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Educating for Gross National Happiness by 
nurturing the concept of Green Schools for 

Green Bhutan 

Abstract  

The Bhutanese government policy and development plans focus on the 
pursuit of happiness and well-being of its citizens. The collective and 
individual goal of happiness can be achieved by adopting a new paradigm of 
development called Gross National Happiness (GNH). The adoption of GNH 
principles resulted in a major reform of the country’s education system – in 
December 2009 the Ministry of Education launched the nationwide initiative 
called Educating for Gross National Happiness. This initiative has put 
pressure on schools to change and improve the entire school system through 
a GNH-infused curriculum, GNH-minded teachers, and the GNH-inspired 
learning environment. GNH principles and values have been introduced into 
the school curriculum at all levels. ‘This includes emphasis on deep critical 
and creative thinking, ecological literacy, practice of the country’s ancient 
wisdom and culture, contemplative learning, a holistic understanding of the 
world, genuine care for nature and for others, competency to deal effectively 
with the modern world, preparation for right livelihood, and informed civic 
engagement’ (Hayward and Coleman, 2010). Each school has developed its 
own school policy and has adopted various approaches and practices to bring 
GNH into the school system. Along with this new Educating for Gross 
National Happiness initiative, schools were also expected to implement 
robust change in the system that effectively cultivates GNH values and 
principles through the concept of Green Schools for Green Bhutan.  
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Nationwide initiative of ‘Educating for Gross National Happiness’ 

Created in 1972, by the then 16-year old King Jigme Singye Wangchuck, the Gross National 
Happiness concept was originally based on four pillars: the promotion of sustainable 
development, preservation and promotion of cultural values, conservation of the natural 
environment, and the establishment of good governance. The four pillars have been 
elaborated further into nine domains: Living standards, Health, Environment, Community 
Vitality, Time-use, Psychological well-being, Good Governance, Cultural resilience and 
promotion, and Education as noble sector.  

The overall objective of school education in Bhutan is to equip students with the relevant 
knowledge, skills and values towards realizing the goal of Gross National Happiness. The 
former Education Minister of Bhutan Thakur Singh Powdyel stated: ‘If a nation has a big 
dream, its education system must affirm and advance it’. Education is the only sector that can 
turn GNH philosophy into reality. In the words of the first democratically elected Prime 
Minister of Bhutan, Jigmi Yoser Thinley, ‘We have identified education as the glue that holds 
the whole enterprise together’. Therefore, education is the cornerstone that helps understand 
and realize GNH goals and puts together all the domains of GNH for successful 
implementation.  

Gross National Happiness infused curriculum aspires to facilitate the holistic education, 
which provides a climate for children to be able to come into contact with those values that 
are worth adopting and teaching to the Bhutanese students, taking into account the country’s 
cultural heritage as well as the country’s Buddhist traditions. It takes the stance that a child 
needs to grow holistically and should become a happy human being. GNH is geared towards 
collective values and human flourishing. This is reflected in the National Education 
Framework 2012: ‘Bhutan envisions a System of Whole Education that will nurture and 
encourage its citizens to be mindful, reflective, creative, skilful, successful, confident, active 
and informed, capable of contributing effectively to the realisation of GNH and the values 
therein, and building a peaceful, democratic, sovereign, secure, stable and self-reliant Bhutan, 
full of creativity and vitality’. Also, Bhutan’s Education Blueprint 2014-2024 promotes the 
vision of Educating for Gross National Happiness and emphasizes the importance of a 
positive school culture that enables both academic performance as well as the learners’ 
holistic development based on GNH values.  

There has been a significant change in the education system in Bhutan (Annual Education 
Statistics 2016), which has expanded considerably from only 11 schools with 400 students at 
the start of planned economic development in 1961 to 834 schools and other educational 
institutes in 2016, providing education to 190,117 students as of June 2016. In 2016 the Net 
Primary Enrolment Ratio (Basic education PP-X, free basic education) has reached 96,2%, 
which indicates that almost all school-age children are in school. The GNH curriculum has 
significantly increased the students’ well-being and academic performance.  
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Concept of ‘Green School for Green Bhutan’ to support the vision of ‘Educating for GNH’ 

Sustainability and environmental protection are central to the policy of Educating for GNH. 
The concept of Green Schools for Green Bhutan refers to the idea of the natural environment 
as an ‘integrating context for learning’ with the dual purpose of both conserving and learning 
with the environment. Conserving and learning with the environment are the two main areas 
of the green school concept that enable children at school to grow and develop ‘green’ 
awareness. The green concept is not just the colour that symbolises nature and environment 
but it also represents the need to nurture and shape a child’s development to demonstrate 
respect for the earth by conserving natural resource, and learning from the earth by ‘bringing 
nature into the classroom and the classroom into nature’. 

The Green Schools programme, developed by Thakur Sight Powdyel, Minister of Education 
in the first elected government, was designed to support the implementation of the Educating 
for Gross National Happiness reform. ‘The green school programme is the tool to help us 
understand the core function of education’, said the former minister. The book titled ‘My 
Green School’, as Thakur Singh Powdyel emphasises, is just an outline for teachers and 
educators, how to implement and build upon the elements of a green school.  

Thakur Sight Powdyel subsequently came up with the concept of Green Schools for Green 
Bhutan with the emphasis upon ‘green’ as a metaphor. Green Schools are an attempt to create 
GNH-based schools incorporating eight dimensions: natural greenery that makes children 
feel invited, welcome, and happy to come to school; social greenery that permits children 
from different beliefs and backgrounds to learn, grow and develop in harmony and goodwill; 
cultural greenery that promotes and preserves culture, traditions and values of fair play and 
cooperation; intellectual greenery that engages children with new ideas and knowledge, 
positive thinking and constructive dialogue; academic greenery that demands high academic 
standards and deeper insights; aesthetic greenery that develops a taste for genuine and 
beautiful objects; spiritual greenery that provides conscious awareness of other beings, 
mindfulness of living in mutual respect and harmony, and accepts and honours the divine in 
us; moral greenery that imparts values of making sound judgements and distinguishing 
between right and wrong, truth and falsehood, good and bad. This serves as an organisational 
and philosophical guidance for schools. (Education policy guidelines and instructions 2012).  

In addition to those eight dimensions, there are other important elements of a green school. A 
green school strives to build and promote good relations with the parents and the community, 
encouraging active involvement in the education of their children. Inclusive education is 
another area of focus for the green school as it ensures that all the children in the community 
receive equal educational opportunities and are treated fairly. (The National Education 
Framework 2012). A green school serves the special educational needs of children with 
physical disabilities, including visual and hearing impairments. The long-term objective of 
the Special Educational Needs (SEN) Programme, started in 2002, is to provide access to 
inclusive education in general schools for all children with disabilities and special educational 
needs, including those with physical, intellectual and other types of impairments. A green 
school also looks after the basic needs of children, ensuring that they are safe in the school 
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and monitoring and maintaining each individual’s personal health, hygiene, and growth. (K. 
Drukpa, 2016) Above all, a green school creates and atmosphere that provides respect, care, 
support, warmth, and delight in the school (Thakur Singh Powdyel). Teachers and students 
treat each other fairly and value everyone’s uniqueness and contributions to school 
improvement. 

‘Green schools is not just about the environment, it is a philosophy, so we’re trying to instil a 
sense of green minds, which are flexible and open to different types of learning […] It’s a 
values-led approach to education that stems from the belief that education should be more 
than academic attainment, it should be about expanding children’s minds and teaching what it 
is to be human […]’, declared Thakur Singh Powdyel, Bhutan’s former Minister of 
Education. The Green Schools for a Green Bhutan concept is founded upon the philosophy 
that education goes beyond getting good grades, it should also prepare students to become 
responsible citizens who look forward to their future sustenance as well as pass the concepts 
and values they have been taught onto the next generation. 

Final Thoughts 

Bhutanese education provides students with more opportunities to acquire problem-solving 
skills, act as role models, believe in collaboration with others, communicate effectively, think 
critically, and be more considerate with respect to their words and actions. This system also 
reflects Bhutan’s unique cultural identity and more importantly leads the country not only to 
develop efficient and skilful workforce but also to help their youngsters become open-minded 
adults. Bhutan is a truly unique case and poses a challenge to the education policy-makers all 
over the world. 
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