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A Study of Tone Assignment in English Loanwords and

Spelling System in Thai

Nawasri Chonmahatrakul ' and Chutamanee Onsuwan’
"Faculty of Liberal Arts, Thammasat University
2 Faculty of Liberal Arts, Thammasat University
Center of Excellence in Intelligent Informatics, Speech & Language Technology

and Service Innovation (CILS)? Thammasat University

Abstract

This paper provides some observations concerning Thai phonemic tone assignment in
English loanwords based on various sources: the Royal Institute of Thailand’s loanword rules and
regulations, previous phonological analyses of the observed patterns, and our preliminary data
collected from Thai informants and large-scale written corpora. For Thai, there are two general
approaches for spelling English loanwords: using the closest alphabet equivalent and tone markers
reflecting the actual pronunciation, and following transliteration/transcription systems sets for Thai,
with no specifications for marking of assigned tones. It should be noted that phonemic tone
assignment/adaptation of loan words from non-tonal languages has been a focus of linguistic
research. By and large, it was found that tone assignment of loanwords in a tonal language (and also
in the case of Thai) is consistent and systematic as it is shaped by the language’s sound system and
perceptual patterns. From our data, we found that loanwords with the assigned high tone tend to
create the most inconsistent spelling patterns, and those with the assigned mid tone the least. The
current transliteration systems, which in some cases create written forms of loanwords that do not
match with the pronunciation, could lead to inconsistency and confusion among language users.
Loanwords with the assigned falling tone or high tone, which according to the spelling systems are
not required to have any tone markers, were found to have a large variety of spellings. To
standardize the spelling system of tone assignment for English loanwords (and loanwords from other
languages), and to make it compatible with current language use, it is recommended that language

surveys, questionnaires, and linguistics research be implemented.

Keywords: Thai tones, English loanwords, Thai tones in English loanwords
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