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ABSTRACT 

The primary hypothetical question for this study 

was: Would a formal ESL program make a decided dif­

ference in terms of reducing English phonological and 

syntactic problems for Thai speakers learning English? 

The linguistic data was collected from a limited 

sample (22) of native Thai speakers in the St. Louis 

area. The subjects were divided into two groups: 

those with ESL training (Group 1) and those without 

ESL training (Group 2). A series of identical selected 

sentences were recorded from both groups. The selected 

sentences contained phonological and syntactic English 

structures which have been found to be problematic for 

Thai speakers. The results of the analysis indicated 

that the phonological and grammatical errors made by 

the subjects in Group l were similar in types and 

frequency to those made by the subjects in Group 2. 

These results revealed that both ESL trained and 

non-ESL trained native Thai speakers have the same 

problems in learning English. These problems are 

the result of interference of the Thai language. 
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Chapter l 

Introdu c tion 

For many years researchers have been investigating 

factors that affect the acquisition of English for non­

native speakers. Some have found that first language 

backgrounds affected learning English as a second 

language. The differences between the first language 

and the English language caused some difficulties for 

non-native speakers learning English. 

Thai and English languages are historically 

unrelated and geographically distant; therefore, dif­

ferences between these two languages are expected. 

There are many studies showing the differences between 

Thai and English which cause interference for a Thai 

speaker learning English. In a doctoral thesis (1960) 

Kruatrachue analyzed the English and Thai phonological 

systems. She concluded in her study that the proble ms 

of English pronunciation for Thai speakers are due to 

the English sound features that do not occur in Thai. 

In 1966, another study of the English and Thai 

phonological systems was presented by Jack Richards 

at the Victoria University in New Zealand. He 

described interference in the form of differing phonetic 

representations of corresponding phonemes in English 

and Thai which is a major source of pronunciation 

difficulty for Thai speakers of English. 
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In 1969, a group of linguists at the University 

of Michigan did a contrastive analysis of English and 

Thai structures. The similar and dissimilar features 

of English and Thai phonology, morphology, and synta x 

were thoroughly examined. They predicted the errors 

caused by the interference of Thai in learning English 

and suggested remedial teaching techniques. 

In 1961, Chaiyaratana did a study dealing with 

the syntax of Thai and English. She used the trans­

formational approach in comparing English and Thai 

syntax. In her study, predictions of the types 

of errors which Thai students learning English may 

make due to syntactic differences between the two 

languages were made. She gave some evidence by col­

lecting data from Thai students to support the 

predictions. 

Angwatanakul (1975) studied error analysis of 

written English compositions by Thai freshmen in the 

Department of Education, Chulalongkorn University, Bang­

kok, Thailand. A result of the analysis indicated that 

the errors found in compositions written by English 

major students were similar in type and frequency to 

those found in compositions written by non-English 

major students. The analysis also demonstrated that 

Thai interference is most visible in the students' 

frequent omission of the copula, the article, the plural 
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ending, in the omission of subject and object, in word 

order, and in the confusion of words due to similar 

meaning in Thai. 

The research mentioned above indicates that inter­

ference caused by the structural differences between 

Thai and English is one of the major problems for Thai 

speakers learning English. 

In this research I will examine some of the problem 

areas that are obstacles for Thai speakers in learning 

English. The problem areas include phonology and syntax. 

These two systems will be discussed in separate chapters. 

The sound systems of Thai and English will be 

discussed in Chapter 2. Contrastive analysis of 

phonological patterns of both languages is employed in 

order to identify and isolate the difficulties commonly 

encountered in English pronunciation for Thai speakers. 

The phonological analysis is presented in two sections: 

(a) the segmental features, and (b) the prosodic 

features. 

The syntactic systems of both languages are 

analyzed in Chapter 3. Thai principal syntactic pat­

terns are compared to those in English. The comparisons 

identify three differences in syntactic patterns between 

the two languages: (a) the syntactic patterns which are 

present in both languages but are different in their 

forms, (b) patterns that exist in only one language and 

are absent in the other, and (c) those that share the 
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same meaning but utilize different linguistic devices. 

The structural differences examined in Chapters 

2 and 3 are believed to cause significant interference 

in learning English for Thai speakers. Therefore, 

errors of these structures made by Thai speakers are 

predicted. 

Data Collection 

Data was collected from 22 subjects. The subjects 

were Thai speakers who live in the St. Louis area. The 

subjects were divided into two groups: those with ESL 

training (Group 1) and those without ESL training 

(Group 2). The subjects' brief backgrounds have been 

printed in the Appendix 2. 

The material used in this study consisted of two 

sets of sentences. One set was constructed based on 

the selected phonological patterns. These selected 

sound features are: 

Initial and final /v/, /S/, fol, 
V' v 

Isl, /zl, /1/, /r/, and /z/ 

Final /m/ and /n/ 

V V 
/c/, /JI, 

Final voiced and voiceless consonants 

Consonant clusters 

Long and short vowels. 

These selected sound features were divided into nine 

groups. Each group of sound features was constructed 

into three sentences. There are a total of 27 sentences 
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containing the target phonological patterns. The 

subjects read these sentences and their pronunciations . 

were tape recorded. 

Another set of sentences was constructed based 

on the selected syntactic patterns. These patterns 

involved the usage of: 

Omission of a noun phrase 

Subject and verb agreement 

Pronoun 

Relative pronoun 

Article 

Omission of the verb Be 

Passive voice 

Infinitive and participle 

Tense 

Comparison 

Question 

Negation. 

There were 61 sentences containing the syntactic pat­

terns. The investigator stated these sentences in 

Thai and the subjects repeated them in English struc­

tures. The subjects' repeated sentences were tape 

recorded. This study was conducted with the subjects 

individually. The constructed sentences in phonology 

and syntax have been printed in the Appendix 1. 

Data Analysis 

The data obtained from tape recorder were analyzed 
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in order to find errors in pronunciations and grammar. 

The errors in each category were counted and calculated 

for frequency and percentage. The error scores in 

each category, examples of type of errors, and the 

discussion are presented in Chapter 4. The subjects 

were divided into two groups, a comparison of the two 

groups was made in terms of error frequency and error 

percentage. 
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Chapter 2 

Comparison of Thai and English phonology 

In this chapter, I am going to compare the English 

and Thai sound systems which consist of consonant 

sounds, vowel sounds, and prosodic features. 

Consonants 

The consonants of Thai and English can be cate­

gorized into three groups of sounds: (a) those that 

occur in Thai but not in English, (b) sounds which 

occur in English but not in Thai, and (c) sounds that 

occur in both languages. The sounds which occur in 

Thai but not in English will not cause any problems 

for Thai speakers in learning English. These sounds 

are: unaspirated Thai phonemes /p /, /t /, /k I, and 

the phonemes 1a1 which occurs at the beginning of a 

word. The sounds that occur in both languages do not 

create any difficulties for Thai speakers either; this 

group of sounds in Thai are either exactly like those 

of English or close enough to be understood. These 

sounds are presented in the following list. 

Thai English 

/p'/ /p/ 

/b/ /b/ 

Im/ Im/ 

/w/ /w/ 

/fl /fl 
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Thai English 

/t'/ /t/ 

/d/ /d/ 

Isl Isl 

/1/ /1/ 

Ir/ Ir/ 

/n/ /n/ 

/y/ /y/ 

/k/ /g/ 

/k'/ /k/ 

101 (final position) Ir} I 

/h/ /h/ 

From the list, it can be seen that the Thai /k/ is 

comparable to the English /g/. When initial position 

9 

/g/ is replaced by the Thai /k/ the word is usually un­

derstood, but it can be misunderstood when Thai speakers 

replace /k/ for the English /g/ in a final position For 

example, the following English pairs would be confused 

by Thai speakers: 

lake leg 

back bag. 

Thai speakers will have the greatest problems with 

the sounds which occur in English but not in Thai. They 

will use the closest sound for substitutions. The sounds 

that create prpblems for Thai speakers will be discussed 

below: 

Thai does not have the sound /v/. It is replaced 
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by the Thai lwl initially, Thai speakers will pronounce 

vest as west. Final position of lvl will be confused 

with lfl, since Thai does not have phonemic opposition 

between voiced and voiceless in final position. Thai 

speakers will pronounce life the same as live, or pro­

nounce it with a final lpl. 

The English lzl is absent in the Thai sound system. 

Speakers of Thai will replace Isl for lzl. Although it 

does not exist in Thai, the production of the lzl sound 

is not as hard as the recognition of it for Thai 

speakers. They have problems in identifying the lzl 

sound, especially in the final position. Since there 

are not any voiced sounds in Thai final position, ltl 

will be used to replace lzl. 

Although Ill and lrl exist in Thai speech, these 

sounds are categorized here because they are pronounced 

interchangeably with Ill being used in most occasions 

by Thai speakers. It is true Thai has two different 

letters for these sounds and they are distinguished in 

pronunciation, but even then Ill and lrl are pronounced 

Ill by the majority of Thai speakers. These linguistic 

habits are carried over by Thai speakers when they learn 

English, In Thai, words ending with the letters land 

~ are pronounced lnl. Therefore the words basketball 

and football are pronounced lbeskitblJnl and lfutbJlnl 

in Thai. Thai speakers will substitute lnl for English 

Ill and lrl in final position. Moreover, the Thai Ill 
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is produced differently from the English /1/, and the 

the Thai /r/ is not as retroflexed as the English /r/. 

These differences create difficulty of Thai speakers 

in producing the English /1/and /r/ in final position. 

Sometimes they are omitted by Thai speakers. 
V V v V 

These four sounds, Isl, /zl, /cl, and /j/, do not 
V 

occur in Thai. The Thai language has only phonemes /c/ 
V 

/j/ in contrast to these four English sounds. The Thai 
v V 

/cl is produced very close to the sound of English /c/, 
v 

except the Thai /c/ has less aspiration than that in 
V 

English. Thai speakers tend to substitute /c/ for the 
V V V 

English /s/, /z/, and /c/ in pronunciation. The English 

/~/ will be substituted by the Thai /j/. The Thai /j/ 

is voiceless and has more aspiration than the English 

1Y1 which is voiced. These four English phonemes will 

be pronounced /t/ by Thai speakers when they are in the 

final position. 

The phonemes;&; and /of create big problems for 

Thai speakers in both an initial and a final position. 

Because of the absence of these two sounds in Thai, 

/t/ or /s/ will substitute for English /8/, and /d/ 

will replace the English /[Ji by Thai speakers. They 

will pronounce final lt!9/ and l;r? as /t/. 

Sound Patterns 

Sounds of English and Thai occur in three patterns. 

Some sounds occur initially (at the beginnings of words), 

some occur finally (at the ends of words), and the others 
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occur in clusters. All Thai and English consonants 

(except the English !!JI) occur initially. This 

consonant pattern does not create any problem for Thai 

speakers except the absence of Egnlsih sounds, which 

have been mentioned already, in the Thai language. The 

sound patterns which give some problems for Thai 

speakers in learning English are sounds at the final 

positions and consonant clusters. The detail of the 

problems will be explained in the next sections. 

Final position. All the English consonants except 

h can occur finally. The only Thai consonants that 

occur finally are /ml, /n/, !!JI, /yl, lwl, /pl, /ti, 

and /k/. Phonetically, all final consonant sounds in 

Thai are unreleased. The systematic non-release in Thai 

final consonants interferes with the learning of English 

by Thai speakers. They will omit English final sounds 

or replace them with a small class of unreleased conso­

nants in English. The consonants which occur finally in 

English but not in Thai are listed below, along with the 

sounds that Thai speakers substitute of Those in 

English: 

English final consonants 

/b/, /p/ 

/d/ 

/g/, /k/ 

/cl, Isl, /zl, /j/ 

If/ 

Replaced by Thai sounds 

/p/ 

/t/ 

/k/ 

/t/ 

/p/ 
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English final consonants Replaced by Thai sounds 

/v/ /p/ 

;();' IJ"l /t/ 

Isl /t/ 

/z/ /t/ 

/1/, Ir/ /n/ 

Consonant clusters. The English consonant clus-

ter system creates a great deal of difficulty for Thai 

speakers in learning English. The main differences 

between the two languages which cause the difficulty 

are: (a) In comparison to English, Thai has very few 

consonant clusters. (b) Final clusters never occur in 

Thai. (c) Thai clusters contain only two segments at 

the most in initial position, as in /pfa/ (monk), and 

none at the end. English initial clusters consist of, 

at the most, three segments (strange), and four segments 

in final position (bursts). The comparison of English 

and Thai consonant clusters is shown in Table 1. 

In Thai some written consonant clusters are pro­

nounced as either a single consonant or consonants of two 

syllables with an unwritten vowel between them. As an 
V 

example, the Thai word /tnon/ (street) will be pronounced 
✓ 

/tanon/; there is an /a/ between the consonant cluster 

/t/ and /n/. The written word /tr~b/ (know) is pro­

nounced ls1pl, the consonant cluster his pronounced 

Isl in Thai. Therefore, Thai speakers of English often 

pronounce the English consonant clusters as a single 



Table 1 

A Comparison of Possible Initial and Final 

Consonant Clusters in Thai and English 

14 

Initial cluster Final cluster 

Number of English Thai English Thai consonants 

2 pr tr kr br p'l, k'l, nt rt lt nd none 
dr gr fr er pl kl rd ld, etc. 
sr p'r, t'r, 
pl kl bl gl k ' r , pr 
fl sl k'w, kw 
tw kw dw gw 
Sw SW hw pw 
bw 
PY ky by gy 
fy f)y vy 
sp st sk sf 
sm sn sv sl 

3 spr str skr none nts rts lts none 
skl skw spy ndz rdz,etc. 
sky 

4 none none kses, etc. none 

phoneme or as two syllables. For example, /strit/ 

will be pronounced /satrit/, and /ttnt/ will be pro­

nounced /ttn/ by Thai speakers. 

Vowels 

Thai speakers will not have much problems with the 

production and recognition of English vowel sounds, 

because Thai has more vowels which are comparable, 

though not identical, to those of English. In Table 2 

shows a comparison of English and Thai vowel sounds. 



Long 

i 

u 

e 

~ 

a 

.J 

0 

~ 

I\ 

Table 2 

A Comparison of Thai and English Vowels 

Thai vowel 

Short 

i . 
y 

e . 
71!, 
• 
a 

') 
• 
0 
• 

a 
• 

English 

Tense 

i 

u 

e 

j 

0 

vowel 

La x 

I 

1f 

£ 

~ 

a 

0 
/\ 
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In Thai, vowel length is a phone mic feature. Two 

sets of Thai vowels are different from each other by 

the quality of being short or long. For e xample: 

Short vowel Lona vowel 
\ 

/du/ (to scold) /du/ (to see) . 
' ' /k'ud/ (to dig) /k'ud/ (to rub) . 

In English, the difference in length of vowel is 

phonetic and the difference in quality of vowels is 

phonemic. The quality of vowels is characterized as 

either tense of lax (non-tense). "Tense vowels are 

produced with slightly greater muscular tension in the 
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vocal tract and with the tongue deviating more from 

the neutral or rest position." (Elgin, 1979, p. 84). 

The vowel length in English indicates the nature of 

final consonants. It does not indicate the vowel oppo-

sition. For example: 

Short vowel Long vowel 

III hit hid 

Iii heat heed 

IUI foot good 

lul flute food 

Because of these differences Thai speakers have a 

tendency to confuse the quality of being tense and lax 

when producing the English vowels. For instance, the 

English lax vowel III will be substituted by the Thai 

short Iii which is more or less tense. But this kind 

of problem does not impair communication. 

Prosodic Features 

In addition to identifying the sound units uti­

lized in a language system, the analyst must also 

determine the significance of prosodic features. Stress 

and intonation are components of prosodic features in 

English. Stress and intonation features are presented 

in Table 3. 

Stress is the pitch level of a word or portion of 

· a word. It emphasizes a certain syllable or word in the 

utterance. It conveys a meaning and function of words 
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in a sentence, as for example: 

Desert (noun) stressed on the first syllable means 

a barren region. Desert (verb) stressed on the second 

syllable means to abandon. 

Table 3a 

Prosodic Features 

Stress /primary A secondary '-tertiary 

Intonation low medium 

v weak 

high 

Intonation refers to the levels of pitch in a 

sentence. The rising and falling of the voice can re­

flect syntactic patterns. For example: 

~ 
She is/coming';> 

The replacement of the low pitch by the high pitch at 

the end of the sentence conveys the idea of questioning. 

The prosodic features in Thai are tones, a pitch 

level of an individual word. The word has a different 

meaning when pronounced in a different tone, such as 
V with rising tone he she but when it /k'auw/ a means or 

is to lower tone ' the meaning changed a /k'auw/ changes 

to knee. The tones and their symbols are presented in 

Table 4. 

Camtbell and Shaveevongse (1968) have given the 

information about each tone in their book as follow: 

1. The high tone. This is a uniform tone pitched 
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well above the level of the speaker's normal voice and 

is similar to the tone used in English to denote alarm. 

For example: 
/ 

/nok/ a bird 
/ 

/rAk/ to love 

2. The rising tone. This tone has a rising inflec-

tion and is something like the tone used in English to 

denote surprise or a question. 

For example: 
V• 

/m~ a question word 
v 

Isam/ three 

3. The middle tone. This is a spoken ordinary tone 

of voice without any inflection. It is a tone used in 

English for ordinary conversation. 

For example: 

/ma/ to come 
. 

/p~/ to go 

4. The low tone. This is a level tone with no 

inflection but lower in pitch than common tone. 

For example: 
\. 

/hib/ a box 

' /k£b/ to pick 

5. The falling tone. This is an emphatic and 

heavily accented tone with a falling inflection and 

is similar to the tone used in English to denote 

emphasis. 



For example: 

Description 

Low tone 

Falling tone 

Middle tone 

High tone 

Rising tone 

Tonal 

l,, 

,.. 
/k'auw/ rice 

/h~/ five 

Table 3b 

Thai Tones 

marker Symbol 

\. 

I\ 

(no marker) 

,n) / 

+ v 

Example 

' /k'a/ (spice) 
,.. 

/k'a/ (to kill) 

/k'a/ (grass) 
I 

/k'a/ (trade) 
v 

/k'a/ (leg) 

Note [The example column is from] A contrastive 

study of English and Thai, (p. 15) by Catford, J.C. 

et al. 1974, Monterey: Defense Language Institute. 
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The tones are the only prosodic features of the 

Thai language, whereas stress and intonation are proso­

dic features in English. It is obvious that the levels 

of pitch in English structures are more varied than 

those in Thai. The following examples will give more 

detail in levels of pitch of the two languages. 

Thai English 
v' ✓ v v' 

/k I auw/ /ha/ /no SI/ He looked for the book. 

The words in the Thai sentence have the same tone. 

When this sentence comes out in speech, it has only one 

level of pitch. There is not any rising or falling tone 
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in the sentence; but in the English sentence, almost 

every word can be stressed. It depends on the meaning 

of the sentence that a speaker wants to convey. There­

fore the level of pitch for each word in the sentence 

is different. 

The differences in the prosodic features between 

the two languages is a source of interference of Thais 

attempting to learn English. The English intonation of 

Thai speakers tends to be flat and unvaried. 

The comparisons of the Thai and English sound 

systems show the differences between the two languages 

in phonology. Thai speakers' errors in pronunciation 

are predicted on the basis of these comparisons. In 

order to prove this prediction, I will investigate 

the English pronunciation performed by Thai speakers 

who are living in this country. Data used for investi­

gation will be collected from 22 subjects. Material 

used for collecting data will be sentence structures 

containing the following sounds: 
V V 

Initial and final /v/, /Bl, /3/, cl, /j/, 
V V 

Isl, /zl, Ill, Ir/, and /z/ 

Final /m/ and /n/ 

Final voiced and voiceless consonants 

Long and short vowels. 
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Chapter 3 

Comparison of Thai and English Syntax 

Thai and English syntax will be discussed in this 

chapter. The contrastive analysis is employed in order 

to identify the similarities and differences in the 

syntactic patterns of the two languages. The discussion 

includes noun phrase, verb phrase, and sentence 

structures. 

Noun Phrase 

The grammatical categories discussed in this sec­

tion consist of noun, deter miner, pronoun, and adjective. 

These categories are discussed separately. 

Noun 

A fundamental sentence in both the Thai and English 

languages starts with a noun. Thai and English nominal 

patterns are presented in the following chart: 

Noun 

Thai and English Nominal Patterns 

Thai nominals 

None 
None 
Proper noun 

Human 
Non-human 

None 
None 
None 

English nominals 

Countable noun 
Uncountable noun 
Proper noun 

Human 
Non-h uman 

Singular or plural 
Singular 
Plural 

The division of common noun into countable and uncount­

able nouns in English serves to indicate the grammatical 

functions. These functions include the usage of: article 
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plural suffi x , and other modifiers, such as; much, 

many, little, few, etc. These grammatical functions 

are lacking in the Thai language. Therefore, the 

division of common noun in Thai has only human and non­

human categories. The following e xamples show how 

countable and uncountable nouns have an effect on 

grammatical patterns in English and Thai: 

Thai English 
\/ " /k'auw/ /mil IJ¥nl /mak/ 
he has money many 

He has a lot of money. · 

v' " I\ 
/k'auw/ /mil /p arn/ /mak/ He has many friends. 

he has friend many 
I\ V v 

/ni/ /k 'C,/ /n,\~ sa / This is a boo k . 
this is book 

I\ 

/n§mtan/ /ni/ /k •a/ This is sugar. 
this is sugar 

"" In the above sentences, the word /mak/ (many) 

modifies both countable and uncou ntable nouns in Thai. 

The countable no un boo k takes an article a whereas the 

article is omitted in the sentence which contains the 

uncountable noun sugar, in English sentences. In con-
..,, ..,, 

trast to English, the Thai nouns /nAJsa / (book) and 
i' 

/namtan/ (sugar) take no articles, since articles are 

absent in Thai. 

Plurality and Singularity 

There is no inflectional linkage of number and its 

no un in Thai. Plural markers are added after nouns which 

remain unchanged to indicate the plural form in Thai. 

In English, singular nouns are inflected to show plural 
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forms. The comparison of Thai and English plural forms 

are shown in the following examples: 

Thai English 
...... ..,/ ' ~ 

/n/\a sa I /na/) I /lE.m/ One book. 
book one classifier 
v v V' " /n/\bsa I I s-:,:J I /1£.m/ Two books. 
book two classifier 

" From the Thai sentences, the word /ltm/ (classifier) 

is a descriptive word. The Thai language uses descrip­

tive words when using numerals with nouns. For example, 

when Thai speakers want to say "Four trees.", they have 
"'- /. ' ,.. ,.__ /_ 

to say in Thai "/tonma( / /si/ /ton/" ( /tonm~ / tree; 

' /si/ four; /tSn/ a trunk of tree which is a numerical 
V V 

descriptive noun). "Three dogs." is /ma/ Isam/ /tuo/ 
V V 

(/ma/ dog; Isam/ three; /tuo/ a body which is a numeri-

cal descriptive noun or classifier for animal. There 

are a number of classifiers for appropriate nouns in 

Thai. 

Determiners 

There are three kinds of determiners in English, 

while only two in Thai. English and Thai determiner 

systems are presented below: 

Thai 

None 

Demonstratives 

Others 

English 

Articles 

Demonstratives 

Others 

Since there is no contrast between singular and 

plural in Thai, members of each Thai determiner modifies 



both singular and plural nouns. In the chart, the 

others refers to words that modify nouns, such as; 

many, much, few, a few, etc. 
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Articles are completely absent in Thai, The ab­

sence of articles causes difficulties in learning 

English for Thai speakers. In some cases a demonstra­

tive determiner is used to indicate the definite article 

in Thai. The comparison of English article structures 

and Thai non-article structures are shown in the 

examples: 

Thai English 
\I / v ✓ 

I c "n / / s e, / / n/\l) s a / 
I buy book 

I bought~ book. 

VI'-,~~ ..._ v' 
/c~n//h~//n"t)sa //k~//k'auw/ 

I give book to he 
I gave the book to him. 

or 
✓ A. ., ✓ A / 

/cAn//h~/ /nl\~sa/ /1 £. m/ /nl\n/-
I give book classi- that 
, v fier 

/k-al/ /k' auw/ 
to he 

/ 
In the last sentence, the demonstrative determiner /n~n/ 

is used to indicate the book that has been mentioned 

before. 

Demonstrative determiners. This and that are singu­

lar demonstrative determiners in English. Their plural 

forms are these and those. Thai has three demonstrative 
/ / / 

determiners: /ni/ (this), /nAn/ (that), and /non/ 

(yonder). As previously mentioned, there is no contrast 

between singular and plural in Thai. The demonstrative 
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forms in Thai modify both singular and plural nouns. 

Whenever a plural concept is required, a classifier 

will precede a Thai demonstrative determiner. English 

and Thai demonstrative determiners are shown in the 

examples: 

Thai 

~ v' " / /nAhsa I /l~m/ /ni/ 
oook classi- this 

fier 
v V I\ / 

/ n tij s a I I t 11./J I In i / 
book plural this 

classifier 
" A ,/ / 

/d£kp'uy1JI /k'on/ /n/\n/ 
girl classifier that 

' ,.. V " I 
/d£kp'uy1d/ /krvm/ /nAn/ 

girl plural that 
classifier 

"-

English 

This book. 

These books. 

That girls. 

Those girls. 

The classifiers /ltm/ and /k'on/ are optional. The 

" ' plural classifiers /t~/ and /krVm/ are obligatory 

because they indicate the plurality of nouns. 

Other determiners. Words that are neither articles 

or demonstrative determiners function as the determiners 

in sentences. These words are: a lot of, a great deal 

of, much,many, few, etc., in English. In comparison to 

English, Thai has very few words of this determiner cate­

gory. The forms of this determiner category of Thai and 

English are listed in Table 4. 

English has different words for modifyning countable 

and uncountable nouns. Thai has the same word modifying 

both types of nouns. The usage of this determiner 
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category of Thai and English are shown in the following 

examples: 

Thai English 
V I\ I . 

/k'auw/ /k!n//k'auw/ Ina/ He ate a little rice. 
he eat rice few 

v I\ /. 

/k'auw/ /mil /p 'oY n/ /nc,L/ He has few friends. 
he has friend few 

.,/ A 
/k'auw/ /mil I aaYn/ /mak/ He has a lot of money. 

he has money many 
v .,,, .,, I\ 

/k'auw/ /mil /n11~sa I /mak/ He has many books. 
he has oak many 

Thai grammatical rules do not involve the dif­

ferences between singularity and plurality, countable 

and uncountable nouns. Therefore, Thai speakers carry 

this habit with them when they attempt to learn English 

grammar. 

Thai 

English 

Thai 

English 

Pronouns 

Table 4 

Thai and English Determiners 

Countable nouns 

/\ V 
/mak/, /lay/ 

many, several, 
a number of, etc. 

/n~· I, lb~/ 

few, a few ,etc. 

Uncountable nouns 

same 

a lot of, much, a great 
deal of, etc. 

same 

little, a little, etc. 

The distinction between English and Thai pronominal 

forms are based on the linguistic and socio-linguistic 
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aspects. Thai has more pronominal forms which indicats 

interpersonal relationships than English. Warotamasik­

khadit (1976) indicated that "the pronominal forms in 

Thai depend on: age, sex, and status of the speakers 

and the listeners" (p. 253). Occupational terms are 

also employed as pronouns in Thai. Palakornkul (1975) 

stated that "almost all Thai teachers use /kru/ 

(teacher) for self-reference when they talk to students. 

" / A female peddler may refer to herself as /m-at,k'a/ (fe-

male peddler)" (p. 14). 

English has more pronominal forms which indicate 

grammatical relationships than Thai. The inflectional 

system of English shows grammatical patterns of pronouns. 

Grammatical relationships of English pronouns will 

create difficulties for Thai speakers. 

In this section, the differences in pronominal 

forms between Thai and English are discussed. The pro­

nominal forms will be classified as: personal pronouns, 

objective pronouns, possessive pronouns, and reflexive 

pronouns. 

Personal pronouns. Thai personal pronouns show 

various relationships between speakers and listeners. 

Thus, there are many pronominal forms in Thai. 

English personal pronouns show grammatical patterns 

of singular and plural forms, however it does not have 

as many forms as Thai personal pronouns. A comparison 

of Thai and English personal pronouns are shown in 
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Table 5. 

Table 5 

Thai and English Personal Pronouns 

Thai 
Masculine Feminine 

First person. 

,/ 
/p'om/ 

... .,, 
/krap'om/ 

.., 
le,.. n/ 

/rauw/ 

" /k'a/ 

/ku/ 

Polite 

(formal) 

(formal) 

(friend) 

(close friend) 

'- v 
/dicl\n/ 

.,, 
le I\. n/ 

/rauw/ 
v 

(young girl) /nu/ 

Impolite 

/ku/ 

Second person. 

/k'un/ 
/\ 

/t'an/ 

le/JI 

lmaJI 

Polite 

(formal) /k'un/ 
;'\ 

(high position) /t'an/ 

Impolite 

Third person. 

V 

/k'auw/ 
i\ 

/t'an/ 

/mun/ 

/mun/ 

Polite 

' (formal) / 1-0n/ 
I\ 

(high position) /t'an/ 

(impolite) 

(non-human) 

/mun/ 

/mun/ 

English 
Singular Plural 

I 

you 

he 

she 

it 

we 

you 

they 
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The Thai pronouns /t'~n/ can be used in both second and 

third person. It is used when the second or third 

person is in a superior position to the speaker. When 

a young girl talks to an older person, she refers to 
v 

herself as /nu/. English personal pronouns have dis-

tinctive forms between singularity and plurality. In 
"-

Thai, the word /p'uok/ is added in front of pronouns to 

imply the plurality as illustrated in the following 

sentences: 

Thai English 
V v v' v / / 

/p'om//hfn//k'auw//m~Ycauw//ni/ I saw him this morning. 
I see he morning this 

" ✓ ./ ,,.. ..,, 
/p'uok//p'om//htn//p'uok//k'auw/ We saw them. 
plural I see plural he 
marker marker 

Objective pronouns. Thai pronouns are not inflected 

to show the objective case as are those in English. The 

list of objective pronouns for both languages are shown 

below: 

Thai 

The same forms as 

subjective pronoons 

English 

me 

you 

him her it 

us 

you 

them 

The following sentences show the comparison of the 

uninflected pronoun system of Thai to the English system 

of inflected pronouns. 

Thai English 
V I\. ' V 

/c"n/ /p'ut/ /kl\b/ /k'auw/ I talk to him. 
I talk to he 
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that language transfer is the major problem for Thai 

speakers learning English. Even students who has ESL 

training still relied upon their native language in con­

structing and pronouncing English sentences. Both ESL 

trained and non-ESL trained respondents made similar 

errors which were obviuosly based upon Thai phonology 

and syntax. The subjects in both groups mispronounced 

the /v/ sound in this study. They substituted the /v/ 

sound with /w/ sound, the only Thai sound close to the 

English /v/. They pronounced vacation as wacation or 

never as newer. The words throw and they were pronounced 

trow and~ by Thai speakers, since the ;e; and /QI are 

absent in the Thai language. The d and t sounds are 

used to substitute for IJ"l and /0/ sounds. It is 

difficult for Thai speakers to remember the usage of 

articles, Thai has no articles. They tend to omit the 

articles or select the wrong ones. For example: "I saw 

elephant." or "Give me a bread." There are no plural 

suffixes in Thai. Thai speakers tend to forget the 

plural suffixes in English nouns. For example: "four 

sandwich" or "these shoe". Thai verbs do not indicate 

tenses and persons. The sentence "He like to play 

tennis." will be used for "He likes to play tennis." 

or "He liked to play tennis." by Thai speakers. The 

Thai verb /cjb/ (like) can be used in Thai grammar in 

the place of English like, likes, or liked. 
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As Corder has specified, language transfer 

problems are a major source for linguistic errors. My 

study has confirmed this perspective. 

Another major source of errors for Thai speakers 

learning English relates to the second language 

learning context. As indicated above Thai students in 

Thailand learn English from textbooks. There are not 

adequate facilities for stimulating English conversation 

in Thailand. Even students who are involved in an 

ESL program do not have sufficient time in English con­

versation contexts. In learning language, the matter 

of forming habits is essential. The learners will 

develop the habits of using a language with facility 

as they practice it in numerous activities. Communi­

cation is a major situation in practicing the language 

usage. As Schumann (1974) points out, the need to 

elaborate and develop his system is a response to the 

learner's widening communicative needs. There is no 

need to use the English language for communicative 

purpose, in Thailand. Thai is the major language in 

the country, therefore Thai students do not have 

sufficient time in using English in everyday conversa­

tion. This insufficient amount of time for English 

performance causes the uncertainty in applying English 

rules for Thai speakers. Errors in phonology and 

syntax made by Thai speakers are the results of this 

uncertainty. 
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Subjects who have been in the United States more 

than 10 years and had extensive experience with English 

in many situations still made phonological and syntac­

tic errors. These problems exist because those subjects 

have their families with them in this country. Thai 

still is a major language in their communication in this 

environment. English is used more frequently and more 

fluently with some errors. As long as these errors are 

not obstacles for communitation, they are not corrected. 

Therefore, the language transfer habits are so firmly 

entrenched in Thai speakers. Students who had ex­

perience in an ESL training program have the same 

problems as the non-ESL trained students. 

The results of my study have implications for the 

teaching of English to native Thai speakers. The major 

conclusion of this study and analysis suggests that a 

limited ESL program experience does not decidedly 

reduce phonological and syntactic errors of native Thai 

students. A recommendation that follows from this 

conclusion is that in order to facilitate the teaching 

of better English skills to native Thai speakers one 

ought to investigate possible opportunities for 

developing conversational skills outside the classroom. 

More attention should be placed upon forming linguistic 

habits in an everyday conversational setting. Most 

native Thai speakers who come to the U.S. have had 
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considerable training in English phonology and grammar 

in a formal classroom setting. However, they have not 

had the opportunity for expressing themselves in English 

in everyday situational contexts. Therefore an English 

speaking environment must be emphasized for native Thai 

speakers. 

Perhaps administrators and educators could imple­

ment programs to initiate more contacts between native 

Thai speakers learning English and English speakers. 

Placing native Thai speaking students in English­

speaking dormitories, initiating more contact between 

Thai students and U.S. families, and establishing 

activities for more contact between native English 

speakers and Thai students could be possible strategies 

for the remediation of the language learning diffi­

culties faced by these native Thai speakers. These 

strategies ought to be implemented in educational insti­

tutions serving Thai students. Of course in many 

colleges and universities these strategies have already 

been inplemented. Yet even in these institutions these 

problems need to be revitalized from time to time. This 

will offer native Thai speakers the opportunity to 

improve their English phonological and syntactic skills. 
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Appendix 1: The Phonological and Syntactic 

Structures Used for Collecting Data 

Phonological Structures 

/v/, /w/, /fl, final and initail positions. 

1. I will never forget the ~onderful people I 

have met here. 

2. Are you going the west coast for your 

vacation. 

3. I have a half-dollar coin. 

/th/ voiced and voiceless sounds. 

1. It is less than three hundred miles from 

here to Houston. 

2. Do !.b_ey throw the money in !.b_ere? 

3. I think today is twentieth. 

Voiced and Voiceless sounds at the end of words. 

1. My friend~ jump~ up and down and shouted 

when they heard the news. 

2. Alice pushed and I pull~ 

3. A cab driver doesn't have a caQ on. 
V 'V v v' 

/cl, /JI, Isl, /z/. 

1. He didn't poli~ your ~oes. 

2. Jill and feorge are going to buy that old 

cheap j_eap. 

3. Do you have your packa~ insured. 

/z/. 

1. Her daughter wants to see a zebra in the zoo. 

2. Zero-zero-one is the code number. 



3. She wants to lose ten pound~. 

/m/ and /n/ at final. 

l. This is my book, a friend of 

it to me 

2. That lime cost me a dime. 

3. Do you like white wine. 

/1/ and Ir/. 
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mine gave 

1. You should make a ~ight turn at the stop 

sign and then make a left turn at the next corner. 

2. We would like to have a pitche~ of beer. 

3. I'm w~iting a letter to my folks. 

Consonant clusters. 

1. For better or worse, the skyscraper is 

America's gi.fl of architecture. 

2. A fi~ace served both for warmth and for 

cooking. 

3. At first, there was a threat of Indian attack. 

Long and short vowels. 

1. We can't sell it, it's not for sale. 

2. Don't let him come in late all the time. 

3. You can _gtl off at the next~-

Syntactic Structures 

Noun f::!hrases. 

l. Where did ~ go? 

2. I went to the grocery store. 

3. What did ~ buy? 

4. How much did ~ spend? 



5. Did~ enjoy the movies? 

Subject and verb agreement. 

1. My alarm clock rings at seven o'clock 

every morning. 

2. The English drink more tea than the 

Americans do. 

3. These shoes are prettier than mine. 

4. He does not like to play tennis. 

5. There are four sandwiches in that box. 

6. How many girls are there in your family? 

7. I don't have much time. 

Pronoun. 

1. He looked at himself in the mirror 

2. I have a wonderful family. I love them 

very much and they love me. 

3. Everyone who came to the picnic brought 

his own food. 
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4. Her parents didn't let her go because~ 

were afraid that she might get hurt. 

5. Did you kids do it by themselves? 

6. I couldn't find my shoes. Did you see them? 

Relative pronoun. 

1. What game do you like most? 

2. Do you know the restaurant where I always 

have my breakfast? 

3. I know that man whose daughter is my friend. 
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Article. 

1. Give me some bread. 

2. He saw an elephant. 

3. She has .§D. appointment with the doctor. 

4. I think 1'11 take a rest for the day. 

5. He's going to the post office. 

6. I received a letter this morning, the letter 

was from my brother. 

7. Do you want me to make a reservation for 

you on the next plane to Chicago? 

Omit the verb Be. 

1. Mary was so pleased with the new dress. 

2. He was very angry when he heard the news. 

3. I'm not interested in the offer. 

4. Are you excited about the news? 

Passive voice. 

1. When was your house built? 

2. My sweater is made of wool. 

3. What is this room used for? 

Infinitive and participle. 

1. He could not stand swimming in cold water. 

2. He let his kids _g_g_ to the party. 

3. She made him take the job. 

4. I'm looking forward to seeing my family. 

5. He was permitted to leave early. 

Tense. 

1. Did you go to the store yesterday? 
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2. I went to see him last night. 

3. How long have you been living in this 

country. 

4. Did you sleep well last night? 

5. I had left before she came. 

6. Will you be there tomorrow? 

7. Have you ever read this book? 

8. When are you going to the store? 

Com12arison. 

l. He runs faster than she does. 

2. Is the traffic in Bangkok busier than that 

in this country? 

3. The dining room is the same size as the 

living room. 

4. She makes as much money as he does. 

Question. 

l. Why don't they help her? 

2 . How much does the book cost? 

3. Where are you from? 

4. When was the last time you saw him? 

5 . What kind of food should we give him? 

Negation. 

1. You are not allow to go out. 

2. She has no chance to speak to him. 

3. There is no rumor around. 

4. She is not interested in riding. 
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At2t2endix 2: Subjects' brief background 

Subject ESL training Occupation Education 

l. l semester student B.S. Business 
(Thailand) 

2. l year student B.S. Biology 
Business 

( U.S.A.) 

3. l year student B. S. , M. S. Education 
(Thailand) 

Ph. D. Educatio n 
(U.S.A.) 

4. l semester student B.S. Med. Tech. 
(Thailand) 

M. S. Med. Tech. 
(U.S.A.) 

5. l year student B.S. Compoter 
(U.S.A.) 

6. l semester student B.S. Business 
(Thailand) 

M.S. Business 
(U.S.A.) 

7 . l year student B.S. Business 
(Thailand) 

M.S. Business 
(U.S.A.) 

8. l yea r student B.S. Business 
(Thailand) 

M. S. Business 
(U.S.A.) 

9. l year student B. S. Business 
(Thailand) 

MBA Program 
(U.S.A.) 

10. Medical- B.S. Med. Tech. 
Technologist (Thailand) 

11. Medical- B.S. Med. Tech. 
Technologist (Thailand) 

B. S. Biology 
(U.S.A.) 
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Subject ESL training Occupation Education 

12 Midical- B.S. Med. Tech. 
Technologist (Thailand) 

M.S. Med. Tech. 
(U.S.A.) 

13 clerk Secretarial School 
(Malaysia) 

14 Physician M. D. (Thailand) 

15 Housewife Nursing School 
(Thailand) 

16 Engineer B.S. Elec. Engineer 
(Phillipines) 

B.S. Elec. Engineer 
(U.S.A.) 

17 Housewife High School 
(Thailand) 

18 Medical- B. S. Med. Tech. 
Technologist (Thailand) 

19 Medical- B.S. Med. Tech. 
Technologist (Thailand) 

20 Medical- B.S. Med. Tech. 
Technologist (U.S.A.) 

21 Medical- B. S. Med. Tech. 
Technologist (Thailand) 

22 Clerk High School 
(Thailand) 

Countries in the parenthesis indicate the places 

where the subjects earned their degrees. the subjects l 

through 9 have been living in the United States less 

than 10 years. The subjects 10 through 21 have lived 

in this country more than 10 years. Subject 22 has 

been in this country only one and a half years. 
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