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THE RELATIVE FREQUENCY OF TONES IN THA l
l 

J a c k  G a n d o ur a n d  Mary J a n e  G a n d o u r  

The purpose o f  this study i s  t o  analyse the relat ive frequency of 

oc currence o f  t ones in a representative samp le of ( St andard ) Thai . 

Such quant itative data about Thai tones is of special importance for 

que st ions concerning tone acqui sit ion , tonal inventorie s , hist orical 

development o f  tonal systems , errors in product ion ( ' slips  of the 

t ongue ' )  and percept i on ( ' s lips  o f  the ear ' ) of  . spontaneous speech , 

diagnost i c  procedures and therapy programs for aphasics  and other 

speech-hearing impaired populati ons , and problems of pronunciation 

faced in the t eaching of Thai as a foreign language . No previous 

stat i st ical analyses of Thai t ones ( consonant s and vowe l s ) exist , in 

marked c ontrast , for examp le , t o  the numerous phoneme frequency 

studies  which have been conducted on English ( Dewey 1 9 2 3 , Hayden 1 9 5 0 , 

Tob ias 1 9 5 9 , Wang and Crawford 1 9 60 ) . The study herein i s  a beginning 

att empt t oward fill ing thi s void in Thai phone t i c s  and phonology . 

1 .  M E T H O D  

The material s e lected for inve st igat ion consisted of 2 5 , 000+ entries 

from the Haas ( 19 6 4 ) Tha i - Engl i s h  S t u de n t s ' Di c t i on a r y . The se entries 

were gleaned primarily from the context of modern periodicals , nove l s , 

short st orie s ,  newspapers , government report s , and advanced textbooks 

on lit erature , hist ory , and the science s . For each entry , the Thai 

pronunciation is shown in a phonemic t ranscription . All entries exc ept 

examp les ( preceded by an open circle in the dictionary ) were inc luded 

in the analys i s . 

Five phonemic t ones are posited for Thai in the Haas t ranscript ion : 

( 1 )  Mid / k h a a /  ' co g a n ,  a 8 p e c i e 8  of gra 8 8 ' ,  ( 2 )  Low / k h a a /  ' g a tanga t ,  
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a r h i z ome ' ( 3 )  Fal ling / k h aa /  ' s tav e ,  8 e rv an t ' ,  ( 4 ) High / kh � a /  ' to 

engage in trade ' ,  ( 5 )  Rising / k h aa /  ' t e g ' .  The pitch cont ours on 
/ s y l lables ending in stop consonant s are ass igned to t he low , fal ling , 

and high t one s : / p h e d /  ' to be h o t  (peppery ) ' ,  / k h i l d / ' t i n e ' ,  / p h uu d /  
' to s p e a k ' ,  / p h � d /  ' di amond ' .  The pitch on unstres sed CV syllables 

with short / a /  is a s s igned to the mid t one : / t h a h a a n /  ' 8 o t d i e r ' ,  

/ t h a n a d /  ' 8 ki t tfu Z ' .  Thi s  phonemic analys i s  of the Thai t ones was 

followed without except ion in tabulat ing their frequency of occurrenc e .  

From the phonemic t ranscriptions , the t ones occurring on each 

s y l lable were c ounted , and the raw totals of the five Thai t ones in 

all t he entrie s  were calculated in terms of their p ercentages of the 

grand total of t one s . 

2 .  R E S U L T S  A N D  D I S C U S S I O N  

The number o f  occurrences and frequency percentage o f  each o f  the 

five Thai t ones is shown in Table 1 .  The tones ranked in order of 

frequency of oc currence are ( 1 )  mid , ( 2 )  low , ( 3 )  fal ling , ( 4 ) high , 

and ( 5 )  ris ing . The mid t one i s  c learly predominant ; it outnumbers 

the second-ranked low t one by nearly t wo-to-one . The stat i s t ical 

predominance of the mid t one may be part ly attribut ed to the Haas 

t rans cript ion , in which short CV syllab les with short / a /  are assigned 

t o  the mid t one . 

Tone 

( 1 )  

( 2  ) 

( 3 ) 

( 4 ) 

( 5 )  

TA B L E  1 

RELATI VE FREQUENCY OF OCCURRENCE OF THAI TONES 
BASED ON HAAS D IC T I ONARY ENTR I E S  

Number of Occurrences Frequency Percentage 

MID 2 4 , 4 7 9  39 . 98 

LOW 1 2 , 6 8 3 20 . 7 2 

FALLING 10 , 6 1 2  1 7 . 3 3 

HIGH 7 , 2 31  1 1 . 81 

RISING 6 , 2 1 7  10 . 16 

Grand Tot a l  6 1 , 2 22  

The d i stribut ion of tones in the adult language i s  an important 

fac t or to keep in mind in t ry ing to make generalisations about the 

acqui sit ion of t ones in child language . A s  Li and Thomp son ( 19 7 8 )  

point ed out , " A  stat i s t ical survey o f  t one dist ribut ion i n  both the 

adult language and in the lexi�ons of the chi ldren ' s  language may be 
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relevant in explaining the order o f  acqui s it ion of tones i n  a part icular 

language . "  Tuaycharoen ' s  ( 19 7 7 ,  1 9 7 9 )  findings in the acqui sit ion o f  

� ;  however , cannot be fully explained o n  t h e  bas i s  o f  t h e  distribution 

o f  tones  in the adult language . Although she found that her subj ect 

acquired the mid and low t ones first , the falling and high t ones were 

acquired last . The ris ing tone was acquired earlier than the falling 

and high t ones . In terms of the chronological order in which the t ones 

were acquired , the ri sing tone carne before either the fal ling or high 

tone s ; in terms of t onal di stribut ion in the adult language based on 

the result s o f  thi s study , the rising t one comes after both the fal l ing 

and high tones . 

Finally , we wish t o  point out possible directions for future re search 

on t he re lat ive frequency of oc currenc e  o f  Thai phonemes .  First , a 

s imilar frequency study o f  Thai consonant s and vowe l s , again based on 

the Haas dictionary entri e s , would be a logical ext ension o f  the current 

study . Second , a frequency study of Thai phoneme s within ' smooth ' 

s y l lables ( Proto-Tai tonal categorie s  A ,  B ,  C )  and ' checked ' s y llab les 

( Prot o -Tai tonal category D )  should provide valuabl e  quant itative 

informat ion for both d iachronic and synchronic invest igat ions . Third , 

a frequency study o f  Thai phonemes based on a representati ve samp le o f  

spoken mat erials should enable  us t o  determine to what extent the 

re sult s o f  the current study , based on a samp le of printed mat erials , 

are comparab le . Fourth , a frequency study o f  Thai t ones in connected 

speech , following an alt ernat ive method of t ranscript ion in which 

certain unstres sed CV syllables with short l a l  ( perhap s I i , u / )  are 

t reat ed as ' t oneless ' ( c f .  Abramson 1 9 79 ) ,  would probably yield a 

s lightly d ifferent picture o f  the re lat ive frequency o f  occurrenc e o f  

the m i d  t one in c ompari son t o  t he other four t ones . These various 

pos sible  extensions of the current study further indicate the need for 

one to t ake the following fact ors into c onsideration when interpreting 

the result s o f  frequency studie s :  the size  o f  the s amp l e , the nature 

and cont ent of the sample , and the method of t rans cription of the 

s ample . 
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