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Buddhist Concept of Education 

Major Issues related to Education in the contemporary world 

“…..both in the developed world and the developing world, formal education is in serious trouble. 

Classroom instruction has become so routinized and flat that children often consider school an exercise in 

patience rather than an adventure in learning. Even the brightest and most conscientious students easily 

become restless, and for many the only attractive escape routes lie along the dangerous roads of drugs, 

sexual experimentation, and outbursts of senseless violence. Teachers too find themselves in a dilemma, 

dissatisfied with the system which they serve but unable to see a meaningful alternative.” Bhikkhu Bodhi 

(Newsletter BPS 1997 No 35).  

“A major cause of our educational problems lies in the “commercialisation” of education. The industrial 

growth model of society, which today extends its tentacles even into the largely agrarian societies of South 

and Southeast Asia, demands that the educational system prepare students to become productive citizens in 

an economic order governed by the drive to maximize profits. Such a conception of the aim of education is 

quite different from that consistent with Buddhist principles.” Bhikkhu Bodhi (Newsletter BPS 1997 No 35). 

 

Most of the prevalent aspects of education in the world focus only on economic progress commercializing 

the mind not illuminating it but seriously disregarding ethical, intellectual, social and spiritual values and 

qualities. Consequently, self-interest, self-centeredness and dire selfishness overwhelm the learner‟s mind 

neglecting the benefit for the majority and well-being of the fellow citizens. The evil consequences of such 

aspect of education incur inimical mental states and unstable behaviours that cause harms in every stratum 

of life giving rise to personal, family, social, intra-national and international conflicts. 

In all encompassing perspective, education should be the enhancement of moral, intellectual, social and 

spiritual qualities, empowering beneficial know-how and technology and development of wholesome skills 

and potentials in children and individuals for healthy, wealthy, harmonious and peaceful living. 

 
Buddhist Concept of Education   

 

In terms of education in Buddhism, it is significant to review the definitions in Pali Canon. 

1. The Pali term for education is “Ajjhāpana” (Skt. Adhyāpana). 

2. The Pali-English Dictionary (Davids & Stede, 1966, pp. 11-12) defines the meaning of „Ajjhāpana‟ as 

„advising and educating‟ 

3. In the English –Pali Dictionary (A.P. Buddhadatta 2002, p.164), „educate‟ refers to sikkhāpeti; 

uggaṇhāpeti and „education is in Pali as „sikkhāpana‟; and „ajjhāpana.‟ 

4. The Concise Pali English Dictionary (A.P. Buddhadatta 1958, p.5) defines „ajjhāpana‟ as „teaching‟; 

„instruction.‟ 

5. Several definitions for the term education in the Pali- Sinhalese Dictionary such as „studying, training 

and getting the discipline‟ can be taken. 

6. As far as the term „education‟ is concerned, the word „Sikkhā‟ found in Buddhist doctrine has to be taken 

into consideration. 

7. The words „Sikkhā (learning, study, training), Sikkhāpaka (teacher, trainer), Sikkhāpana ( teaching, 

training) and Sikkhāpada (Pali –Sinhalese Dictionary by Madithiyawela Siri Sumangala 1965,  p.504) 

have been used with the meaning of education (Davids & Stede, 1966, p. 708).  
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8. The word „Sikkhā‟ that also refers to „good conduct or virtue‟ and „disciplinary conduct‟ is also included. 

‘Sikkhāpada’ means rules for discipline. Discipline or virtues lay the foundation for the path leading to 

emancipation (nibbāna). 

9. In the definition on education, the term „Vinaya‟ (discipline) takes a prominent place. Vinaya means 

discipline, eradication of defilements (kilesa).  

10. Vinaya is physical and mental discipline and the whole Buddhist education is included in Vinaya. 

11. The commentary by Hewawitarana, (1929) explains Vinaya thus; „Since it provides various, special, 

rules for physical, verbal and mental discipline, they are called Vinaya.‟ It is clear that the term „Vinaya‟ 

means that it helps to end all the mental ills like lust, ignorance (Hewawitarana, 1950, p. 3).  

According to this, it is obvious that Buddhist education is a way of gaining spiritual purity through the entire 

physical and mental discipline.  

 

Aims and Objectives of Buddhist Education 

 

In terms of education, three types of objectives can be taken into consideration.  

1. Considering personal benefit more important   

2. Considering social benefit more important   

3. Considering both personal and social benefit equally important  

 

The third among the above is very important with regard to the objectives of Buddhist education. The main 

objective of Buddhist education is to develop the individual and society. Society is made up of individuals. 

When individuals are developed, society is developed.  The prime objective of Buddhist education is to 

develop individual‟s mental actions, verbal actions and bodily actions. The most important objective of 

Buddhist education is the development of mind.  

 

Aims of Buddhist Education 

 

1. The aim of Buddhist Education is a personality transformation into a highest form of humanity 

through the ethical, intellectual and spiritual perfection. These three faculties of perfection of human 

life certainly lead a man through mundane happiness to supra-mundane happiness (Nibbāna), the highest 

achievement. 

2. The main objective of Buddhist Education is to attain wisdom. According to Buddhism, the main 

objective of the practice is to achieve the ultimate wisdom (Anuttara-Samyak-Sambodhi) which means 

perfect ultimate wisdom. It aims at regaining one‟s intrinsic nature, innate wisdom and perfect wisdom. 

With wisdom one can solve internal problems and external problems and turn with wisdom suffering 

into happiness. 

3. The chief aim of Buddhist Education is all round development of human‟s personality. This includes his 

or her physical, mental, moral, intellectual and spiritual development. 

4. The other aims of Buddhist Education are to make a free man, wise, intellect, moral, nonviolent and 

secular man.  

5. The aims of Buddhist education can be achieved on the basis of three principles – (1) discipline, (2) 

mediation and (3) wisdom. (1) Discipline is verbal and bodily restraint and development, (2) meditation 

is mental development and (3) wisdom is development of right view and right thought. Discipline lays 

the foundation for meditation, meditation lays the foundation for wisdom and wisdom leads to 

realization, the ultimate goal of Buddhist education.      

     

 


