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THE DEVELOPMENT OF A RESOURCE CENTER FOR THE REVITALIZATION
OF ENDANGERED LANGUAGES: A CASE STUDY OF THE TRADITIONAL
THAI-STYLE PAVILION AT MAHIDOL UNIVERSITY

AKAPONG SUWANNAKAS 4636676 LCCS/M

M.A. (CULTURAL STUDIES)

THESIS ADVISORS: APINYA BUASUANG, B.A., M.A,SUWILAI PREMSRIRAT,
Ph.D., SAOWAPA PORNSIRIPONGSE, MA,, Ph.D.,

ABSTRACT

The objective of this research was to find out guidelines for the development of a
suitable resource center focusing on the revitalization of endangered and marginal
languages. The Thai pavilion of Mahidol University was studied as a possible location for
the resource center.

This research was divided into two parts: (1) an investigation on the operations
concerning the revitalization of the languages; and (2) the present action of an operation
model for the resource center.

The research findings reveal that the center could play an important role in
revitalizing endangered languages and cultures. However, data needs to be systematically
collected in various dimensions. It is suggested that the center be a living resource center,
presenting ethnic accounts and anecdotes through voices of the ethnic people. Such a
presentation will enable the public to learn of and understand the lifestyles and cultures of
various ethnic groups past and present. It is also in line with the concept of visual
anthropology that presents stories through pictures or moving images as a tool to confirm
the real existence of endangered and marginal language groups.

KEY WORDS : LEARNING CENTER /LEARNING CENTER FOR
REVITALIZATION OF ENDANGERED LANGUAGES AND
CULTURE / ETHNIC GROUPS / LINGUISTIC AND CULTURAL
IDENTITY / LANGUAGE IN CRISIS / SEVERELY ENDANGERED
LANGUAGES / MARGINALLY ENDANGERED LANGUAGES
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF A RESOURCE CENTER FOR THE REVITALIZATION
OF ENDANGERED LANGUAGES: A CASE STUDY OF THE TRADITIONAL
THAI-STYLE PAVILION AT MAHIDOL UNIVERSITY

AKAPONG SUWANNAKAS 4636676 LCCS/M

M.A. (CULTURAL STUDIES)

THESIS ADVIOSORY COMMITTEE : APINYA BUASUANG, BA., MA,,
SUWILAI PREMSRIRAT, PH.D., SAOWAPA PORNSIRIPONGSE, MA., PH.D.,
NOPPAMONTON SIBMEUNPIAM, PH.D.,

EXTENED SUMMARY

Background of the study

Thailand has its own official language, used as a medium of instruction and
daily communication among its citizens, organizations, and mass media However, not
many people know that there are other ethnic minority languages with distinct identities
and exclusively used among the ethnic groups. These languages are scattered throughout
the country and many of them are endangered with a great risk of being extinct in the
future. One reason for their probable extinction is an influx of foreign cultures, particularly
mass communication that directly impacts the maintenance of these languages, their
cultures, ways of life, and language use. The worst future scenario is that these languages
become moribund and extinct, despite Thailand being rich in linguistic, cultural and ethnic
diversity.

The long cultural and linguistic diversity is regarded as the history of Southeast
Asian peoples. It is particularly so for the linguistic and cultural background of a small
ethic group called Nhyakur or Chao Bon. Historical and linguistic evidence indicates that
this group is descendants of the ancient Mon in the Dvaravati Period dating back over a

thousand years ago.
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Studies have found that ethnic languages severely in danger of being lost in this
century include Chong, Nhyakur, So (Thavung), Lawa (Ugong), and other groups along
the borders, such as local Malay (Three southern border provinces), local Khmer (eastern
border), and Mon (western border) (Suwilai Premsrirat and others, 2004). These ethnic
groups, particularly those with small population, lack confidence and collectiveness. Some
with larger population respond more strongly, afraid of loss and being dominated, while

others use violence that is spinning out of control.

Language loss is not merely a loss of language itself, but a loss of traditional
way of life, ethnic identity, and confidence in livelihood (Suwilai Premsrirat and others,
2004). This is in line with an interview expressed by Kamnan Chern Phanphai, an ethnic
Chong, who emphasized a linguistic endangerment affecting cultural loss. “In the old
days, children spoke their native tongue. When Standard Thai was used as a medium of
instruction, children were prohibited from and punished for using Chong in school. The
result was that Chong children were not interested in their language and culture. They took

up cultures from the outside world”, said the former Kamnan (Siam Rath Daily, 2004).

A survey on ethnic groups in Thailand has revealed that research studies during
the past four decades have mentioned very little about these endangered languages. Only
the Mon and Chong have been publicized about their language revitalization programs.
However, their cultural aspects have not been widely known by the public, even though
their ways of life are a reflection of ethnic diversity of the Thai society (Srisak
Walliphodom, 2005).

Nevertheless, the Center for Studies and Revitalization of Endangered
Languages and Cultures, Institute of Language and Culture for Rural Development,
Mahidol University, has played a significant role in studies on revitalization of ethnic

languages and cultures, particularly on languages.

It is thus of great significance to investigate and collect details on ways of life,
linguistic identities and cultures, as well as migration routes of ethnic groups for students,

academicians and the interested public to study. It is also a public space for ethnic groups
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to learn and exchange their cultures, which may raise public awareness on the value of
ethnic identities. This may lead to the ethnic groups revitalizing their identities, opening a

space for these ethnic and marginalized groups to clearly identify themselves.

The researcher is well aware of the problem of linguistic and cultural loss, which
leads to the loss of history, worldviews and wisdom. In general, ethnic groups with
endangered languages and cultures are encountering the problem of ethnic identity crisis.
This study mainly focuses on the Chong and the Malay dialect in the southern border,
which may lead to the development of a resource center for the revitalization of these
languages. The case study is the traditional Thai-style pavilion at Mahidol University
being used as a resource museum. The notion is in line with the intent of the Secretariat
Office of the Education Council (2005) expressed in the B.E. 2542 National Education
Act. It says that the current Thai education should focus on having and using learning
resources that contain knowledge on lifestyles, traditions, cultures, and community

resources for young generations to learn and carry on.

This research utilizes the Thai-Style pavilion of Mahidol University as an
alternative learning space on the revitalization of endangered and marginal languages. The
pavilion is of a unique local architecture, reflecting a congruous combination of
traditional, geo-physical and cultural environment. The pavilion represents Thai society
and is analogous to a country with ethnic, cultural and linguistic diversity. If ethnic-related
data are collected and preserved at the pavilion, it will be extremely suitable. It is hoped
that in the future this learning resource will become a public space for the presentation of
ethnic knowledge, identities, and languages. It will also promote a cooperative learning
process between internal and external community members as well as between urbanites
and rural residents, through folk wisdom, ethnic lifestyles and culture in addition to

modern learning resources.

Research question

How would a suitable development of a resource center for the revitalization of

endangered and marginal languages be like?
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Objectives

1. To study the operational model for the revitalization of endangered and
marginal languages of the Center for the Studies and Revitalization of Endangered

Languages and Cultures, and

2. To propose an operational model for the revitalization of endangered

languages and cultures at the Thai pavilion as a resource center.

Methodology

This qualitative research is a case study of the Thai pavilion at Mahidol
University, Salaya Campus, Nakhon Pathom Province. It aims to design a center for the
revitalization of endangered languages and cultures as a resource center, and to design
suitable exhibits for the presentation and revitalization of cultural and linguistic identities
of these ethnic groups. Literary and field data are used to describe current and actual

conditions and circumstances of the resource center.

The focus of the study is on the Chong language group and the Malay dialects in
the three southernmost provinces. Field data collection took 13 months from January 30,
2007 to Mach 30, 2008. More time was used to collect data from various related agencies.

The total data collection period was 18 months.

Research results

1. An operational model for the revitalization of endangered languages of the
center
It is found that language revitalization activities are as follows:
1.1 Endangered language revitalization activities: A case of the Chong language
1) Preserve and revitalize language and culture of the ethnic group, and
then apply the lessons and knowledge to work with other ethnic groups that could lead to

development of other aspects of their life quality.
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2) Develop and plan for the Chong language and culture, starting from
the writing system. The Chong must participate in and agree on the writing development.
They must be a part of the decision-making process. The system must be tested before it is
used to write primers and be a part of the curriculum.

3) Compose ethnic literature and produced books for Chong beginners.
There are three aspects of each book: short and simple, interesting, and familiar names and
places.

4) Develop a Chong curriculum. The target group is third graders of Wat
Khlong Phlu School, and the Total Physical Response is used as the main teaching
technique.

5) Train Chong language teachers by selecting Chong villagers who
know and understand their culture and community well.

6) Apply the knowledge from language revitalization to improve other

aspects of life quality

1.2 Operations on the revitalization of marginal languages

The operations of the center in the three southernmost provinces started from the
needs to resolve problems of using standard Thai as the official language for
communication. The first step of the operation is to study linguistic situations and attitudes
toward different languages in the region. It is found that the chronic problems and maybe
a part of the ongoing violence are problems of educational management. Academic

achievements of students in the area are lower than in other regions except for English.

This is because students’ first language is a Malay dialect and they are unable to
understand Standard Thai used as the medium of instruction. Abruptly forcing or
attempting to impose Thai on them without any transitional period of adjustment
definitely affects their academic performance due to a low level of Thai proficiency.

The next step of the center’s operation is to find out a development guideline to
integrate the Malay dialect into the educational system in the region. An important method
is to relate students’ mother tongue to Thai through a bilingual educational management

(the Malay dialect and Thai). The process is as follows:
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1) Create and develop the writing system (Thai and Yawi scripts) headed
by local academicians in cooperation with local community leaders and residents

2) Conduct a preliminary qualitative and quantitative research on
language situations, linguistic skills and attitude toward languages of the Muslim Thai in
the region.

3) Develop a local research project on language and culture to yield
relevant impacts and processes supportive of the bilingual education management. The
project will be crucial for mobilizing a research team working on developing Pattani
Malay.

4) Organize workshops to provide concerned individuals basic
knowledge on the writing system of the Malay dialect, and to plan a guideline to create
books for recording local culture.

5) Raise public awareness on and disseminate the concept of bilingual
education management at school level.

6) Select schools and teachers to partake in the project.

7) Appoint and train personnel as well as set up an organizing
committee.

8) Seek inter-agency cooperations from both state and private sectors.

9) Create curricula and lesson plans with a focus on using students’
native language (Malay dialect) as a medium of instruction. Instructional media should
emphasize topics on locality, local culture and mentality.

10) Create reading materials and instructional media based on local
contents. They include short local children stories, picture stories, folk songs for children,
or pictures of local lifestyles and culture. These media are constructed on a yearly basis
according to learners’ levels.

11) Set up a follow-up and evaluation systems.

12) Push for a review of educational and language policies at the

national level.

2. Operations for the revitalization of endangered languages and culture at the
Thai Pavilion, Mahidol University, as a resource center
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It is found that the operations of the center can be divided into five major areas
as follows:

2.1 It is found that there are three worldviews on the center as a resource
center. Firstly, the center should organize research activities supportive of the preservation
of endangered languages and cultures. Secondly, the center should play a role in
revitalizing and maintaining these languages and cultures. Finally, the center should
establish a learning process on the preservation and revitalization of these languages and
cultures.

2.2 It is further found that there are different views on the understanding

of these ethnic groups whose languages are endangered and marginalized.

View of Understanding the Chong language Understanding marginal
informants group languages
Academicians | Risk of being alive or extinct Geographical boundaries are not
of the center | It can be a crisis or an opportunity. in line with language boundaries.

Being a non-official and endangered | Identity crisis due to lack of
language confidence

Moribund or used restrictively Existing in Thailand but
spiritually bound to Malaysia
Stemming from denying diversity
Only one option available

Lack of proper management from
the state

Feeling of inequality and
instability

Complicated in terms of feelings

and relations

Native local | Chong has a unique culture and way | Pattani Malay is used in different
researchers of life. contexts for daily

Expressions indicating feelings that | communication.

their language and culture are The language is less popularly

endangered. used in urban communities that
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The language exists in the aboriginal | prefer standard Thai.

who will soon be disappearing The Malay dialect in Satun
together with this cultural heritage. Province is greatly endangered
The language exists in the middle- due to fewer numbers of fluent
aged, who attempt to preserve, speakers; from several districts to

transmit, develop, and maintain the | few villages.
language.

There is a group wanting to preserve
the language and figure out how to

maintain it for future generations.

2.3 Expectations on the operations of the center can be divided into three groups
as follows:
2.3.1 Academicians of the center expect to obtain 3 issues:

2.3.1.1 Academic support
Able to maintain languages and cultures of the fourteen or more ethnic groups in the
country

Encourage major ethnic groups to want to develop their mother
tongues to improve educational quality of their children by using a local dialect as a
medium

Create strong, confident and happy ethnic language communities
in order to develop other aspects of their quality of life

Support other ethnic groups to preserve and revitalize their
languages and cultures by themselves

Provide services on the writing systems to ethnic community
members and interested academicians

Create a new body of knowledge from cooperation between ethnic
groups and academicians in order to develop theoretical knowledge that is beneficial to
instruction at the community and tertiary education levels

Push for national language and cultural policies as well as
adaptation of concerned agencies developing ethnic languages
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2.3.1.2 Exhibits and area use
Have modern facilities, models of ethnic peoples and their voices, ethnic maps, and
endangered and marginal ethnic maps

Systematically organize working space of personnel with various
ethnic people working together

Provide equal opportunities to participate in their work. Organize
exhibits on lifestyles and utilities of ethnic groups.

Clearly divide the jobs at the center, e.g., exhibit section,

documents of various ethnic groups, and offices with officers at all times.

Contain resources and data on endangered ethnic groups for the
general public

Be a place of knowledge on ethnic groups and organize exhibits on
lifestyles of ethnic groups on a regular basis

2.3.2 Expectation of the Chong researchers

Divide the center into a classroom, a history room, a language data
room with curricula, a lifestyle data room, and a briefing room.

Designate the place as a meeting place for exchanges of ideas with
discussion and presentation

The center should be dynamic, with Chong people doing
traditional activities, e.g., weaving mats.

2.3.3 Expectation of the Malay researchers

Be a place to present folk wisdom of ethnic Malays and other
ethnic groups so that the public can learn of folk wisdom of Thai ancestors

Be a resource center for collecting and disseminating data and
research findings on marginal languages and language and cultural revitalization of other
ethnic groups.

Be a stage for sharing ideas between minority and majority ethnic
groups, and between ethnic representatives and academicians/students to recognize the
crisis of endangered languages as well as to investigate means for accepting ethnic
diversity.

Be a core agency in preserving Malay language and culture and

raising awareness on language crisis problems.
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Be a resource center for disseminating information on endangered
language and ethnic groups.
Be an agency with guidelines for revitalizing and promoting Malay

language and culture.

2.4 Contents of the ethnic groups that should be exhibited at the center
2.4.1 Contents about the Chong group
-Background history of the Chong

-Chong Culture, traditions and beliefs

-Chong way of life

- Data about the ethnic group

-The Chong writing system

-Chong literature, instructional media and curricula
-Chong language teaching techniques

-Trainning Chong teachers

2.4.2 Contents about Malay dialects
-An exhibition on the past and present of the Thai pavilion

-History of the center

-History of scholars on Thai pavilions

-Lifestyles, traditions and culture of Malay people
-Commandments of Islam on the livelihood of Malay people
-Bilingual education management (Malay- Thai)
-Revitalization of Malay dialects and culture

-Background history of Malay dialects

-Malay costumes

- Thai-based Malay writing system

-Malay traditional foods

-Malay local products
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-Malay paintings or innovations

-A map of Malay dialects in Thailand
-Specimens of Malay instructional media
-Specimens of Malay texts or documents
-Media for disseminating Malay dialects

-A Model of a Malay house with household utensils

2.5 Other activities besides revitalizing languages and cultures
2.5.1 Opinions of the native Chong researchers are as follows:

-Group activities for villagers to interact, such as Song Kran

Festival, Saba play, and group activities to produce household utensils

-Other traditional activities or ceremonies
-Tourism-oriented activities to increase community income

2.5.2 Opinions of the native Malay researchers are as follows:

-Supplementary activities, e.g., folk wisdom tourism

- Exhibition on revitalization of Malay language and culture
-Activities on local play and sports

-A mobile library

-Community radios broadcasting Malay-related issues

-Malay dialect newspapers

-Publicity of Malay arts, cultures and lifestyles

-Competition on Malay language use in schools and communities

-Discussion

The results of this investigation include operation procedures of the center as a
resource center for the revitalization of endangered and marginal languages. The center

should consist of the following components.

1. Exhibits suitable for presenting and revitalizing cultural and linguistic
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identities of endangered ethnic groups. An example exhibit is “Language and culture:
Endangered or near extinct identity, power and prestige”. An important issue is that
language is the maintenance of ethnic boundaries, a kind of power. A language study is to
revitalize the power of minority ethnic groups, enabling them to salvage their ethnic

prestige and pride, and providing them a cultural space in the Thai society.

2. Language and cultural space for academicians and local researchers to work
and provide data on endangered ethnic groups as a resource center. The space should be
divided a follows:

2.1 Space for providing tourism-related information on endangered
languages and cultures. The center collects and provides tourism information about
endangered languages and cultures to the public.

2.2 Space for sharing and exchanging opinions on endangered languages
and cultures. The exchange may be in the forms of meetings, seminars, focus groups, and
talks. It is a place for individuals with direct experience and interested groups to meet and
share their ideas on related issues. It is also a place for concerned individuals and agencies
to present and express their creativities on relevant topics.

2.3 Space for administrators and operational staffers of the center to
carry out their responsibilities and provide services.

2.4 Space for organizing cultural activities of endangered ethic groups. It
is an open cultural ground with seating for audiences to view and enjoy ritual, traditional

and musical performances of these groups.

There are other topics of discussion found in this investigation. It is necessary
for the center to systematically collect data in various dimensions and efficiently manage
them. The center should be organized in such a way that the resource center tells stories
through voices of ethnic speakers and others in order for present generations to ‘see’ the
past. This is in line with the concept of visual anthropology, where stories are presented
through pictures or moving images as an instrument to confirm actual existence of stories
of individuals or groups under investigation. Existing data and results from this study
indicate that the center is able to design various types of exhibits. A meaningful and better

presentation of stories and accounts is through pictures, photographs, and other media,
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where images or voices are from ethnic people themselves, rather than from researchers or

outsiders.

Furthermore, public relations campaigns and special events should be launched
and organized. For an exhibit, a pubic relations campaign should be divided into two
phases. The first phase is to invite the target groups and the interested public to view.
More publicity is launched during the exhibit for a livelier atmosphere, providing the

pubic information about the duration and other activities.

After each exhibit, operational evaluation should be conducted to find out
whether the event is successful or effective. Data for evaluation can be obtained from
observation, questionnaire, talks with visitors, or written comments from visitors.
Evaluation forms should be simple, easy to understand, and quick to finish. If a
questionnaire is difficult and takes too long to complete, respondents may find it difficult
and time-consuming. The result is that many items are skipped or the data may not be
factual.

Other services while visiting an exhibit at the center are recommended as
follows:

-Providing an exhibit brochure

-Using modern technology and multi-media to explain a display
-Providing information officers for any enquiry

-Village guides taking visitors around the exhibit, and explanations

should be in both Thai and English

-Providing an online search system, and
- Distributing a questionnaire to assess actual needs of visitors
-Regarding special events, they are about rituals, traditions, and beliefs

of ethnic groups that take place seasonally. The outdoor events start in May, when it is the
start of the rainy season and the ethnic groups begin farming activities and perform rituals.
These cultural events are held once every two months.
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Recommendations

1. Details should be collected on lifestyles, migration routes, settlements, and
language and cultural identities of endangered and marginal ethnic groups in Thailand, so
that the data are available for students, researchers, academicians, and interested

individuals.

2. The center should be designated as a place for ethnic groups of diverse
cultural backgrounds to share their ideas and experiences, so that outsiders can learn of
their existence and their cultures. In this case, the center provides them a public space to
express their identities with honor andprestige.
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