physically, mentally, and religiously were adapted into the curricula of 

schools and educational institutions. Schools and educational institutions were motivated to 

form, for instance the Boys’ Scout movements and Girls’ Guide groups.664  

Through the expanded educational curricula of primary school education too, children 

and other school goers began to learn accepted attitudes of good manners in various life 

situations, life of honesty in life and at work, cultures of kindness, mercy and service to the 

other, the strength of courage and selflessness, forms of gratitude to parents, teachers, society, 

and nation. They also learned to function as emblems of thrift, hard work, loyalty to the state, 

and developed an attitude of productivity at private and official capacities. The expanded 

educational curricula on Religion and Ethics Instruction in schools impacted children’s 

knowledge and disposition to their fundamental civic duties to the state.  

Through the educational curricula, children learnt their fundamental obligations to 

their families, the society, the country, the king and the Thai Constitution. School goers were 

also i taught their obligations and duties to their religion, obedience to the law, readiness to 
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defend the nation, willingness to perform public service, and eagerness to participate in 

democratic elections without bias. The curricula also imparted school children with the 

awareness of the provisions of the nation’s Constitution, as well as other key events and 

celebrations observed by the state, which include the Constitution Day, Buddha Day, the 

King’s Birthday, etc.665  

In the health sector, the effects of the ethical teachings made landfalls in the Thai 

medical regulations. Monasteries, churches, mosques, hospitals, and social groups preached 

against the culture of teenage pregnancy among children and school-going children. Mothers, 

fathers, and community heads were motivated to take the battle to their homes and 

communities. The result of these relentless initiatives was the falling rate of teenage 

pregnancies among Thai girls, with the effect that the numbers of illegal abortions performed 

in the country’s hospices dropped drastically. Abortion is classified as a legal approach to 

save the life of mothers and only certified medics are allowed to perform abortions in the 

country.666  

There were also long term effects in many fields. Although it comes outside the 

period of out study there is no doubt that Thailand’s educational reform and its war against 

immoral conducts at both personal and official capacities impacted the country’s economic 

growth in the long run. For example, the first correct data about the economic growth is 

available only for the period between 1997 and 2004. And based on this statistics published 

by the UNESCO, within this period, the country’s growth rate remained on the high side, as a 

result of which it got classified among the group of Asia-Pacific nations who were 

categorized as the High Performing Asia Economies. The other countries whose records 

witnessed similar significant growth included Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan, South Korea, 

Malaysia, Mainland China, and Indonesia. The importance of the growth will only be clear 

when we consider the fact that from a miserable -2.3% growth rate in 1997, Thailand jumped 

to a record growth of 4.6% GDP in 2004. As a result the country’s unemployment rates has 

fallen drastically. Investments in education became feasible. There was also a sharp decline 

in the level of inequality among citizens, while poverty situations of families dropped. A 

sharp fall in infant mortality among Thai families as well as an increased life expectancy 

among the people are other effects of the reforms. UNESCO report also indicates that there 
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was a massive growth in the agricultural produce, which impacted massive growth in the 

country’s export market within the same period. From our point of discussion, fiscal budgets 

for school education witnessed a sharp increase, following these positive developments.667  

These developments are strong indicators of the impact which the country’s moral 

building projects through the educational curricula yielded on the overall growth and 

development of the nation. The goal of the authorities, when they emphasised and to some 

extend imposed a morality based educational reform at all levels of formal and informal 

education was to mould citizens of moral uprightness. As a team of a united and morally 

sensitized people of one country, and fully conscious of the crucial nature of their services to 

their motherland, the workers and public servants put in their very bests. Employees 

delivered their services selflessly, without demanding for any undue gratifications, bribes, or 

special favours. Civil servants, public workforce, technicians of all categories, and officers in 

different sectors of the economy would be motivated and challenged to perform their duties 

to their motherland, in their own various cadres without fail. Putting these into context 

therefore, moral education of Thai citizens and school-goers continues to be emphasized in 

the nation’s primary school curricula in the form of Religion and Ethics Instruction. 

The Textbooks Publications Industry  

The education reforms project of the Thai government gave birth to a new world of 

publications industry. This boom in this industry became very crucial because of the need for 

textbooks in schools and religious institutions all over the country. As school textbooks 

became the core tools needed for the actualization of the country’s modernized educational 

policies, there was a rapid growth in the numbers of indigenous publication companies.  

In order to meet the increasing demands for the school textbooks needed in the 

country’s educational institutions Thai entrepreneurs opened their own publishing houses as a 

way of contributing towards the advancement of the country’s educational system. Above all, 

the need for religious books needed in various monasteries also impacted the growth of this 

industry, which was an important step in moving the country from the era of the traditional 

and less durable palm-leaf books which was synonymous with Thailand during the pre-

reforms period to more scientific and easier printed paper books.668This development left 
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numerous positive footprints on the overall development of Thailand in the 21st century. First 

and foremost, the business of printing became a reputable profession among Thais. As a 

profession, it became a sure source of earning a living, which gave its practitioners the 

desired dignity of labour and a good sense of self realization. Thus, the printing profession 

created the opportunity for many Thais to become employers rather than being employees 

always. The concerned families were naturally able to live independent as they became 

economically self reliant, free from forms of economic dependence.669  

As a profession, printing turned into a huge business and career-based job. 

Practitioners received education from approved institutions on the professional regulations 

that publishers were demanded to follow in the course printing and publishing. They began to 

learn proper ways of referencing and citations, which included the rules of proper editing, 

systematic arrangement of data, citation of the author’s name and title of the textbook on the 

front page, careful numbering of all the pages, as well as the inclusion of the publisher’s 

details at the appropriate pages. It also made the textbooks easier to be read and understood 

as it became a matter of professional demand that all schoolbooks must be arranged in 

chapters, with each chapter introducing the reader to a different but related idea about the 

core focus of the text in question.  

It became a rule that the year of publication, as well as the address of the publishing 

house must be properly highlighted. These helped the government in controlling the quality 

and copyrights of the books. They helped to save readers and book users from the clutches of 

piracy and it provided maximum control over the textbooks printed by the various book 

publishers. Above all, these regulations helped to professionalize the printing industry, and 

save it from the encroachments of quacks and unqualified persons, which would have put the 

Thai book users’ interests at stake.670  

Thai school leavers and youths found this industry a promising one and got engaged 

in it. After undergoing short periods of apprenticeship, these men and women were recruited 

into the various departments of the publishing houses, thus significantly reducing the 

country’s rate of unemployment. Another positive side of it was that the increased job 

openings reduced the country’s crime rate and restiveness among the youth. This conversely 
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boosted the moral consciousness of the country’s population, most especially as 

unemployment was previously synonymous with a life of crime and social deviance.  

The close relationship between ethics instruction and a high moral life of its citizens 

was always in the minds of the rulers. For example, in his speech, Prime Minister Major 

Pibul said on 16th March, 1942: “A good relationship between religion and the government 

must be established for the sake of the country’s development. The government will develop 

Ethics training in school with all speed, so that students will become good citizens in the 

future.” 671 This was an expression of the government as such. The need to facilitate Ethics 

training and education in schools needed a maximum delivery of the relevant school 

textbooks and thus again helping the booming publishing industry. A speedy supply of 

textbooks on ethical subjects and a close collaboration among the religious institutions, the 

schools and the government were thought to hasten the country’s overall development. For 

him, the benefits of arming learners with the basic school textbooks needed for the teaching 

and learning of the Ethics curricula was simply priceless. The need to sensitize the moral 

attitudes of Thai learners, which would naturally cut the level of crime and immorality among 

citizens, was again re-emphasized by Prime Minister Thawee Boonyaket in his speech on 1st 

September, 1945.672  

The growth in the publications industry further created opportunities for international 

trade through the importing of modern printing machines into the country’s market. Printing 

machines from European countries, most especially England, entered the markets of 

Thailand. Similar machines were also imported from China and Japan. Thus, the corridors 

were opened for the arrival of Western goods and modern technology into the country’s 

market. One major effect of this development was the balance of trade which began to exist 

between Thailand and the maker-countries, with the effect that equivalent raw agricultural 

produce were exported to these countries in payment. While Thailand received printing 

machines and other modern machineries needed in the different sectors of the country’s 

economy, it exported rice, timber, and other agricultural materials in exchange. By this, 

Thailand’s international market became a two way traffic system and this prevented the 
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country from becoming an import-dependent nation. Remarkably, this factor also influenced 

the rapid growth of the country’s educational sector during the reform period.673  

The growth and emergence of the textbooks industry in Thailand paved the way for 

the standardization of schoolbooks throughout the country. Government introduced the policy 

of designing and approving specific schoolbooks for schools and educational institutions all 

over the country. As a result of this policy government’s control over the educational 

curricula offered in schools became quite obvious. The same educational curricula were 

followed in all schools and educational institutions, listed in the Thai government’s list of 

approved schools. As a result, sham providers of school education were chased out of the 

system. This development throughout the educational system, necessitated the need for 

effective monitoring of schools in cities and villages, thus helping to standardise and improve 

the quality of education provided. Challenged by these approaches, the performances of 

teachers and other education employees were maximized, most especially as new schools 

were opened, while the enrolment of new students continued to rise higher. For instance, 

during the period from 1990 to 1998, one can see a continued increase in the figures of school 

enrolments into primary schools. The numbers of grade 1 students were not much different 

and even more than the population of age 6. This growth also reflected in the increased 

number of schools and classroom blocks provided for students. This was possible only with 

the sharp increase in the government’s fiscal commitment to primary school education all 

over the country, which the government and private schools were ready to bear.674 This is 

illustrated in the table below: 
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Figure 7. The Number of Primary Grade 1 Students’ Enrolments into Schools and 
Population of age 6 

Academic 

Year 

Number 

of  grade 

1 students 

Population 

of age 6 

Difference 

between grade 1 

students and the 

population of age 6 

Proportion of 

students in 

public to private 

schools 

1990 

1992 

1994 

1996 

1998 

 1,153,149 

1,109,019 

1,050,811 

1,102,425 

1,109,812 

 1,135,319 

1,110,343 

1,089,928 

1,073,656 

1,069,280 

 17,830 

-1,324 

-39,117 

28,769 

40,532 

87 : 13 

87 : 13 

86 : 14 

85 : 15 

85 : 15 

   

 The advancement of education resulted in people interested not only in reading but 

also writing. The era of education reform witnessed a massive growth in the numbers of 

indigenous authors on different areas of the Thai cultural, traditional, educational, and 

religious life. During the period, educated Thai citizens were motivated by the winds of 

modernity from the contacts with the Western and they began to write on major areas of 

development connected with the Thais. Major works on Thai literature, folklore, proverbs, 

lives of Buddha, traditional medicine, poetry, agriculture, technology, astrology, architecture 

etc. were published by various authors. The culture of writing grew much among the 

educated group, and the quest to document important aspects of Thai life became the concern 

of many authors. While some of these works were published in both Pali and Thai languages, 

others were produced in English.675  

                                                 
675 Bacon, G.B. (1893). Siam’s Charles Scribner’s, p. 3; Bressen, L. (2000). A meeting of 

worlds, p. 165. 
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Popular among the works included the following: Praya Lithai, (1345/1888). 

Triphumikata; Krompra Poramanuchitchinorot, (n. a). Supasit Praruang676; Priyattithamthada 

Phae Talalak; (1897). Old education (Vajiranana); Praya Srisunthorawohan, (1875). 

Mulabotbapakit (Elementary rules of consonants and vowels); Wahanitnikorn (Composition 

of words); Aksornprayok (Words and sentences); Sangyokpitan (Ending consonants of 

difficult words); Waipotpicharn (Homonyms and synonyms); Pisankaran (Intonation marks 

of words); and Chantalak (Versification).677 

As the number of books by indigenous authors increased it became easy for the 

government to periodically review and replace the textbooks, as there was no want of them. 

This helped government to maintain quality and standard in the educational curricula, by 

replacing outdated materials and syllabi. To that end, the Ministry of Education’s team of 

education researchers constantly remained alert, evaluating both the existing curricula and 

text books as well as newly published books. New books that incorporated modern or new 

scientific data and that conformed to the government regulations and norms were introduced 

in the schools. In this way, the Thai government continued to push its program of compulsory 

education for all school goers harder in all towns and villages in an attempt to take them to 

the heights of modern scientific, literary and religious avenues that were expressed in the 

newly published books by authors.678  

At the end of the day, such new publications helped Thailand in numerous ways. 

Internally, it improved the culture of readership among school goers, youths, monks and the 

adult population. Moreover, the availability of the textbooks enabled Thai authors to make 

individual and collective contributions in the preservation of numerous Thai heritage, which 

at the long run, impacted the knowledge, as well as the continued usage and development of 

the Thai language. Externally, the production of standard school and secular or religious 

textbooks created the forum for non Thais to study and read about the country they never 

                                                 
676 At the moment, there is still a contention about the authorship of this textbook. It is 

expected that within the next couple of time, researchers and historians would be able to resolve this 
conflict.  

677 Remarkably, several of these schoolbooks remained in use in Thai schools until the latter 
years of the 20th century. 

678 Wyatt, D.K. (1966). The beginning of modern education, p. 329; Chongkol, S. (1970). An 
historical sketch of Thai education, pp. 68-9. 
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knew before. It increased the knowledge of people in the outside world about Thailand, and it 

was important for Thailand as a member of the international community.   

Conclusion 

The analysis in this chapter has focussed on few major points. It has highlighted some of the 

key areas of development that were impacted by the Thai government’s education reform 

project and which transformed the face of Thai nation as it emerged into the 21st century. Our 

analysis confirms the fact that every hard work always has its priceless benefits, as is seen in 

the history of Thai educational reforms. Supported with the right fiscal and policy decisions, 

as well as the appropriate human and material commitments, no nation will invest in the 

educational sector in vain. They are bound to impact the quality of life of its citizens. The 

quality of the education enjoyed by the citizens of any nation, at the long run influences their 

dispositions and ability to impact the development of their motherlands. We suggest therefore 

that maximum investments be made in the education of the citizenry to equip and empower 

them and it will equal to planting the right seeds of development and emancipation in the 

soils of their homeland. The history of Thailand is the best example to prove this that, proper 

education given to its youth and children will never go barren. The fruits the present 

generation enjoy in the areas of literary or scientific or other developmental fields are born 

out of the bold and innovative enterprises by the governments during that period. The efforts 

by the Thai governments during the reform period have added not few golden pages in the 

annals of Thai nation and it has made Thailand one of the world class nations in the world. 



 

General Conclusion 

The development of a nation depends on the dreams of its visionary leaders, with strong 

political will to implement their plans for a bright future of the nation. And it goes without 

saying that all fundamental and enduring changes have to begin with the up-to-date and 

adequate reforms in the educational section. Because as Malcolm X said, “education is our 

passport to the future, for tomorrow belongs to the people who prepare for it today.”679 The 

Thai rulers of the 20th century were clearly well aware of it and as they were determined to 

take the nation to the forefront in the 21st century, they did not spare any means to achieve it 

and hence their emphasis naturally fell on educational reforms. However, along with the 

social and economic development of the nation, in the particular cultural background of the 

country they incorporated another aspect of training in the educational reforms, viz., the 

traditional religious, or precisely Buddhist, values. Being a Buddhist country through and 

through in every aspect of the nation’s societal life, imparting a modernised education in a 

more secularised aura, separated from a religious or ethical content, would have surely 

stripped the nation of one of its pillars of existence. And it would surely have faced strong 

opposition from the community. Not only that the rulers realised this, but they also 

considered it one of the most important and core elements in education and hence emphasised 

it from the early years of education itself, starting with the primary school. The effect in the 

long run was that though well versed in all modern ways and technologies, the Thai society, 

especially its youth, remained within their traditional age old moral milieu, not falling into 

the secularised ways of living and thinking of the western nations, from where their 

educational system was imported, though with adaptations. 

It is said that at the end of a long and distant journey, the sojourner sits down for a while to 

recount his experiences and encounters along the route. Having travelled this intellectual road 

for quite some years now, this is now the moment to sum up the figures. Prior to that, it is 

important to appreciate the fact that this task would not have come to this concluding stage 

without the intellectual backups received from the various offices in charge of the history of 

education in Thailand and elsewhere, and most notably the Thai National Archive, and the 

Ministry of Education, Bangkok.  

                                                 
679 Quotes by Malcolm X. Goodreads. Retrieved December 18th, 2011, from 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/17435.Malcolm_X  
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A lot of times, questions have been raised in some quarters about the relevance of the 

study of the history of primary education in our today’s scientific context. It has even been 

argued in some quarters that historians of education have not much to contribute to the 

society and they are less relevant to the growth of knowledge in the modern day. First of all 

the above paragraph clearly shows how farsighted and strong willed they rulers of the Thai 

nation. We are primarily focussing only on those rulers who were at the helm of affairs 

during the educational reform era (1871-1970) Without their farsightedness the nation would 

have still remained in the back benches of South Asian political situation. Secondly, a proper 

understanding of the efforts they took and the means they adopted is part and parcel of a 

necessary period evaluation of the system, to see the extent of its effectiveness and to evolve 

new and possibly more effective tools for the same. Therefore, undaunted by the above 

mentioned rhetorical misjudgements, our position is quite clear and simple. The study of the 

history of education in any context has been a fundamental source for the advancement in 

knowledge and improvement in the system and hence is considered valuable by scientific 

community. A historical study of education opens the horizons of knowledge and intellectual 

strength wider with concrete data in the curious minds of its practitioners in the academic 

community. Insights gathered from this field of study supplies the intellectual data needed to 

understand and appreciate the contributions made by different professionals, at different 

stages in life, towards the advancement of human knowledge most especially in the field of 

education.680  

It is unquestionable that every human society and world nation needs the light of 

education to grow. It may not be exaggerated to say that denied of the illuminating rays of 

light generated by Western education, the world of Thai nation would have remained 

motionless and stagnant. It therefore becomes relevant that in order to make historic 

advancements in the areas of the country’s education and national development, lessons from 

the past are crucial. Relevant history about how the past created the present must be studied. 

Details about how the policy approaches of the past could be relevant in harmonizing the 

future needs of the country need to be critically studied. On the basis of these factors, the 

                                                 
680 Depaepe, M. (2001). A professionally relevant history of education for teachers: Does it 

exist? Reply to Jurgen Hertbst’s state of the art article. Paedagogigica Historica 37(3), 633; Goodson, 
I. F. & Dowbiggen, I. R. (1994). Vocational education and school reform: The case of the London 
(Canada) Technical School, 1900-1930. In I. F. Goodson (Ed.), Studying curriculum. Cases and 
methods,  (62-81), New York & London: Teachers College, Columbia University; Depaepe, M. (1993). 
History of education anno 1992: A tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing. 
History of Education Review, 22(1), 1-10. 
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branch of the history of education still remains relevant in our today’s world. It is a beacon of 

knowledge and growth and an icon of intellectual advancement, which becomes relevant in 

view of teachers’ professional educational roles as the number one disseminators of school 

education, and deliverers of the history of education lessons in school classrooms.681 

Thus having realised its importance and relevance we undertook this research with a 

view to primarily understand the influence of Ethical instruction during this period of 

educational reform in the primary educational level. This academic journey started with a 

survey of the educational situation of Thailand during the pre-reform years of 1782-1871. We 

found this relevant to understand the state of the country’s educational system during the 

years which preceded the period of reform, which forms the background of the central focus 

of this project. In the second chapter, our discussion shifted to analysing the factors of 

development which informed the decision of the rulers to review and modernize the 

educational system and curricula followed in Thai schools and educational institutions. Our 

study discovered that a number of policy approaches were adopted by the royal kings of the 

era, most especially King Rama IV and King Rama V in an attempt to modernize the quality 

of Thailand’s educational system to equip the nation for the 21st century. 

The third chapter discussed the major educational reform policy programs which 

started emerging at the Ministry of Education. It is clear from the exposition in this chapter 

that though the mantle of royalty rotated among King Rama VI, King Rama VII, and King 

Rama VIII, the ministry in charge of education continued to breathe in new rays of 

modernity, as all of these Kings were intent on imparting the best education to their citizens. 

Forward-looking governmental policies designed to modernize the educational system and 

improve the school curricula were introduced into the system. These initiatives were driven 

by the need to raise the quality of the Thai educational curricula and make it comparable with 

its Western counterparts. In our fourth chapter, we examined such educational curricula 

which were offered in Thai primary schools, as well as their considered relevance towards the 

overall development of Thailand.  

Our fifth chapter was a discussion on the core methods of education employed in the 

delivery of classroom education in Thai primary schools, while also appreciating their 

relevance towards national development and empowerment of learners. Equally important as 

                                                 
681 Depaepe, M. (1997). Demythologizing the educational past. An endless task in history of 

education. In R. Lowe (Ed.), History of Education. Major Themes. Debates in the history of education,  
(356-370), London & New York: Routledge Falmer, p. 17. 
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the methods of education are the tools for delivering it. Therefore, our analysis focussed, in 

the sixth chapter, on the key educational aids found in Thai primary school classrooms during 

the historic period of educational reform. By that, our primary attempt was to conceptualize 

the activities of classroom education as a core profession which requires specific skills and 

tools, which could facilitate the chances of a fruitful delivery of lessons.  

In the seventh chapter, our analysis was to capture the numerous problems and 

challenges which militated against the Thai government’s march towards the attainment of an 

improved educational system in the 21st century. It is the understanding of this project that, 

faced with the frightening weights of the problems, the road to the land of hope became most 

difficult and highly problematic. Impervious of such obstacles the governments were keen on 

achieving the desired result in the educational reforms, thus ringing in a new era of 

development and growth in Thailand. Our eight chapter focussed on the key areas of 

development achieved, whose births were impregnated by the educational reform project. 

Irrespective of the magnanimity of the goals dreamed for and the enormity of the obstacles 

that came on the way Thailand as a nation can be proud of their rulers that they did achieve 

invaluable accomplishments in innumerable areas of growth and development, only some of 

which we could enumerate. What is of most relevance is that such achievements not only laid 

the foundations, but also they form the structure of Thai society as such even today.  

This brings us to the understanding that having set the priorities right, and having 

made available the appropriate human and material support, the chances of scoring tough 

goals are always feasible. As it were, the Thai government recognized the need for the 

education of its population, and appreciated the gains of investing in the quality and contents 

of the education it offered in the schools. Having accepted the fact that the benefits of an 

improved educational system are most significant and crucial , the policy of approaching 

major issues of national development through the auspices of education became the primary 

target. Thus, it was the anticipation of the reformist Thai governments of the period covered 

in this study that through this approach, the teaching and learning of Ethics Instruction in all 

Thai primary schools could positively impact the moral development of the citizens, as well 

as influence their commitments towards national development.  
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Explanation of Key Terms 

 

A.D.:     Anno Domini. This is the era after the birth of Christ. 

           Ayutthaya: This was the name of the second capital city 

of Thailand. 

B.E.:    Buddhist Era.  

Dhamma:   This concept refers to Buddha’s teachings (Ethics). 

G.D.P.:   Gross Domestic Product. 

Kru:    This is the Thai official title of teachers. 

M.L or M.R.:   This is a title given to royal families in Thailand.  

n.d.:    Date not available (no date). 

n.e.:    Publisher not available (no publisher) 

n.p.:    Place of publication not available (no place) 

Pali:              This is a Middle Indo-Aryan language of the Indian   

sub- continent, which is used as the language of many 

of the  earliest extant Buddhist scriptures.  

Pra:              This is a title of a Buddhist monk in Thailand. 

Praya or Krom Praya:            This was the official title of recognition given by the    

King to Thai citizens for good conduct or national 

service during the era of the absolute monarchy.  

Rama:   This has been the official name of Thai kings of the 

Rattanakosin period.  

Siam:    This was the former name of Thailand before 1939. 

Sukhothai:   This was the first capital city of Thailand. 

Thailand:   Land of freedom. 

Thervada Buddhism:   This is a school of Buddhism, whose scriptural 

inspirations are drawn from the Tipitaka or Pali-Canon.  

U.N.I.C.E.F.:   United Nations’ International Children’s Education 

Fund. 

 

 



 

Participants/Interviewees  

 

Apisit Vejjajiva is a leader of Politician party and was a Prime Minister of Thailand 

from 2008-2011. 

Bro. Visidh Sriwichairat is a Catholic educator in Thailand, he was the chairman of 

Congress of Thai Catholic education. 

Dr. Chavala Vetchayant is a Catholic educator of Sacred Heart of Jesus Congregation 

in Thailand. 

Dr. Chuachan Chongsatityoo is alumnus of Kuleuven working as a counsellor of the 

association of  Thai Education.  

Dr. Kasem Wattanachai is a Privy Council and was the Minister of Education 2001.  

Dr. Sippanon Ketutat is 76 years old, and was the Thai Minister of Education in 1980-

1981/2523-2534 B.E. He died shortly after our interviews with him in his 

home in Bangkok. 

Dr. Vivat Praesiri is a Catholic educator, he was the chairman of Educational 

department of Bangkok diocese. 

Dr.Wutthichai Moolasilp is 75 years of age, a former Professors of History of 

Education, a famous author in the history of Thai Education, and currently 

retired from university life. At the moment, he is still making more 

publications on the Thai education.  

Mae chee Sansanee is a famous Buddhist nun who found a Dhamma center (Sathira 

Dhammasathan) 

Prakru Palad Prommakun  is a monk who has been working for Buddhist curriculum 

and text in Thai School. 

Pra Phayuttho is 82 years old, a renowned monk, educator, and philosopher. He is a 

famous writer on education and ethics, and has made a number of   

publications. He is currently heading of a temple in Nakornphathom. 

Pra Pisal thamwathee (Pra Payoam Kalayano) is a famous monk who has been 

working for poor people and Thai youth’s ethics. 

Raluk Thanee is an educational historian in Thailand. 
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Rattana Wittayadamrong  is 64 years old, and teachers at the Sacred Heart Primary 

School,  Bangkok. She heads the academic department of the school, and also 

teaches Mathematics. At the moment, she is the school counsellor.  

Sor Siwaluk  is 80 years old, and a famous author on society and education. He is a 

public speaker and socialist. 

Suphawadee Hanmethee is a famous writer about child psychology in Thailand.  

 


