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1. The present study elicited data from some 30 native speaker
informants (21 female, 9 male) who were students of English at a
major public university in Bangkok during the summer of 2012.
Each informant performed four different tasks that were
designed to study how they pronounced the initial syllable of
Thai disyllables that contained /a/with either a high or a low
tone in the citation form. Their responses were digitally
recorded with audacity software and later analyzed using praat.

2. Data were gathered using the following four tasks:

1) In one task, informants were shown a series written words via
powerpoint and were asked to pronounce the word before the slide
changed automatically after five seconds. The list included 16
disyllables with five decoy words consisting of monosyllabic words
or compound words were included at random.

2) In the second task, informants were once again shown a
powerpoint that advanced automatically every five seconds. Each
slide contained a picture of an object and informants were asked to
name the object or concept in the picture before the slide advanced.
Once again there were 16 disyllables intermixed with five decoy
words.

3) In the third task, informants were given a list of the 16 target
disyllables to look over for a period of 60 seconds. The list was then
taken away and informants then waited for 60 seconds before they
were asked to say as many of the target disyllables as they could
remember in 60 seconds.
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4) In the fourth and final task, speakers were given a narrative text
written in Thai that incorporated all 16 disyllabic words. The text

was taken away and after waiting two minutes, the informants were
given two minutes to retell the story in their own words.

Informant responses for all tasks were recorded using audacity
software so that they could be analyzed using Praat.

Figure 1: Vowel Reduction among females
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Figure 2: Vowel Reduction among males between FO during Task 2 (picture identification) and Task 3

(recall) are the greatest.

Figure 3: Tone neutralization among females
F1 & F2 at 25, 50, & 75%: Males (N = 9)
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Figure 4: Tone Neutralization among males

Male informants also did not show a substantial reduction of /a/
to [9]. If the vowel /a/ had reduced and centralized in the
direction of [8], we would expect the frequency of F1 to have 135Hz
decreased., but F1 remains relatively flat, suggesting that /a/ has
not substantially risen and centralized.
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Figure 4 illustrates neutralization is more common among males.
Their tonal contrasts was greatest in tasks 1 and 3.

Figure 5: Comparison of female and male tones
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Discussion:

1) The paucity of the glottal stop in our data suggest that the
variant without glottal stop is now perhaps less common than
was the case just a few decades ago, or that earlier researchers
inadvertently over-reported the occurrence of glotta stop.

2) The greatest average difference between the high tone and
low tone frequencies of the female informants took place in tasks
two and three. Task two asked informants to identify pictures
spontaneously. Task three showed informants a list of written
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words (mostly disyllables) and asked them to recall as many of
the words as possible.

Conclusions:

The data do not support our original hypothesis that the
pronunciation of disyllables from written cue words would
trigger a careful, citation-like pronunciation. comparable to
Gandour’s isolative speech tempo. In fact, in task 2 where
informants received an unwritten cue such as an image, or in
tasks in which there was a built-in memory task that required
the informants to recall the cued words after a time delay, the
pronunciation of /a/ was tonally distinct. It was less distinct in
tasks where the informants were given written cues (task one)
or in tasks that contain the recall of a written text. Overall,
orthographic cues seem to play a much less important role in
triggering the pronunciation of distinct tones in the initial
syllable of non-final disyllables.

We speculate that the high-low tonal distinction in the

unstressed first syllable of Thai disyllabic words remains an
underlying distinction, not an artificial one, but the amount of
neutralization that occurs differs among speakers and according
to context. The most surprising result is that the reduction of /a/
to /schwa/ appears not to be as prevalent as commonly assumed.
We speculate that speakers may perceive short /a/ as a schwa-
like vowel in this context because /a/ may be further shortened
in this unstressed position.
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