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Introduction 

Thailand is a beautiful country, there is no way of enjoying 

your stay without knowing how to communicate with the 

people. No matter how difficult it is, if you want your stay to 

be memorable, learning the language is a must. 

The author of this book had a lot of experience in 

teaching Thai to foreign students in the university both in 

group as well as in individual for quite a number of years, 

she knows where the difficulty lies. Therefore, in order to help 

those who want to learn Thai language by themselves, she 

complied her knowledge in Thai language teaching into this 

little book "Thai language for the Beginner". 

The publisher hopes, if the learners persist in learning 

and follow the steps given in this book, they will surely be fluent 

in speaking and reading in no time. 

Words of advice, intonation is one of the most important 

in Thai language, so try to pronounce the words correctly from 

the very beginning and you will have no difficulty later on. 

Remember pronounce the wrong tone is like playing the wrong 

key. 

Enjoy your stay and have fun in learning the language. 

Duangkamol Publishing 
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~ 
The phonetic transcription 

for Thai language 

1.1 Vowels 
There are 21 vowel sounds, divided into 2 groups: 

18 single vowels and 3 diphthongs. 

Chart 1 : Vowel sounds 
Sounds Thai Meanings Similar Sounds 

Examples in English 

""' /i/ /bin I to fly bin -
d I ii I I pii I year pea -
!-~ I e I I yen I cool yen 
!- I ee I I keen I to conscript gain 
u-~ I E I 1 ben 1 to share bank 
u- I ££ I I ph££ I raft pear 
-s /i / I din I to pull pedal -
<!! I ii / I mii I hand - -

HJ~ I gf I prg f dirty about, the 
HJ I gg I gg I dggn I to walk burn 
-QJ / a / I kan I to prevent gun QJ 

-1 I aa I I kaa I crow father 
- I u I I yufl I mosquito foot q 

- I uu I I puun I cement food 'U 



I o I I bon I on, up obey 
I oo I I too I big toe 
I 'J I I h:, I to soar horrid 
I 'J'J I I kh'J'J I neck corner 
I ia I I ria I boat -

I ua I I khrua I kitchen croissant, tour 

1.2 Consonants 

The sounds of Thai consonants consist of 20 initial 

consonants and 8 final constants.The initial consonants are 

further divided into single consonants and clusters. 

Chart 2: Single Initial Consonants 

Thai Meanings Similar Sounds 
Sounds Examples in English 

'U lbl I bin I to fly be 

tJ I pI I puu I a crab spoon 

'W I ph I I phan I thousand pun 

~ I d I I duu I to look at do 

\91 It/ I taa I eye star 

'Vl I th I I th :J:Jl) I gold tongs 

'IJ ':'1 k I I kEEn I axis gander 

'fl I kh I I kham I word come 

'il *I c I I ciin I Chinese Jean 

GJf I ch I I chaam I bowl charm 

~ If/ I fan I tooth fun 

'VJ'j I s I I saay I sand sign 

'\1 I h I I hay I to give hi 
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J / w / I wan I day won 

(J / y / I yalJ I still young 

lJ I m I I maa / to come mar 

'U I n / I n~~n I to lie down naught 

..:] I IJ I I IJaw I shadow smgmg 

';j / r / I ram I bran rum 

Il I ll I lem / to nibble lemon 

(*/ k,c I are unvoiced while "g, j " are voiced) 

Chart 3: Clusters 

Thai Meanings Similar Sounds 
Sounds Examples in English 

m * I kr I I kraam I molar gramme 

f) I} */ kl I I klua I to be scared glow 

f11 */ kw I I kwaaiJ I deer language 

(*/kr, kh, kw I are unvoiced, while "gr, gl, gw" are voiced) . 

'fl';j / khr / I khray I who cry 

'flil I khl I I khlam I to fumble clam 

'I'll / khw I I khwan I smoke queen 

\91';i / tr/ l troiJ I straight strong 

1h I pr I I prEEIJ I brush spnng 

uiJ / pl/ I plaa I fish splash 
'Vj';j I phr I I phraan I hunter pray 

'Vlil I phl I I phleeiJ I song play 

3 



Chart 4: Final Consonants 

Sounds Thai Meanings Note 
Examples 

"" -u I -pI I sfp I ten The sound of 

!HI I -tl I p££t I eight the fina l 

- f) I -k I I hok I SIX consonant is 

-:IJ I -m I I saam I three not released. 

-'W I-n I I suun I zero 

- \I I -1] I I s:J::>l] I two 

- (J I -y I I r:S::>y I hundred 

l I -w I I kaaw I nme 

1.3 Tones 
There are 5 tones which signify the meaning of the 

words. 

Chart 5: Tones 

Symbols Labels Tone Meanings 
Distribution 

- mid I khaaw I fll'J smell of flesh fish 
I 

' low I khaaw I 'lll'1 news 

/\ falling I khaaw I oUl'1 nee 
/ high I khaaw I fi'l '1 a kind of fish 

0 0 

I khaaw I 'Ul'1 white v nsmg 



~ 
The Characteristics 

of Thai language 

2.1 Thai is a tonal language, which is the meaning of 
a word depends upon the tone. eg. 

t~fl I s'ta I (low tone) = a mat. 
" t~fl I sia I (falling tone) = a blouse, shirt. 

t~fl I sra I (rising tone) = a tiger. 

2.2 There are not indefinite or definite articles (a, 
an, the), but there are many final particles to show the 
politeness, question, request, persuasions and enforcement. 
They are I khn1p kha, ca, ca, na, la, Sl, may I etc. 

l'lfu ~~ f11 fl~ 'W~ ci~ c1f tlnJ 

2.3 Adjective follows noun e.g. 
English: Black cat is in the white room. 
Thai : I m££w dam yuu nay h5 r:J khaaw I ( black = 

I dam I , cat = I m££w I , is = I yuu I in = I nay I , white = I 
khaaw I room = I h5r:J /) 

2.4 There are words called "Classifiers", used 
a) After the numeral e.g. 
English: One house Thai: /Baan ni-r:J Hi iJI 

Two houses IBaan s5~r:Jla IJ I 
(house, houses = /baan/, one = l ni-r]l , two = ls5~IJ I , /Hi IJ I is 
a classifier for house) 
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b) Before the ordinal or demonstrative e.g. 
English: The first house. Thai :/baan Hi IJ th1i rni)/U'l'W'I'!i:i~~'~'~it~ 

The second house. /baan Hi IJ th1i s5JI) /U'l'W'I'IJ:i~~'fftJ~ 
This house /baan la IJ nfi/U'l'W'I'Ii:i~d 
That house /baan li'i IJ nan/U'l'W'I'!i:i~J'W 

(First = /th1i n'tr] /, second = /th1i s5JI)/, this = /nfi/, that = nan) . . 
ii lr'W 

2.5 A word does not change its form, regardless of 
how it is used in a sentence e.g. 

1. English: I go to school. Thai: /phom pay rool)rianl 
J:.llJlll h~l~tJ'W 

He goes to school. /Khaw pay rool)rianl!·m'hJ h~l~tJ'W 

I went to school. /phom pay rool)rian!J:.~:JJ'hJh~~~tJ'W 
(I = /phom/ go, goes, went = /pay/, school = /rool)rian/) 

J:.llJ 'hJ h~l~tJ'W 

2. English: One tooth. Thai: /fan nil) s1i/Vl'W11it~~ 
Two teeth. /fan s5J I) sii/Vl'W'fftJ~~ 

(tooth, teeth =/fan!, /s)i/ is a classifier for tooth, teeth.) 
Vl'W CJ} 

2.6 A word may be repeated in order to express 
plurality or emphasis e.g. 

1. English: Friend 
Friends 

2. English: good 
very good 

Thai : 

Thai: 
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~ 
Thai writing system 

Thai writing is an alphabetical system with 44 
consonants, 32 vowels and 4 tone marks. Phonologically, it 
appears that a certain sound is represented by more than one 
symbol. Phonetically, the Thai language has 20 consonants, 
21 vowels and 5 tones. 

The Thai languages write from left to right without 
punctuation between words . The punctuation will come at 
the end of sentence or a long phrase, for example: 

fll l:llL'Vwhicnrmw : Thai language is not difficult at all. 
Pronouncing: /phaa-saa thay may yaak laay/. 

Since Thai language has a lot of loan words from 
neighboring languages, many words are spelled in such a 
way that they represent the original words, such as Pali or 
Sanskrit, but they are usually pronounced in a Thai way, 
some consonants are silent and some symbols vary in 
sound representation. 

3.1 Consonants ('W~ty'lfu~ /pha-yan-cha-na) 
Symbols 
A Thai consonant alphabet is always named in 

association with an object or a living thing, and that alphabet 
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is usually an initial consonant of the syllable meaning that 

object or living thing. For example, n, is named n. In, 
pronouncing /k::>::> kay/. The word "tn" which means a chicken 

has n. as an initial consonant. All consonants are pronounced 

by putting I ::>::> I after the sound which they represent. 

Below are the consonants symbols, their names, the 

meanings of names, and their phonetic symbols. They are 

presented in alphabetical order. 

No. Consonant 
Names Meanings 

Phonetic 
Symbols. symbols. 

1 f) k::>::> kay chicken /k/ 

2 'U kh5::> khay eaa 
bb /kh/ 

3 CU* kh5::> khuat bottle /kh/ 

4 fl kh::>::> khwaay water buffalo /kh/ 

5 ... fl"'' kh::>::> khon human /kh/ 
6 CJ.J kh::>::> ra-khal) bell /kh/ 

7 \l l) ::l::l I)UU snake /I)/ 

8 'i) C::l::l caan plate lei 

9 'R, ch5::> chi I) cymbal /chi 

10 'lr ch::>::> chaal) elephant /chi 
11 CJ1 S::l::l sao chain Is! 
12 UJ ch::>::> chaa tree !chi 
13 tu Y::>::> yll) woman /y/ 

u 

14 ~ d::>:J cha-daa pinnacled /d/ 

coronet 
15 !) t::>::> pa-tak goad It/ 

16 1i th5::> thaan base /th/ .. 
17 CVl th::>::> monthoo 

a character in /th/ 

Ramayana 

18 WI th::>::> phuu thaw aged person /th/ 

19 w n::>::l neen novice monk /n/ 

20 ~ d::>:J dek child /d/ 
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No. Consonant 
Names Meanings 

Phonetic 
Symbols. symbols. 

21 \91 t::>::> taw tortoise It/ 
22 tl th5::> thi:il) bag /th/ 
23 'Vl th::>::> tha-haan soldier /th/ 
24 1i th::>::> tho I) flag /th/ 
25 'W n::>::> ni:iu mouse /n/ 
26 1J b::>::> baymaay leaf /b/ 
27 tl p::>::> plaa fish /p/ 
28 ~ ph5:J phtl) bee /ph/ 

29 N 6:J faa lid, partition If/ 

30 'Vl ph::>::> phaan a plate with /ph/ 
high base 

31 vl b::> fan tooth If/ 

32 fl ph::>::> samphaw Chinese /ph/ 
schooner 

33 :IJ m::>::> maa horse /m/ 
34 (I y::>::> yak demon /y/ 
35 

0 

boat, ship /r/ 'j r::>::> na 
36 1:'1 b::> IiI) monkey Ill 
37 1 W::>::> w££n nng /w/ 
38 f( S::>:J saa-laa pavilion Is/ 
39 lJ S::>:J rH--sT i hermit Is/ 
40 'ff S::>:J sTa tiger Is/ 
41 '11 h5:J hlip case, baggage /hi 

42 w b::> ci:l-laa name of a kite Ill 
43 tl ::>::> -aal) bowl -
44 ~ h::>::> n6k huuk owl /hi 

*cu and fl are obsolete. Consonant no. 43, B, only 
fills in the initial consonant position in the syllable which 
has no initial consonant. It takes the tone distribution of 
the mid consonants. 
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Thai consonants are classified into three groups, 
according to their characteristics: mid consonants, low 
consonants and high consonants . These three groups of 
consonants will effect different tone distributions, which 
will be discussed later. 

3.1.1 Mid consonants. There are nine letters but six 
sounds in the mjd group, as shown in the following chart. 

Consonants Pronouncing Phonetic Symbols 

n kJJ /k/ 

tl C;);) lei 

~ dJJ /d/ 

~ dJJ /d/ 

{] tJJ It/ 

~ tJJ It/ 

1J bJJ /b/ 

11 PJJ /pi 
tl* JJ -

*The sound of "tl" is the sound of a vowel as shown 
in chart 1 (1.1) 
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2 High consonants. There are eleven letters but 
nd of high group. The following chart shows all 

_Jcrs of the class 

Consonants Pronouncing Phonetic Symbols 

"lJ kh5:J /khJ 

cu 
kh5:J /kh/ 

(obsolete) 

l! ch5:J /chi 

tij th5:J /th/ 
""' 
() th5:J /th/ 

N ph5:J /ph/ 

rJ f5:J /f/ 

fl' s5:J Is/ 

1:l s5:J Is/ 

{'!' s5:J /s/ 

'VI h5:J /hi 

*A high consonant is usually pronounced with a rising 

tone. 
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3.1.3 Low Consonants. There are twenty-four letters 
but fourteen sounds of low group. The chart below shows 
all of them. 

No. Consonants Pronouncing Phonetic symbols 

1 fl kh:J:J /kh/ 

2 
fl 

kh:J:J /kh/ 
(obso lete) 

3 'iiJ kh:J:J /kh/ 

4 -:) I):J:J / I)/ 

5 'lf ch:J:J /chi 

6 "lf S:J:J Is/ 

7 ru ch:J:J /chi 

8 11! y:J:J /y/ 

9 "VV th:J:J /th/ 

10 \PJJ th:J:J /th/ 

11 w n:J:J /n/ 

12 'V1 th:J:J /th/ 

13 'jj th:J:J /th/ 

14 'U ll:J:J In! 

15 '\Al ph:J:J /ph/ 
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16 vi b::> If / 

17 fl ph::>::> /ph/ 

18 1..1 m::>::> /m/ 

19 I'J y::>::> /y/ 

20 ~ r::>::> /r/ 

21 ~ 1::>::> /1/ 

22 1 w::>::> /w/ 

23 w b::> /1/ 

24 ~ h::>::> /hi 

Either a mid consonant or a low consonant is usually 
pronounced with a mid tone. The difference will occur in 
the word formation . 

3.2 Vowels ('tT'i~- sa-ra) 
There are thirty-two forms of vowel in Thai. Among 

them, eighteen are single vowels: short and long, six are 
diphthongs, the four contain the sounds of two initial 
consonants /r/, /1/. 

The following 3 charts are the forms of single, 
diphthong and special vowels: the ones which contain the 
sounds of consonants. 
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Chat 1: Single Vowels 

Short forms Phonetic Long forms Phonetic 
Symbols symbols 

- Q) Ia! -1 /aa/ Q) 

~ <:! 

- Iii - Iii/ 
al ;i; ~ ;if; - -

- lui - /uu/ 
q <u 

! - ~ /e/ !- lee/ 

U-~ 1£1 U- 1££1 

1-~ /of 1- fool 

! - 1~ hi -el !J'J / 

!-el~ /'d / !-el fgg f 

Note: A blank as marked by a dash is a position where 
a consonant is inserted to form a syllable or a word. 

Chart 2: Diphthongs 

Short forms 
Phonetic 

Long forms 
Phonetic 

Symbols symbols 
d 

/ia/ 
d 

/ia/ HJ~ t-El 

<!I 

lia! 
<!I 

lia! t-el~ t- el 

"' /ua/ "' /ua/ -1~ -1 

The phonetic symbols /ia,ia, ua/ are used for both 
short and long vowels forms because the short forms are 
scarcely used. 
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Chart 3: Special Vowels 

Forms Phonetic Symbols 
0 

/am/ -1 

l- lay/ 

1- /ay/ 

!-1 /awl 

q /ri/ 

tll /riil 

f] /li/ 

fll /]H/ 

3.2.1 Order of vowels. 
There are two ordering systems in the Thai vowels, 

the traditional order, the dictionary order. The traditional 
order will go by sounds and it does not cover all variant of 
vowel forms. The traditional order system is as follows . 

No. Forms Sounds 
Exam pi- Pro nun 

Meaning 
es ciation 

1 - "' a f)::; ka to estimate "' 
2 -1 a a f)1 kaa crow 

3 ""' "" ti to blame - 1 \91 

4 
d "' dii good - 11 \PI 

5 
,g 

"" dir) to pull - l \P],:j 

~ H *jjtJ IIlH hand 
6 -

"' yifn to stand V'U 
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7 - u ];l'fl suk npe q q 

8 -
"' 

uu 1'1 
"' 

duu to look 

9 l - ~ e ll'l~ te to kick 

10 l - ee l'Vl thee to pour 

11 u- ~ £ UJ;J~ 1£ and 

12 u- ££ Ul"l ph££ raft 

13 l- el~ a lJ;!eJ~ };$ messy 

14 l-el a a l1"el raa to belch 

15 1-~ 0 hl ~ po to coat over 

16 1- 00 11'1 too big 

17 l-1 ~ J lfll ~ kh:S 
to knock, 
rap 

18 - 'C) JJ flel kh:J:J neck 

19 
~ ua ~ 

phua - 1~ N1~ -
(short) 

20 
~ ua ~ 

phua husband - 1 
(long) 

N1 

21 
d 1a d 

phi a l - (J ~ lNl'J~ -
(short) 

22 
d 1a d 

wife l - (J 
(long) 

l:JJ(J rma 

23 '"' i-a '"' phi-a l- el~ lNel~ -
(short) 

24 '"' i-a '"' ri-a a boat l - eJ 
(long) 

l1"el 
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25 
0 0 

dam black -1 am ~1 

26 1- ay lu nay m 

27 t- ay t'U nay 
spmmng 
wheel 

28 l - 1 aw L~ 1 daw to guess 

29 t) ri- t)~ ri-duu season 

30 rii- "' rii--s ii hermit tll t)l'l:l 

31 J] li- 'J~J]f1 ra-lik to recall 

32 Iii- Iii-- widely 
J]1 J]l'lf1 

chaa known 

eJ is filled in after the initial consonant when the syllable 
with ~ has no final consonant. 

No. 19, 21, 23 are used in onomatopoeia. 
No. 31, 32 are obsolete. 

3.2.2 Positions of vowels 

The vowels occur in five positions: before, after, above, 
below and surround a consonant. The following charts show 
vowels in all positions in words . 

Chart 1. Vowels before consonants. 

Forms Words Pronunciation Meanings 

L- nm kee-ree wayward 

H- H1J'U been flat 

1- 1vu yo on to throw 

1- tlJ pay to go 
,_ 

h cay heart 
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Chart 2. Vowels after consonants 

Forms Words Pronunciation Meanings 

-QJ 'i):;:; ca shall, will QJ 

-1 'W1 naa rice field 
0 0 

-1 fl1 kham word 

-~ VI~ phJJ enough 
"" QJ QJ 

-1:;:: ~n:;:; cua *very 
QJ QJ 

-1 1J1 bua water lily 

"' *.U1~ is used after the word "'Ul1" !khaaw/ =white, used 
as intensifier, means "really white." 

Chart 3. Vowels above consonants 

Forms Words Pronunciation Meanings 

""' ""' - ~'W din soil 
d 

ll'W - pun to climb 
Ql Ql 

- C)flJ sim drowsy 
Ci Ci 

to forget - ~m liim 

Chart 4. Vowels below consonants. 

Forms Words Pronunciation Meanings 
- ~ du to scold q q 

- ~ duu to look .. .. 
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Chart 5. Vowels surround consonants 

Forms Words Pronunciation Meanings 

! - ~ !!;!~ le 
crushed, 
mushy 

!! - ~ !!f)~ k£ sheep 

! - 1~ !f11~ k~ island 

a particle 
! - Cl~ !tl'Cl~ th~ expressmg 

decision 
! - Cl !'li'Cl thaa you, she 

1 - ~ 1!;!~ 16 
to throw 
down 

d d 

lia to lick ! - (I !!;! (I 

"' "' dian month ! - Cl !~HJ'W 

! - 1 nn saw post 

No words for the forms 1 .:'EJ~,! := CJ~ 

3.3 Tones (111WFJfl~- wan-na-yuk) 

There are five tones in Thai language: mid, low, 
falling, high and rising. There are four tone markers for 
low, falling, high and rising tones. There is no tone marker 
for mid tone. The following charts show the tones and tone 
markers. 
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