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Foreword

| CAN READ THAI (Book I) is prepared as a textbook for a Thai reading
course. This book is suitable for use as a part of instruction. However, interested
individuals can also use this textbook as a self-study material. In this case,
assistance from a native speaker of Thai is recommended during reading aloud

practice, to ensure that learners’ pronunciation is accurate.

Recognizing the five tones is the key to learning Thai reading and writing.
Therefore, this book concentrates on the tone rules along with three classes of
consonants. Throughout the twenty-five chapters in this textbook, consonants and
vowels are introduced in a systematic manner. Each chapter is accompanied by
reading exercises to check learners’ understanding of rules and ensure that reading

objectives are met.

Certain explanations of rules are tailored for foreigners’ ease of
understanding. These adjustments do not distort the system of the language and

therefore, the rules remain correct.

This book is also used by the Sumaa Language and Culture Institute. If you
have any questions or suggestions, please contact www.sumaa.net or

sumaa4s@gmail.com.



Basic Ideas of
Reading and Writing
Thai



Reading and writing Thai is about the combination of a consonant, a vowel,

a final consonant (optional), and a tone in a syllable. For example,

)
+
2
Il

)
_I_
-
+
Zo
I

ﬂ r] /kaa/ means a crow

ﬂ ,] Q /Kaan)/ means to unfold

v LY

ﬂ + ,] + q + = ﬂ r] Q /Kaam/ means a fish bone.

There are rules that tell us how to combine these elements.
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Basic Ideas of Thai Consonants, Vowels, and Tone

Markers.

Consonants (L& SNE YT 1)

There are forty-four letters in the Thai alphabet. However, since some letters

represent the same sound, Thai has only twenty-one distinct consonant sounds.

According to the rules of reading and writing Thai, we divide the forty-four

letters into three classes which are High Consonants (gﬂmzjﬂ), Middle Consonants

(5ﬂ‘mﬂm\‘1), and Low Consonants (5ﬂ‘1:r§§ﬁ). These three classes use different

rules of tone. Moreover, we can also class the forty-four letters by the place of

articulations.
Place of Velum | Palate | Alveorus Lips Dental | Glottal
Articulationand | (.wpu | (LAY | (UN Gy (W) (L
Class of dow) |ufie) |wlen) |Fiuan) §e9)
Consonants
High Consonants | sy 9 | /cn/ & |ty 0,5 |/pv W | /s/ &, 1,
(5ﬂ1§f‘§ijﬁ) PV /1/ W
Middie Consonants | », n |/ A |a/ 0.9 | o/ il 2/ 9
(8NWINAY) i/ B | opr U
Low Colnsonants /AN | ehs U | Ay N | ey WA | sy qf
(8NwIA) mno8 |y 8Ll N | i/ W
m/ N m/ W W |y N
wvooaw w9
/r/ 9
Sumaa Language and Culture Institute Page 3




Note:

1. There are forty-two letters shown in the table, because the letters 1 and

Al are obsolete.

2. Most of the letters that share the same sound are used to write borrowed
words which come mostly from Pali and Sanskrit language.
3. The term for the place of articulation in this table has been simplified to

make it is more friendly for learners who are not used to the technical

language of linguistics.

Vowels (&3¢)

There are twenty-eight vowel sounds in Thai excluding four syllabic

consonants (f), §7. 4. and §)7) which inherit the vowel sounds in themselves.

Thai vowels can be placed in many positions.

Positions of Vowels in Thai

Position Vowel Form Example
Front Position Jee/ L 1N, LA, 19
/eX/ bb- WA, LA, b
/00/ 1- QLﬂ, Iﬂ,ql,ﬂ
/ay/ VL— VLﬂ, iﬂ, 19
/ay/ GL- 8Lﬂ, GLV’], 19
(1- and 1~ used to be (There are only 20 words
pronounced differently in the old | Written witn 1- )
days.)
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Back Position

Py -q m, A,
/a/ -y W, R, P
/99/ -9 ne, A, N
Top Position /ii/ = A, A3
/il 2 q, 4,
/i B q, 9, A
Below Position /uu/ - N, A,
/ : %9
Top + Back Position i/ 9 ne. A9, 39
/ua/ i N, A, 9
/am/ f’] ﬁ’], ﬁ’],\?ﬁ
/ua/ oY N, I, AIY
Front + Back Position Y L-9) LNY. LA, 199
/aw/ L-1 LN, LA, LN
/e/ b-& b, bie, LAY
% bb-& AT, bbade, thble
/o/ X lag, Tag, lay
/9/ L-1e b, LA, LAY
/9/ L-9e b8, LAY, LhBe
Front+Top+Back Position | /s, e e LAY, 198
/ia/ -9 N8, LAD, 130
/ia?/ =F 1A%z, LAY, LAt
/ia/ P 197, LA0Y, Aoy

Sumaa Language and Culture Institute
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Each Thai vowel sound occurs in both long and short forms.

Long Vowels Short Vowels
-1 -2
b- b-2
Lb - bb-o
1- -2
-9 -1
) =
o St
-9 b-9
=) el
b-9) L-9

Note:

Vowels —o’], VL-, - and 11 are short. However, we can prolong the final

sound since each of them contains a final consonant sound.

o

- is pronounced as /am/ or /-¢/ + /m/
b= is pronounced as /aw/ or /-&/ + /wW/

1— and GL- IS pronounced as /ay/ or /-&/ +/y/

Page 6 | Can Read Thai (Book |)



Nine vowels will change their forms when a final letter applied. The changed
vowels are —z,d-@, f’J, -9, -2, b—<, =12, I—%, and —® (only when 7 is the
final letter.) For example, N + —& + [ does not combine into NIR, but ﬁ/ﬂ,
meaning “to bite.”

¢

Tone Markers and Tone Sounds (333EUEING)

There are five tones in Thai, but only four tone markers, because no tone
marker is applied for the middle tone. The tone markers are always put above an
initial consonant, except when the initial letters are a cluster, in which case we put

it above the last consonant of the cluster.

19190 /méay 7oek/ M A A
Y,
vLﬁﬁfV] / maay thoo/ ﬂ ﬁjf] ﬂ'ﬁﬁ\‘]
9)}
Iﬁm‘% / maay trii/ ﬂ il ﬂ”f]v’m
+
UM / mbay cittawaas M M NINu

As for the tone sounds, the tone actually applies only to the sound of the vowel,

not the consonant.

Sumaa Language and Culture Institute Page 7



Final Sounds (L& &9AI&NA)

There are eight final sounds in Thai which are /k/, /t/, /p/, /g/, /n/, /m/,
/y/, and /w/.

In Thai, most letters can be used as both initial and final letters. For example,
the word NN, the first letter N is an initial letter and the second 1 is a final letter.

Both of the 1N letters are pronounced with the same sound which is /k/. This kind

of final letter is called a regular final consonant.

However, some letters are not pronounced the same when they appear as

an initial letter and a final letter. For example, in the word 114, Q@ as an initial letter

IS pronounced /c/ but as a final letter is pronounced /t/. This Kind of final letter is

called an irregular final consonant.

[rregular final consonants are usually used in words we borrow from the Pali,

Sanskrit, Khmer, and English languages.

The letter &, &N, W, r;J, 9, ®, and & are not used as final consonants.

Open Syllable and Closed Syllable (W&NIALLIALATNENIALIA)

An open syllable is a syllable that can be prolonged without any obstruction
when pronounced. A syllable with a long vowel makes an open syllable. A syllable

with a final sound /n/, /m/, /y/, /1/ and /w/ is also considered an open syllable.

Moreover, a syllable spelled with vowels —o’], 1—, 61,— and L-1 is considered an open

syllable as well.

A closed syllable is the opposite of the open syllable. A closed syllable
cannot be prolonged when pronounced. It is combined with a short vowel or with
a final sound /k/, /t/, or /p/.
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The Tone Rules



The key indicators of the tone in the Thai syllable are:

The Tone Rules

1. Classes of consonants (Middle, High or Low Consonant)

2. Tone marks (maay ?Peek <.

! Vd

% ’

3. Kinds of syllable (open or closed syllable)

(24 ’

, maay thoo .3, maay trii «.: and ma

The Tone Rules of Middle Consonants

ay cattawaa )

Tone | Middle Tone | Low Tone | Falling Tone | High Tone | Rising Tone
Kind of
1 Y o +
Open m fin m M i
Syllable . y o .
y Notone mark | % is ysed for | 47 is used for | “ris used for | & is used for
for riddle tone. low tone. falling tone. high tone. rising tone.
Closed ne ﬁ’z ﬁ'z There is no
closed syllable
Syllable Y o
y No written Notone mark | +%'is ysed for | «%is used for with rising
form. for low tone. falling tone. high tone. tone that has
meaning in
Thal.
The Tone Rules of High Consonants
Tone Middle Tone | Low Tone | Falling Tone | High Tone | Rising Tone
Kind of
1 v
Open | 1 1 N 1
0 0
Syllable . y
y written form. chisused for | ¥isusedfor | written form. | 'O tone mark
, for rising tone.
low tone. falling tone.
Closed % There is no There is no
(-4
No closed syllable No closed syllable
Sy"able No tone mark

written form.

for low tone.

with falling tone
that has
meaning in
Thal.

written form.

with rising tone
that has
meaning in
Thai.
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The Tone Rules of Low Consonants

Tone Middle Tone | Low Tone | Falling Tone | High Tone | Rising Tone
Kind of Syi.
Open A A A
Syllable , o . .
No written L.+ s used for “.+is used No written
form. falling tone. | for high tone. form.
Closed Syl. AU F’l"]‘l.l There is no
(long vowel) . closed syllable
No written No written | No tone mark. tiisused | with rising tone
form. form. for high tone. that has
meaning in
Thai.
Closed Syl. ﬂlz AY There is no
(short vowel) . closed syllable
No written No written 4is Used for No tone with rising tone
form. el falling tone. mark. that has
meaning in
Thai.

In other words, the Middle Consonants in an open syllable, can be written in
five forms: without a tone marker, with méay ?eek %, méay thoo < méay trii &
and méay cattawaa . When a tone marker is not applied, a Middle Consonant is
pronounced with the middle tone. With méay Peek i a Middle Consonant is

pronounced with the low tone. With méay thoo 9/ a Middle Consonant is

pronounced with the falling tone. With méay trii W a Middle Consonant is

pronounced with the high tone. And With méay cattawaa <, a Middle Consonant is
pronounced with the rising tone. It is only Middle Consonants that can be written
with méay trii % and méay cattawaa ©: and pronounced with high and rising tones

respectively.

Sumaa Language and Culture Institute Page 11



As for an open syllable of High Consonants, they can be written in three
forms: written without a tone marker, with méay 2eek < or with méay thoo . When
a tone marker is not applied, a High Consonant is pronounced with the rising tone.

With maay ?eek £ a High Consonant is pronounced with the low tone. And with

méay thoo fiiﬁ?if, a High Consonant is pronounced with the falling tone.

Lastly, an open syllable of Low Consonants can be written in three forms:
without a tone marker, with méay Peek < and with méay thoo £~ When a tone
marker is not applied, a Low Consonant is pronounced with the middle tone. With

méaay ?eek £ a Low Consonant is pronounced with the falling tone. And with maay

v

thoo .3, a Low Consonant is pronounced with the high tone.

In conclusion, for an open syllable, the middle tone is pronounced with
Middle and Low Consonants. The low tone is pronounced with Middle and High
Consonants. The falling tone is pronounced with all classes of consonants. The high
tone is pronounced with Middle and Low Consonants. And the rising tone is

pronounced with Middle and High Consonants.

Considering the occurrence of the tone sound in the open syllable, we can
see that the falling tone occurs across all three classes of consonant. By contrast,

the middle, low, high and rising tones are occurred in only two classes of consonant.

Middle Tone Low Tone Falling Tone High Tone Rising Tone

High Con. 11 | High Con. 10 High Con. 1N

Middle Con. 11 | Middle Con. AN | Middle Con. i | Middle Con. i1 | wmiddle Con. i
Low Con. AN Low Con @1 | Low Con. #"

Page 12
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As for the occurrence of the tone markers, méay eek * and méay thoo &

. . 2 4 2 N A
occur with all classes of consonant, while maay trii :.: and maay cattawaa :.: occur

with Middle Consonants only.

No Tone maay ?eek maay thoo maay trll maay cattawaa
Marker & o, 3
High Con. 91 | High Con. 11
Middle Con. M1 | Middle Con. A1 | Middie Con. A7 | Middle Con. 1 | Middle con. AN
Low Con. P | Low Con. A1 | Low Con. A

For the closed syllable, méay Peek 7} is applied only to Low Consonants to

make the falling tone. I\/Iéay thoo 7 is applied to Middle Consonants to make the

falling tone and to Low Consonants to make the high tone. l\/Iéay trii £ is applied

only to the Middle Consonants to make the high tone.

There are closed syllables that do not have a tone marker. A closed syllable

of Middle and High Consonants without a tone marker inherits the low tone, while

the closed syllable of Low Consonants without a tone marker has two categories.

Those with the long vowel have the falling tone and those with the short vowel have

the high tone.

Tones That are Possible for Closed Syllables

Middle Tone Low Tone Falling Tone High Tone Rising Tone
High Con. ¢
- Middle Con. ng | Middle Con. it | Middle Con. A% -
Low Con. A% |Lowcon A
AU AU
Sumaa Language and Culture Institute Page 13




Middle Consonant Class (9n#3nans)

Table of Tones

nAauvUoenny g (M

W Middle | Low Falling High Rising
Kind of Syh
Open 1 v 4 *
P | 1 7| m
Syllable
Closed o Y, o,
ne o b
Syllable
High Consonant Class (8nw3g4)
19903W WA W %16
Tone | Middle [ Low Falling High Rising
Kind of
Open 1 Y,
> M | 1 1
Syllable
Closed
11°
Syllable

Low Consonants (Paired) (e"ﬂmé’hgj )

ARN T NMNTWNAN T 8(146)

Low Consonants (Unpaired) (é"nmﬁ%ﬁm )

IUMN U TaR 2(106M)

)

) ()]

1M
(149}

Tog

b9

Tone | Miadle | Low Falling High Rising
Kind of
Open 1 v
AN A A

Syllable
Closed Syl. 4

y AU | AU
(long vowel)
Closed Syl. !

Y Ae | Az
(short
vowel)
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Lesson 1

Letters ]l and 9

with Sara .31 and i.:

and the Final Consonant 1



Lesson 1 | Letters il and 4 with Sara 31 and “ and the Final Consonant 4

In this lesson we will learn how to read the Middle Consonants 1 and 9 in

an open syllable.
As mentioned in the Introduction of this book, there are two kinds of syllables

in Thai, open and closed. Whether the syllable is open or closed is the key to

identifying the tone of the syllable. An open syllable means a syllable prolonged
without any obstruction when pronounced. An open syllable is one with any of these
characteristics:

1. A syllable with a long vowel without a final consonant.

2. A syllable with a final sound /n/ /m/ /y/ /1/ or /w/.

3. A syllable with one of the vowels <31, b bt or b,

The long vowels sara 1 /aa/, and sara o /ii/ with the final consonant % will

be used in this lesson.

Initial Letters in the Group of Middle Consonants

11 214 koo Kay/

ﬂ This letter is the /k/ sound. Thai people pronounce it /kd9 /with the name

/Kéy/ which means a rooster, so we call this letter / k99 Kéy/. flis a letter inthe

group of Middle Consonants.
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1

q R AN /co9 caan/

rcq This letter is the /c/ sound. Thai people pronounce it /c99/ with the name

/caan/ which means a plate, so we call this letter /¢392 caan/. A is a letter in the

group of Middle Consonants.

v q

Long Vowels

Sara @1 /aa/ is a long vowel placed after a consonant.

Sumaa Language and Culture Institute Page 17



Sara o /ii/ is a long vowel placed on top of a consonant.

Tone Markers

There are four tone markers in Thai. They are always placed above the initial

consonant of the syllable or the last letter of an initial consonant cluster.

TaLens mbay 2eek/

18T/ méay thoo/

¥/
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13/ maay trii/

&y

+

1395191/ méay cattawaa/ .

The Tone Rules of Middle Consonants in an Open Syllable

Open Syllable
Middle Tone Low Tone Falling Tone High Tone Rising Tone
N/ i / A m/a | /4 i /A0
No tone mark ¢+ is used for :%is used for is used for < is used for
for middie tone. low tone. falling tone. high tone. rising tone.

IUNIW N8 (Read Phaasaa Thai)

M M oM MM Aan A nn
CTOTEC T T To B T 3 3 3 3 17
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The Final Consonant 1

cH) W 1 /noo nGu/

% This letter is the /n/ sound. Thai people pronounce it /n29/ with the name

\"4 \"4
/nuu/ which means a mouse or a rat, so we call this letter/nao nuu/.

% can be used as either an initial consonant or a final consonant. As a final

consonant, it has the /n/ sound as well. A syllable which ends with % is an open

syllable.

WU

Note : U as an initial letter is in the Low Consonant class.

§1UN11 b
Mmoo M
AoA A
AN N
i 3 A

(Read Phaasaa Thai)

N M MU A AU Mw AN
Ao Au Aw Aw nw o nw
NN U N NU U N
I W AW AW AW A
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?\Iﬂﬁi’mﬁﬂ‘ﬁﬁmﬁﬁ\lmﬁﬂ (Practice Reading Words with Meaning)

n
n1 a crow, ﬁlfm’ a stem ﬁl How many?
a kettle How much?
AU
N a plate %u China,
Chinese

WNOIUAIAAN ?M’Nﬂd (Practice Reading Words with Many Syllables)

v

1%

)

A N

A
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