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Abstract

The people in Tha Koi-nang village, Sawai sub-district, Prangku district in
Srisaket province make up a multilingual community of native Northeastern Thai,
Khmer and Kui speakers. The purpose of this study is to analyze and compare the
tonal systems and tonal characteristics of Northeastern Thai varieties used as a lingua
franca by each of these groups of speakers.

Two styles of speech have been chosen for this study: citation form and
connected speech. The data was collected from 30 female informants, 10 from each
ethnic group. WinCECIL (Vers. 2.1) was used for investigating the acoustic
characteristics of tones. The concept of ‘tone boxes’ from Comparative Tai (Gedney
1972) was used as a tool for analyzing tonal systems, while maintaining a synchronic
focus in the study.

Interpreting each of the three varieties of Northeastern Thai as a system in
itself, research findings based on citation forms show that varieties are similar in
terms of numbers of sub-tonal systems both in citation form and connected speech.
Northeasterner and Kui varieties have 2 sub-tonal systems, one with 5 tones and
another with 6, while the Khmer variety has 3 sub-tonal systems, one with 4 tones,
one with 5 and another with 6.

Moreover, there are many types of sub-tonal systems in the tonal systems of
each ethnic group because of tone box splitting and merging. Northeastern Thai
speakers have 3 types of sub-tonal systems but Khmer and Kui speakers have 8 types.
However, the tonal systems in Northeastern Thai of Khmer and Kui speakers still
have the ‘Lao ladder’ (bandai lao) which is the hallmark pattern of Northeastern Thai.

Findings regarding tonal characteristics reveal that citation forms and
connected speech are similar in tone shape and tone movement in each ethnic group.
However only Khmer and Kui Speakers display variation in citation form. This is
due to influence from the national language, Standard Thai, and to influence from
speakers’ respective mother tongues, Khmer and Kui.

As for connected speech, variation was found for all ethnic groups as a result
of overall suprasegmental influence. Here, for Khmer and Kui speakers, there is even
more variation than in citation form. Moreover, tonal characteristics of variation in
their connected speech show similarities with those of Northeastern Thai speakers in
citation form (sic).

The findings of the study demonstrate that tone in a lingua franca that is a
tonal language can be used as a significant identifying feature of the different ethnic
group origins of its speakers. This is because each ethnic group has its own tone
accent distinguishable from that of other groups.

(3)
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