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Excerpts from the Royal Address by  

His Revered Majesty , King Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck , 
at the 3rd Convocation of the Royal University of Bhutan,  

Paro College of Education, 17 February 2009 
 

òI am a firm believer that if there is one word that will stand out above all 

other words when we describe our countryõs amazing journey of 

modernization  over the last few decades ð it is Education. Our institutions, 

our leaders of today ð all of us ð including me ð are the proud products of the 

Bhutanese Education System. 

òéOur teachers will always be committed and dedicated teachers ð our 

students will a lways be diligent and loyal students ð but it is the duty of 

parents, policy makers and the government to put the right tools in their 

hands ð the right books, the right curriculum, and the right direction.  

ò...Contemplate! For what a grave mistake it will be to dream with great 

optimism of taking our nation from this successful democratic transition into 

a future of even greater success, without realizing that it is not us but our 

children who must secure th e success for the nation. 

òéWe always repeat what HM the fourth King once said, òthe future of our 

nation lies in the hands of our children.ó We must know that His Majesty, my 

father, meant that quality of education for our young Bhutanese is of 

paramount importance. And that is our duty as todayõs parents, leaders and 

citizens to provide ité  

òéParents and teachers, I want you to know that as King my passion will 

always be to nurture our youth, day after day, year after year ð for it is their 

skills, their  labour and commitment to the country that will build our future. 

There is no other path ð no other tool ð for Bhutanõs future success. 

òéOur nationõs vision can only be fulfilled if the scope of our dreams and 

aspirations are matched by the reality of our  commitments to nurturing our 

future citizens.ó  
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Preface 
 

Gross National Happiness(GNH) has now been included in  the Constitution of the Kingdom 

of Bhutan, where it states, òThe State shall strive to promote those conditions that will 

enable the pursuit of Gross National Happin ess.ó Its pursuit is not optional,  apparently,  but 

constitutional in legal parlance .  

And GNH has occurred freq uently in the Royal Addresses by His Revered Majesty. In his 

address to the gathering of Bhutanese graduates of 2007, His Majesty the King again sharply 

pointed out what the ultimate value of our country is. òTodayõs world demands economic 

excellence and I have no doubt that during our l ifetime we will be working towards 

building a stronger economy for Bhutan to further consolidate and secure our own future. In 

doing so, no matter what our immediate goals are, I am confident that the philosophy of 

GNH will ensure that ultimately our forem ost priority will always be the happiness and the 

well being of our people.ó  

On another occasion His Majesty has referred to GNH as the ôõnational conscienceõõ 

underpinning our actions. As a result , we need to find the right tools for experimenting with 

all  the processes of decision making and policy decisions towards the realisation of GNH.  

Among the many great initiatives of His Majesty, the educational reform he has launched 

through the Royal Education Council is of tremendous consequence and acute timing. 

Similar to  his other speeches, the one delivered at the Convocation of the Royal University of 

Bhutan, Paro College of Education on 17 February 2009, (quoted partly on page iv), he urged 

the government and the people to take the issue of qualitative improvement of education 

urgently.  

In the context of GNH, the weaving of its inherent  values into teacher training, classroom 

teaching and textbooks is of vital importance.  

I therefore welcome this opportunity to propose something on the value of an educational 

framework at the behest of Gyaltshen Penjor and Tashi Wangyal of the Royal Education 

Council . The original impetus to explore  this issue given by them was bolstered by Hans van 

Willenswaard  and Wallapaõs interest in the issue.  

This article is therefore a beginning of a new focus on the complex task ahead to re-orient 

education on values. I would like to th ank Gyaltshen, Tashi, Hans, Jean Timsit and Ross 

McDonald for their comments  and inspiration . Also, Tshoki Zangmo, Karma Wangdi and 

Sangay Thinley have given me invaluable research support. Many others, who se works I 

have referred to, have contributed to the contents of the article.  
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1. Introduction  

 

For the education system to pay attention to values is central to our cultural 
perspective that is influenced by Buddhism. The educator, the teacher (ston-
pa), is therefore completely involved in instilling the  ethical maturity of 
students.  

I shall not  give an account of what GNH is  here; that is a separate issue. Itõs 
only with regard to value education from a GNH perspective that I shall focus 
on. Some readers may expect from this article a discussion on the concept and 
measurement of GNH. However, they will not find it here.  

I have put together my thoughts and those who  are stimulated by reading and 
listening to others on value education. To achieve this, I needed an empirical 
grip on what is happening in this particular field in our schools.  This could 
have been done by examining schools, which are an interacting field of three 
differ ent parts: teachers, text book content and students.  

I had no time to go to school class rooms to observe the situation directly with 
regard to how value education is taught, if at all . I followed an indirect 
method: I read most of the textbooks quite rapidly. One can argue that the 
content of textbooks is central, indeed crucial , in influencing both the role of 
teachers and students in value education, as textbooks are pivotal to both 
teacher and student. 

 As a result, and with the help of researchers from the Centre for Bhutanese 
Studies (CBS) ð we went through about 3 ,800 pages in 27 textbooks taught 
right  across the social science subjects to get a unified perspective on what  is 
going on in the classroom. If there are some oversights or omissions in the 
appraisal of textbooks used nationwide, may I be forgiven on account of the 
breadth of reading.  

The exercise was, however, invaluable in giving me an overall impression of  
what is happening . How, exactly, these textbooks are translated into 
classroom teaching is difficult to say;  all those engaged in teaching would 
know better.  

I need not point out the ramification s of a poor curriculum. Unlike the 
activities of public agencies affecting the people, the number of Bhutanese ð 
both students and teachers - directly affected by po or curriculum is the 
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highest. Both students and teachers can be negatively affected by poor 
textbooks because they are bound by regulation to teach only what they are 
provided with .  

We are not the only country grappling with ôõvalue educationõõ. It seems that 
value education is taught in all  countries, but the vocabularies used to refer to 
it are different. It is known as ôõmoral educationõõ in Japan, Korea and 
European countries, and as ôõcharacter educationõõ in the USA. In other 
countries it is known as ôõcivic educationõõ, ôõcitizenship educationõõ or ôõethics 
educationõõ.  

Some countries seem to be somewhat wary of the subject, while others  are 
more explicit. Although it is know n by different names the endeavour is, in 
essence, the same. Yet, globally there is a new emphasis on the importance of 
a shift in values as a matter of great urgency, towards a shared aspiration of a 
humane and happy society. 

The simplest idea of value education is about creating the emergence of a set 
of beliefs and attitudes as a personõs character and personality unfold , so that 
their  beliefs will influence  their behaviour and actions in a positive manner 
and direction .  

But the challenge is how deeply  beliefs and attitudes can be planted and 
retained in a developing mind, especially during the teenage years, when 
things seem to be vague, confusing and subject to so much change and 
influence. 

In a deeper sense, there is no imposition of values from the outside. Value 
education should be designed to help students to unfold  and develop 
themselves ethically and realise their ethical potential, despite the many 
distractions during their early years  in Bhutan - and especially in urban 
Bhutan today.  

At another level, it is about exploring com mon values that will help create a 
positive  future for all by first articulating values, and then determining how to 
apply them to both our personal and collective conduct.  

Value education can be made progressive according to the foundations of 
Paiget and Kolbergõs heuristics. In Kolbergõs view, value education moves 
from particular to formal thinking  - as children grow up. V alue education can 
therefore be structured from a pre-conventional to a conventional moral 
reasoning.  

Although without a clearer pre scription in terms of childrenõs age 
specification of moral development like Piaget and Kolberg, if the Buddhist 
orienting framework is used, moral  development would involve working on 
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the development of emotional intelligence (I am using the modern jargon  to 
describe the oldest concern of Buddhism, i.e., overcoming  unwholesome 
emotions) through imagination or mental exercises.  

The Buddhist approach of moral development places an acute emphasis on 
reducing negative emotions to embrace inclusiveness and our relationship  
with the community.  

The transformation in a studentõs life is so huge and rapid that what he think s 
as important at  age 10, may no longer apply at  15. Furthermore, on reaching 
adolescence, the values a teenager may think are certain can soon become 
confused and uncertain.  

So, how can we make positive  values not only clear but also as a fundamental 
beacon of progression in children?  This will not only involve the lessons in 
value education in schools, but also the values we as adults transmit  to our 
children , which  must be constantly demonstrated through our own actions , 
decisions, emotions and behaviour . Parents must be examples.  

Children and teenagers assimilate a great deal from the world outsi de the 
school. Should their parentsõ values, emotions and behaviour be at variance 
with  what they learn in school, they will discover  that we ourselves are at 
conflict with the values that they are being taught to embrace.  

The border between the behaviour of the adults and children i s porous, and 
adultsõ behaviour is bound to spill over and influence our  children . As a 
result, value education in school is only half the challenge. The other half is 
outside the classroom. 

 2. Lessons from Abroad on Social Responsibility, Trust and 

Individualism  

 

It i s difficult to ascertain whether character education has seriously been 
taught in the U.S. The choice of US for reference is not systematic. It is 
influenced by availability of rea ding material on the internet about  the US.  

It is contended that the values taught in the US in the last 50 years emphasised 
individual rights, de -emphasised social responsibility and produced 
psychological individualism. It might be a natural outcome of the segregation 
of wisdom learning and secular learning  in schools, which we nt hand in hand 
with separation of church and politics.  

In general, according to the criticism presented above, character development 
in the US has emphasised individual  rights, not directly but indirectly.  
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Because of tension between social responsibility and personal rights, it is said 
that social responsibility has been muted.  

Value education taught in the US over the last 50 years also produced 
psychological individualism , which militates against altruism, against 
community consciousness, and against social responsibility. As a 
consequence, trust, commitment and altruism have been undermined.  A 
severe decline in the level of trust has also been reported over the last three 
decades in the UK, attributed by research to the rise of excessive 
indi vidualism , in the Good Childhood studies . Children become suspicious of 
other and treat them as competitors. 

The impact of value education in Bhutan is not yet clearly evident . If the 
direction is similar to that of the US, not only in the classro om but also in the 
wid er society, negative trends will  impinge  on the delicate minds of our 
young children.  

This tension may not be resolved in the mind s of the students. The 
consequences of excessive emphasis on personal rights, social responsibility 
and psychological individualism will cause deterioration in the trust level 
among members of society.  

I highlight trust because it  is crucial to the humanistic view of moral 
education. Peaceful, human relations and helpfulness towards each other are 
central factors in creating a contented society.  

Another value I should underline  is commitment , because it is vitally  
important for the entire community and towards building a  GNH  society. The 
level of commitment  is said to have declined in the US.  There is a 
commitment to jobs and professional skills  development , but these do not 
hold a society together as much as the individual who may be in conflict with 
the social goals.  

What is necessary in value education is a process of expansion of our 
boundaries of consideration and the caring consciousness of others, beyond 
us, our friends and relatives.  

If one believes in fundamental Buddhist value orientation,  commitment to 
values that restricts our narrow interests to a reasonable degree on the one 
hand, and commitment to values that affirm welfare of  all on the other, is 
important.  

A personõs welfare is not achievable by him or her alone, but by pursuing  
communal welfare and social goals. The foundation for a truly , happy society 
can easily be eroded if the welfare of the community that underpin s our 
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profound interdependencies , disappears due to the wrong direction  of value 
education and other negative influences.  

As Ross McDonald has remarked on an earlier draft of this paper, the early 
data from the GNH survey indicate a certain decline in the collectively -

oriented values, and ôa fairly sobering trend away from traditional 
aspiration and towards a problematic separation of self from an 
interconnected sense of mutual obligation. It is a trend of huge 
significance for Bhutan and its potential to achieve a genuinely 
harmonious happine ss.õ 

3. Findings from GNH Survey on Trust, Principles and Emotions  

 

I want ed to find out  if the trends in the US in anyway resonate with Bhutan. 
What is happening in Bhutan at this moment  in terms of values? Let us look at 
some evidence from the GNH survey  2006-2007 carried out by the CBS. 

 

This evidence is not related to school children in particular, but to the country 
as a whole. Among the better-off sections in our  society such as civil servants, 
traders, shopkeepers, contractors, and businessmen the trust level is 
comparatively low . This raises an important issue . Why is the trust level at the 
lowest among the wealthiest elements in our society? Can we extrapolate 
from this that unless we formulise  a different path of development, wealth 
creation will erode the level of trust in Bhutan? It is a very important question 
that we must  address. 
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By districts (dzongkhags in Bhutanese), trust level seems to be inversely 
related to the economic development of a place. The level of trust in Thimphu, 
the capital, is comparatively the lowest in the country. A  large number of 
students live and study  in Thimphu:  out of 160,000 students in the country , 
Thimphu has the highest number. So, if they are embedded in t his particular  
social and cultural environment  of low trust level, one  can imagine what a 
struggle it is for  the students and for their parents to convince them to hold 
the right values.  

 

I have no evidence on the commitment level in ou r country. But I c an present 
indirect evidence on commitment in the chart shown above. One of the 
numerous findings of the GNH survey of 2006-2007 was an assessment of 
peopleõs values with regard to themselves and with reference to others.  

A comparative study of the two scores reveals that the self-reported 
assessment for any value is much higher than the assessment of those values 
that a respondent perceives is held by others. One way of interpreting this 
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data is that an individual think s that the society is moving in a direction he or 
she does not want. The proportion of people who hold v alues such as 
pleasure and freedom is the lowest compared to the proportion of people who 
hold values such as family, responsibility, success, spiritual faith etc. About 
80% of the people hold that friendship, compassion and generosity to be the 
important guiding principles in their life. Most people perceive family and 
responsibility to be of high  importance.  

I mentioned about the suspected deterioration of trust and commitment  in the 
US. We do not have supporting  figures for Bhutan , but we do have data on 
the prevalence of negative emotions - as well as positive emotions. 

 

NB: TP=Thimphu, WP=Wangdi Phodrang, DG=Dagana,ST=Samtse, SJ=Samdrup Jhongkhar, TY=Tashiyangtse, 

PG=Pemagatshel, ZG=Zhemgang, TG=Tashigang, TR=Tongsa, HA= Haa, GS=Gasa 

The table shows the distribution of negative emotions across 12 districts.  
Selfishness, jealousy and frustration are defined as negative emotions, given 
that they represent other varieties of negative emotions well (by factor 
analysis). The CBS surveyed about 14 emotions ð both positive and negative - 
in all.  

A notable finding is  that the prevalence of negative emotions is comparatively  
highest in Thimphu and  Wangdi Phodrang and lowest in  Gasa, Haa and 
Tsirang. A person cannot be altruistic and committed to the  welfare of others 
if he is steeped in negative emotions. The slope of the curves of negative 
emotions is clear. This implies that if the structure of community, pattern of 
socialisation and the nature of education are modeled on Thimphu,  the other 
area will almost likely follow Thimphu õs example. 


