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Thailand

• Language not mentioned in recent constitutions  

• 24 June 1940 Field Marshal Plaek Pibunsongkram declared 
Thai the national language (State Convention #9)

• “Thai people must extol, honor and respect the Thai 
language, and must feel honored to speak it.”

• “Everyone must hold it to be true that all born as Thai 
people have the same Thai blood and speak the same Thai 
language. Place of birth or accent makes no difference.”

Unity in uniformity (by definition)

Common attitude in post-World War II nation building 
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Academic Interest

• Endangered language revitalization (1990s)

• UN-related conferences

• Power of Language Conference (2006) 
(Malones, Kosonen, + Bradley) influienced Dr. 
Udom Waromakasadit of Royal Institute

• MoE, Mahidol University, Thailand Research 
Fund, Royal Institute

Political Situation

• Violence in the Deep South (2004 onward)

• National Security Council, MoE recommend 
“bilingual education” 

• International pressure on MoE to address 
statelessness (ethnic minority/migrant 
children) and out-of-school children

• English, Chinese for economy

Pilot Projects

• Patani Malay-Thai MTB-MLE in South 
(2006)

• Mahidol University, UNICEF, Thailand 
Research Fund, MoE

• Hmong, Mon, Karen MTB-MLE in North 
(2008)

• Foundation for Applied Linguistics, 
Pestalozzi Children’s Foundation, MoE

Motivation for, input to Royal Institute National Language Policy drafting process
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A Two-way Bridge!
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Influenced by Australian National Policy on Languages (1987)

Royal Institute NLP Drafting Committee, with 6 subcommittees: 
• Thai for Thai Students and Thai Nationals
• Regional Languages (including ethnic minority languages)
• Languages of Commerce, Neighboring Languages, and Working 

Languages 
• Teaching Thai to Migrants Seeking Employment in Thailand
• Language Needs of the Visually and Hearing Impaired
• Translation, Interpretation, and Localization Standards

Multiple meetings, seminars, conferences involving academics, community 
members, international experts, Ministries of Culture/Education/Foreign 
Affairs, National Security Council

Drafting the National Language Policy (NLP) (2006-2010)



• 2010: Prime Minister Abhisit approves

• 2012: Prime Minister Yingluck approves, creates implementation planning 
committee

• 2012-19: Political uncertainty, sporadic work with UNICEF help on 
implementation plan

• 2020: Implementation planning committee forwards to the National 
Economic and Social Development Board (NESB); revisions

• 29 June 2021: Cabinet Approval of “National Language Policy Action Plan”

• BUT the approval is for current 5-year plan, expiring 2022

Approving the NLP 



• “At the heart of the National Language Policy is the idea that learning 
development can be accomplished by promoting the study and use of the 
mother tongue as a strong foundation, linked to the study and use of the 
Thai language….”

• One Goal: “promoting the use of local language(s) in education alongside 
the Thai language.” 

• One Indicator: “Increase in the percentage of educational institutions 
using [a] local language along with Thai language as a medium of 
instruction.” 

Secretariat of the Cabinet. (2021) มตคิณะรฐัมนตรเีร ือ่ง แผนปฏบิตักิารดา้นนโยบายภาษาแห่งชาติ (พ.ศ. 2564-

2565) นร 04  (29 มถินุายน 2564) Cabinet Resolution on the National Language Policy Action Plan (B.E. 

2564-2565) Nor Ror 04 (29 June 2021) 

https://resolution.soc.go.th/PDF_UPLOAD/2564/P_404048_19.pdf. Accessed September 29, 2021

Cabinet NLP Resolution Quotes 

https://resolution.soc.go.th/PDF_UPLOAD/2564/P_404048_19.pdf


• National Education Plan (2017–2036): “teaching and learning by 
integrating the curriculum in accordance with local languages, cultures, 
and local society…[so that] people in all ages in special areas to read and 
write Thai and local languages ...” (Office of the Education Council 2017)

• Policy and Focus of the Ministry of Education (2020): “[primary 
schools should help students learn] local languages (mother tongues) for 
communication” (MoE 2019).

• Chiang Mai Education Sandbox Innovation Zone (2018): Provincial  
education officials can choose appropriate approaches (MLE or TSL): 28 
schools participating this year, 24 more applied for next year. 

• …and Royal Society has approved 10 Thai-based minority language 
orthographies

Ministry of Education has also modified policies



Model of Change + Challenges 
• Change initiated by the “side” (academics, Thai NGOs, international 

development agencies, UNICEF) later supported from “below” (communities) 
and “above” (government) resulting in national policies

• Challenges: 

• Still largely driven from the sides 

• Budget availability (?) 

• Early-exit mentality (some at kindergarten 2, some at primary grade 3) 

• Teacher recruitment and training (3 universities, Equitable Education Fund)





You are not alone…



Expert input: MLE policy, statistics, pedagogy

Dr. Dina Ocampo, fmr. Deputy Min. of Education, Philippines

Manuel Cardoso, UNICEF HQ

Dr. Carol Benson, Columbia University



Contextualizing: these ideas are not new



Normalizing: diversity is real & impacts learning



General Principles





Bangkok Statement
• Focused on quality education for all children (not rights per se)
• Useful advocacy tool (Malay translation available)
• UNESCO will invite high-level delegates to the Second Asia-Pacific 

Regional Education Ministerial Conference (APREMC-II--2022) to 
endorse ?MLE advocates talk to policy makers beforehand?

Thailand
• National Language Policy Action Plan (2021-22) and recent MOE 

documents give space for NGOs and local schools to initiate MLE programs
• Strengthening teacher recruitment, training and deployment will be vital 

to long term MLE success
• Malaysian interest in Thai/Cambodian/Philippines MLE helps everyone!

Conclusions

ขอบคณุ ครบั Terima kasih 謝謝你 நன்றி


