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A Pilot Project for Integrating Thai Noi
Orthography into the Formal Education
Curriculum for Isan Development

Dr.Pornsawan Ploykaew

John Draper

1. Introduction
1.1 Language Endangerment

Krauss (1992) reports that 90% language death worldwide would
occur by 2100. The concept of the maintenance and revitalization of
endangered languages has been introduced by scholars because they agree
that the loss of languages causes the loss of knowledge or local wisdom of
those speakers, who are considered as a kind of resource. David Crystal
(2000) has compiled the principal ideas, methodology and classic examples
of related studies on endangered languages. He emphasizes the difficulty of
the task, which often takes a long time, often without much success.

Suwilai (2000) classifies languages in Thailand as affected by
3 main forces: language change, language shift and language death. She
reports that there are 14 languages which are considered to be endangered.
In Thailand now, there is a Resource Center for Revitalization and
Maintenance of Endangered Languages and Cultures, a subdivision under the
ILRD acting as a network for the cooperation of language revitalization.
Although the project’s initiative aims at the endangered languages, in fact the
other languages in Thailand could be the next target. Since all the languages
in Thailand have also been influenced by Central Thai, they are all tending to
become endangered in some sense.

UA 1 adull 1 [ unsiAu-lUBI8U 2548

133



154

Jo1s s “vavguiilop

2. The ecology of language and culture in Thailand

In Thailand there are about 60 languages altogether. Smalley (1994)
says that because these languages are in different hierarchies and have dif-
ferent functions, they can exist together in Thailand without conflict. The top-
most hierarchy is Standard Thai, which functions as an official and national
language, and which dominates all the languages in the lower hierarchies’ the
regional languages and local languages respectively. It should be noticed that
the social structure of Thai people consists of different hierarchies as well.
Subsequently, people’s status can be promoted only if they are successful in
education and professions which correspond to a competent performance in
the Standard Thai language.

2. The status of Lao Isan and the other languages in the Isan region
2.1 Language distribution in the Isan region

The data from as ethnolinguistic map project (ILCRD, 2001)
reveals that there are 20 languages spoken in the 19 provinces of the Isan
region, which can be divided into the upper and the lower parts. The Tai
language family includes Lao Isan (the number of the Lao Isan speakers is
73% or about 13 million people when the total of Isan population is 22
million), Phuthai, Nyaw, Yoy, Kaloeng, Saek, Phuan, Thai Korat, Thai Loei,
Tai Dam and Central Thai. There are also nine Mon-Khmer languages, and
two of them are endangered languages So (Thavueng) and Nyah Kur. The
others are Thai Khmer, So, Bru, Vietnamese, Kuy, Nyaw, and Mon. A few
people in the Isan region are Chinese, Kammuang, Lao Lom, Hmong, Lao
(the same group as the language spoken in Lao) and Khmer.

2.2 The role of Lao Isan in the region
The Lao Isan language is spoken by the majority of Isan people.
In terms of the number of speakers, Lao Isan should be the most prestigious
regional language after Central Thai, which is the official language. In fact the
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status of Lao Isan is the lowest. The fact is that Isan districts are heavily
affected by drought, so the people move elsewhere to earn their living as
laborers or servants. Thus the Lao Isan language has come to reflect the
language of the poor and “low class” people. The attitude of Isan people
towards their language is not wholly positive. Some of them say that they do
not want to speak Lao Isan with outsiders because they feel ashamed. As
a result, Isan people shift to use Central Thai when they communicate with
outsiders and use Lao Isan only among their group. Moreover, the traditional
writing system of Lao Isan has rarely been taught to children, while Central
Thai alone is taught in schools. At present, only a few older people can read
and write “Thai Noi” - a traditional Lao Isan writing system. Some children
stop speaking Lao Isan altogether, possibly not realizing that though they can
change their language, they cannot change their ethnicity, and will always be
seen by others as Isan Thai. Consequently, the domain of Lao Isan
diminishes. People tend to forget vocabulary items and expressions. The role
of Lao Isan is becoming weaker and weaker. Consequently, Lao Isan people
need to be offered the option for language maintenance and revitalization
before it is too difficult to do so.

3. Language and Culture as basic knowledge for community
development
3.1 Language rights encourage people to present their ethnic

identity

Each ethnic group possesses a worldview that is different from
other groups. The former generation has taught their experience to the later
through their languages. This makes the member proud of his or her own
ethnic group. Language plays an important role in the transfer of knowledge
from generation to generation, and with each generation also new knowledge
has been created, adjusted to the changing world. Thus, UNESCO argues
that ethnic groups should have language rights to preserve the culture, learn
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the mother tongue language and use it through media, etc. This is a basic
right for every human on earth. The government should not interfere with
one’s language rights (UNESCO, 19986, cited in Chaichomphu, 2002).

3.2 The importance of a writing system for language maintenance
and revitalization

A writing system is an important communication tool that is not
less effective than spoken language as it is a concrete expression of cultural
identity for an ethnic group. A civilized country needs a writing system for
formal education. Since it can be used in many formats, such as mottos,
teaching, articles, letters, etc., it is also a tool for community development - to
communicate news and knowledge to people in remote areas about public
health, agriculture, trading, the economy, social affairs, etc. Moreover, it can
last longer than spoken language because it can be preserved and read later.
Thus, knowledge and events about an ethnic group can be recorded into the
writing system, which later will be an experience for the next generation.
Besides, language death tends to slow down if written current documents are
still available.

From the pilot projects for language revitalization for those ethnic
groups in Thailand - Chong, So (Thaveung), Guong, Nyah Kur - Suwilai
(2000) suggests criteria for creating a good writing system for a language,
such as being suitable for the social and political situation of the community,
being a representative for all the dialects and covering the phonological
system thoroughly, being consistent, being accepted by the agreement of
native speakers in terms of a committee and being convenient for a system of
printing, etc.
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4. A pilot project for integrating Thai-Noi Orthography into formal
education curriculum

According to the number of speakers, at present the Lao Isan language
is not in the endangered group. However, the writing system for the local
people - Thai Noi - is not actively used among them. Although Thai Noi still
exists, it is solely found in disparate archives of palm leaf manuscripts or on
some walls in old temples. Consequently, the youth of Lao Isan can not read,
write or understand the cultural resource. Thus, Thai Noi should be
maintained and revitalized now, before all the old people who can remember
how to use it pass away. Experts from many disciplines should do a
cooperative project. Thai Noi documents should be systematically archived,
catalogued and preserved first. Some scholars of Lao Isan and Thai Noi are
needed to read them so the pronunciation can be transcribed by linguists. The
next steps are doing surveys for finding the Lao Isan attitude and their needs
regarding language revitalization, and at the same time a committee should be
established to modernize or simplify and adjust the writing system according
to the principles mentioned above. The committee, which should be
composed of local people, government officials, educational institutes,
developers, linguists, religious institutes, practitioners, etc. can also take
responsibility for language modernization and standardization. Educators could
make instructional media for their own constituents using the new writing
system. The primary target group for learning to read and write Lao Isan is
elementary children because they can get basic education through their ethnic
language. It should be a link between the written and the spoken languages by
encouraging people in this generation to write as well as speak Lao Isan.
Many activities can promote language and culture preservation and
revitalization. This may help the Lao Isan people to understand that their own
language and culture have the same value as Central Thai and so feel proud
of their language and culture.
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5. Conclusion and Suggestions

A suggested project for integrating Thai Noi into the school curriculum
is a part of language planning for developing regional communities in the long
run. Though Thailand is a multilingual country, all languages have been
influenced by standard or Central Thai. The experience of those endangered
languages in Thailand might be a warning that languages and cultures could
become extinct or severely diminished if the people do not sincerely care
about them. Integration of research in language and culture is also necessary,
as well as in other fields such as sociology, health sciences, tourism and the
economy, in order to be used as a tool for community development. In other
words, the development of the Isan region requires the following:

1. Standardization of Lao Isan as a symbol for showing the people’s
identity. Standardization of language includes the revitalization of the writing
system for all people in the region, a good dictionary for reference with
sufficient current vocabulary items, a pronunciation guide and a committee to
act when necessary, such as to create new words, publish new dictionaries
and build a corpus of audio and video materials, plan sustainable
maintenance for Thai Noi, etc.

2. Expanding the domain of language usage for Thai Noi. Conducting
of some kinds of research, including an attitude survey to find out which group
wants to learn Lao Isan and for what specific purposes, i.e. in formal education
or informal, which level they want, etc. In this way a proper curriculum could
be developed as well as content suitable for the community, such as the
making of attractive, effective media corresponding to the content, etc.

3. Revitalizing language and culture for Lao Isan by activating a
positive attitude and providing an informed understanding of the importance of
the mother tongue language, as well as support for pride in pluralism. The
establishment of a cooperative educational project for making the individual
and community understand the importance of the mother tongue language
and culture, and to inform people of their linguistic rights and how
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multilingualism and vernacular literacy may improve the educational progress
of their children and the economic development of the region.

It should be emphasized that promoting the role of Lao Isan to be a
standard language suitable for functioning as a regional language in the Isan
region really needs the cooperation of all units of the community, local,
institutional, regional and national. It is a difficult task, so it needs support from
citizens, universities and government departments. Any success in the
development of Isan as a region means the success of national development
too. Although the writers are not Lao Isan themselves, we really hope to see
Lao Isan language and culture continue to exist in graceful and peaceful
harmony among the diversity of languages and cultures in Thailand.
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