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Buddhist Education:  Morality, Concentration and Wisdom 
 

Asst. Prof. Dr. Banjob  Bannaruji 
 
Introduction 
 
We   hear  the  words  “trisikkhā – threefold  sikkhā”   and  know  that  it consists  of  
morality,  concentration  and  wisdom,  but  we  have  never  gone  deeply  into  the  
true  meaning  of  the  word  “sikkhā.”  There was no other  Buddha’s  sermon  
beyond  the  threefold  sikkhā, and therefore gives us a clue about  what  the  
destination  of  the  Buddha’s  teachings is.  
 
The Meaning of Sikkhā 
 
        This word is derived from  the  root  ‘sikkh’  in  Pāli,  identical  with  the  
Sanskrit  word  ‘śikā,’   both  of  which  mean  ‘to be  able.’  Western scholars accept 
this  meaning  and  understand  that  ‘individual  ability”  comes  from the  ‘process  
of  training.’   So they have,  according to the  process,  given  the  meaning  of  
sikkhā  as ‘training.’   It suggests that  training  is  meaningful  in  Buddhism.  
Training covers mental training  and  physical  training. The latter  is  easily available  
in  the  Buddha’s  words;  the  former  is  confirmed  by  the  word  ‘sikkhita –
hattha,’which is also according to the  Buddha,  not  very  often  available,  and   
literally   means  ‘one  who  is  with  trained  hands’.  The word  is  used  as  an  
adjective  of  archer,  who  becomes a  ‘Champion’ through  the  hand - training  
process.     
 
Threefold  Sikkhā   And  Its  Meaning 
 

If  questioned  about   the  Buddha’s   reason  for  the  training  of his 
followers  (divided  into  four  groups  of  bhikkhus (male  monks),  bhikkhunis 
(female  monks),  upãsakas (male  lay men) and  upāsikās (female lay women)…)  to 
become good worldly  persons  and  noble  persons,  respectively,  we  can say that 
the  Buddha  did  it for  the  peace  of  human  society.   

The Buddha  clearly  proclaimed  that  he  was  born  for  prosperity  and  
happiness  of  the  world. (Duka: Puggalavagga) The  word  shows  that  he  was  born  
to  do   a  ‘work’   and  that  was  for  the  benefit  of  the  world,  ending  in  ‘happy  
coexistence.’  At  this  point,  we  have  to  ask the question :  “what  is  a  hindrance  
to  the  world’s  happy  coexistence ?”  The initial  answer  should  be  focused  on  
five  human  actions:  killing ,  stealing,  sexual  misconduct,  telling  lies,  and  
indulgence  in  intoxicants.  All of  those,  in  the sociologist’s  eye,   may  be  viewed  
as  a   problem  commonly  caused  by  the greed of people.  It indicates  that   the  
world’s  social  development  caused  such  a  problem,  and  that  such  a  society  
likes  to  underestimate  suffering  caused  by  human  actions,  but  overestimates  
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technology-based  convenience.  As  for  the  Buddha,  he  sees  the  development   as  
it  is;  it  cannot  cause  any pure  happiness,  it  hides  suffering  in  itself,  leading  to  
wrong  actions  such  as  violence  and  destruction  to  take  out more  advantages.     
Threefold  Sikkhã  And  the Noble  Eightfold  Path  :   The  Principle  for  
Learning  and Training Leading to  ‘Enlightenment’  as  the  Final  Goal 
    

There  are  many  questions  on  the  interpretation  and  application   of  the  
threefold  sikkhā in daily life,  because  the  contents  and  essences  of  those  are  
actually focused  on  the dharma  practice  for  the  renunciation  of  the  world. 
Actually,  the  threefold  sikkhā  covers  all  walks  of  life,  both  worldly  and  
religious wise;  which  need  to  be  developed  and  to  keep away  from  
‘defilements.’ The  Buddha  required  his  followers,  both  monks  and  lay  people,  
to  train  themselves  through  the  process  of   practicing   the  threefold  sikkhā -  
sila - morality,  samādhi – concentration,  and  paññā – wisdom  until  they  can  keep  
defilements  under  control and  destroy  those  absolutely.  As  a  result,  they  
become  free  and  win  stable  peace  and  bliss.  This  kind  of  free  life  is  indeed  
needed  by everyone.  To  have  a  clear  picture ,  let  us  divide  and  analyse  the  
threefold  sikkhā  into  the  eightfold  path.  

It  is  necessary  for  beginners  to  have  a good understanding of  the  
eightfold  path. As  found  in  the  Dhammacakkappavattana  Sutta,  the first  sermon,     
(Sanyutta: Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta)the  Pāli  words  “ariyo  atthangiko  
maggo”   was  used  by  the  Buddha  and  translated  into  English asthe  ‘Noble  
Eightfold  Path.’  I  like  to  translate  it as ‘the  path,  with  8  factors,   that   keeps  
away  from  defilement,’  because it  suggests  that  the  Buddha  wanted  to  reveal  
that there  exists  only  one  way  to liberation  from  suffering.   It is comprised of 8  
factors – sammāditthi - right  view,  sammāsankappa – right  thought,  sammāvācā-
right  speech,  sammākammanta – right  action,  sammāājíva – right  livelihood,  
sammãvãyãma – right  effort,  sammãsati- right mindfulness,  and  sammāsamādhi – 
right  concentration. 

All of  the  8  factors  are  grouped  in  three:  sammāditthi - right  view,  and  
sammāsankappa – right  thought  are  grouped  into the   wisdom  training ,  
sammāvācā-right  speech,  sammãkammanta – right  action,  sammāājíva – right  
livelihood,   into  the  morality  training,   sammāvāyāma – right  effort,  sammāsati- 
right mindfulness,  and  sammāsamādhi – right,  into  the  concentration  training.   

According  to  the  training  process,  let  us  start  from  inside  -  mental  
action  called  the ‘manokamma’ ;  sammāditthi - right  view  is  the  first factor  for  
creating and  cultivating  right  wisdom  that  functions  to  destroy  wrong  view  
about  life  and  life  problem . It is  conducive  to  sammāsankappa – right  thought  
as the  second  factor.  Creating  and  cultivating  right  thought   result  in  right  
verbal  action  as  the  third,  right  action  as  the  fourth,   and  right  livelihood  as  
the  fifth,  the  three  of  which  function  to  lessen  sufferings  related  to  wrong  
speech,  wrong  action  and  wrong  livelihood.  It  furthers that  apart  from  birth,  
old  age  and  death,  there  are  those   daily  sufferings  attacking  us  and  which are  
included  in  the  noble  truth  of  suffering.  
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  The so-called  five  factors  are  a  starting means to  keep  practitioners  away  
from some  defilements  and  urge  them  to  proceed  to  the  3 remaining factors,  
consisting  of  sammāvāyāma-right  effort,  sammāsati- right  mindfulness,  and  
sammāsamādhi – right  concentration.  Of  those,   sammāsati - right  mindfulness   is  
a  main  principle  for  the  training  process  for  liberation  from  suffering,  because  
it  has  to  work  hard  on  seeing  suffering  at  each  moment  as  it  is.   However,  
the  success  of   sammāsati- right  mindfulness  and  other  factors  is  related  to  the  
support  of  sammāvāyāma - right  effort,  which  work  to  keep  the  rest  co-working 
and  being  in  balance.  With  the support  of  sammāvāyāma - right  effort,  
sammāsati- right  mindfulness  can  continue  its own  functioning  until  the  
occurrence  of  sammāsamādhi – right  concentration with  ‘one-pointedness  of  
mind’  as  peek.  By  power  of  sammāsati- right  mindfulness,  the mind  is  strong,  
stable  and  full  of  rapture.  
              Because the last 3 factors have such strength,  the  first  2  factors  become  
stronger  and  more  stable;  by  that,  sammāditthi - right  view  can  see  suffering 
clearly  and  deeply, as  it is,  and  sammāsankappa – right  thought  does  not  let  
‘wrong  thought’  have  a  chance  to  occur.  Without  wrong  thought  as  originator,  
wrong  speeches,  wrong  actions  and  wrong  livelihood  cease.  At  this  point,  
sufferings  known  as    problems  or  obstacles  of  life  are thus  gradually  lessened  
until they are  absolutely  destroyed.     
 
How are the Threefold  Sikkhã  and the Noble  Eightfold Path  Applicable to  
Modern  Study ? 
 

To clarify the above- mentioned questions, the  answers   have  to  come  out  
of  the  brain  storming.  Let  me  express  some  basic  thoughts  as follows: 

 
1.  First Manage the Ideas on View  

 
There are  two  kinds  of  different  views,  both  of  which  may  hinder  the  

application  of the  threefold  sikkhā  or  the  eightfold  path in   the  modern  
education  system.  The former  views  that   both  are  just  ethical  or  moral  theories  
and  the  latter  views  that  modern  education  is  not  for  the  end  of  sufferings. 
Therefore the  former  results  in people ignoring and  considering  both  as very  
much  difficult  to  understand  and  to practice, and both  may  be  viewed  as  
barriers  to  winning  gain  and  rank.  The second opinion views these Buddhist 
theories as  a barrier  to  really  understanding  human  life  and  its problems.  
 
2. What is A Proper View? 

 
It  is  a  question  that  needs  an  answer  and  the  answer  requires a proper 

view. In the beginning, let us  view  the  threefold  sikkhā  or  the  eightfold  path  as  
the  way  to  the  cessation  of  suffering as  well  as  the  way  to  the  winning  of  
happiness. In the Buddhist  view, the  Buddha  was  the  first  person,  who  was  
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successful  in  training  himself  through  the  threefold  sikkhā  or  the  eightfold  path  
and won ‘Supreme  Enlightenment,’  which  makes   the  winner  complete  with  the  
qualifications  of   knowing,  awakened  and  delighted. All  of  these  are  created by  
the  process  of  self  training. Later,  viewing  life  as  it  is, that  is,  viewing  that  
human  life  meets  with  suffering  more  than  happiness;  the  Buddha  gave  the  
way  to  the  cessation  of  suffering  and  the  winning  of  sustainable  happiness,  
through  self-development.  
 
3. Is it necessary  to  learn  and  understand  the  meaning  and  process  of  life  
as  taught  by  the  Buddha ?  

 
According  to  the  Buddha,  life  is  divided  into  “rūpa  and  nāma.”      The  

group  (aggregate) of rūpa here  means  a  human  body  that  consists  of  32  parts  
such  as  hair,  body  hair,  nail,  dent,  skin and  so  on  as  well  as  bodily  
movements;  the  group  of  nāma  here  covers  a  group  of  feelings (vedanā),  a  
group  of  perceptions  (saññā),  a  group  of  mental  formations  (sankhārā),  and  a  
group  of  consciousnesses (viññāņa).  

 
3.1.  I  think that the  Buddha’s  words “sankhittena  pañca  upādānakkhandhā  
dukkhā   -  collectively the five  aggregates  as  the  bases  of  suffering  are  
sufferings”  (Vinaya: Mahakhandhaka)   
 
3.2. I  think  of  the academic  writing  of  Dr.  Saroj  Buasi, a  late  Thai  educationist,  
who had presented  an idea on education  for  life  development  based on  the  five-
aggregates.  I am not  clear  whether  or  not  his  idea  has  been  continued  by  later  
educationists  and  how.  
 
3.3. According to the  Buddha,   the  Buddhist  education  is a  gradual  self  
development,  which  results finally in enlightenment,  and  which  is described  by  
the  Buddha  himself as: “...One  who  is  confident  approaches the teacher ;  having  
approached,  he  sits  near  and mindfully listens,  keeps  in  mind  and  considers his 
master’s  teaching.  Following his considering,  any  true  teaching will endure  
investigation;  to  him  who  is satisfied  with  the  investigation,  consent  occurs;  to  
him  who  is  full  of  consent,  endeavor  occurs  and  leads  to  reconsideration;  
having  reconsidered,  he  is  steady  in  more  endeavor  and  with  the  steadiness  he  
realizes  the  ultimate truth  through  the  body  of  mental  formations  (mindfulness  
and  wisdom)  and  finally  penetrates  into  the   truth  with  (deep) wisdom.”  (M. 2: 
Kitagiri  Sutra)     

The aforesaid Buddha’s  words  are  applicable  to  a  world –class  education  
system  and  students,  because  the  Buddha  himself taught it  with  confidence.   For 
our present day  education  system,   our  educationists  have  to  think  of   how  to  
make  the  system  acceptable  to  students  and  how   to  make  them feel confident 
about the  system.  Why?  Because the power of  confidence causes students  to be 
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positive and engage into  actions  such  as approaching  and  sitting  near  teachers,  
which  lead  to  teaching  and  learning;  students  are  mindful  to  listen  to  the 
teachings  and  obtain desirable  results while keeping  in  mind the teaching,   they 
reflect on, analyze  and  digest its  contents  into  true  knowledge  to  be  stored  in   
the  unconscious  mind.  We can compare it to eating  food,  we  have  to  chew  it 
first  for  deliberate  digestion  and for  nutrition.  We have to be very mindful and  
confident  in listening    to  the  master’s  teachings because it will  lead   to  
understanding  and  investigation.   It  means  that   the  understanding based on 
confidence  leads  to  the  development  of  wisdom. 

 
3.4.  Creating  moral  discipline  over  the  use  of  arts  is  needed.  In  the  Mangala  
Sutta,the  Buddha  said : ‘bāhusaccañca  sippañca,   vinayo  ca  susikkhito, subhāsitā  
ca  yā  vācā etammangalamuttamam’ .  This can be translated as ‘Great  learning skill,         
highly  trained  discipline, and a well-expressed  speech are  supreme  auspices.  
(Khu.Dhp.) 
 Many  times,  when asked why the  Buddha  said these words,  I  like  to  give 
the following  answers:       

“In  this  sutta,  the  main  point  is  focused  on  the  settingof  oneself  on  the  
right  course.  It is the starting  principle  to  follow  the  teachings  in  this  set  and  
continue with  the  other teachings mentioned above; that is ;  a  man  has  to  have  
great  knowledge,  art  or  skill  in  the use  of  knowledge,  and  discipline  for  use  of  
knowledge in  the  right  way.   Speeches are an important  way  for  transferring  
knowledge  and   the  discipline  helps  keep  our speech in  the  right path too.   
However to become disciplined, one has  to have  gradual training,  starting  from  
systematic  and  good  thinking,  speaking  and  doing.  

Here, the focus is on speech, where good speech covers  speaking which 
should be true,  useful  and  timely.   Anyone who is considered as having good  
speech habitually,  must be well trained and continuously watch what he is saying 
with a strict discipline.  
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 

The  Buddhist  study  for  life  development  has  to  be  focused  on  the  
learning  of  “life,”  which  is  collectively  called  The “five aggregates,”  as  it is the  
store  of  defilements  and  virtues.  Such a study  helps  one to realize  and  properly  
manage  the  five  aggregates. In the beginning,  human  life  is  controlled  by  
defilements  and  the  defilements  force the  body  to  do  as  they  order,  especially  
to  fulfill its wishes. By this way, defilements expand  in  line with the objects  
experienced  through the sense-organs  -  eye,  ear, nose, tongue  and  body.  
Consequently, virtues have  to  be  cultivated  in the  mind,  developed  and  
accumulated  so  that gradually  and  continuously  these  become very  powerful and 
can finally destroy  the defilements totally. 
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The world today is trapped  in  the  word  “Development,” because for most 
people it means the creation and occupation of big  and  beautiful  buildings  and  the 
management of big  businesses.  Buddhism does not  oppose  such  a  development,  
but  teaches  us  to  see  the  defilements  which arise with such ideas of  development  
and  expand  according  to the ensuing experiences. To  control  these,  the  threefold  
sikkhā and  the  noble  eightfold  path  play  a  key  role. 
          It  is  a  shame  that  our modern  education  system  does  not  yet  pay  
attention  to  this  kind  of  Buddhist  education;  therefore,  we are  far  from solving  
the  world’s problems.      
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