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Abstract 
This paper examines Lawa language shift, vitality, and endangerment on the family level in 

Northern Thailand using a six-question set adapted from the five key questions of the Expanded 

Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale (EGIDS). Data was taken from 1,061 participants from 

six Lawa villages in Chiang Mai and Mae Hong Son Provinces. Though never used as a vehicular 

language, Lawa maintains a role as a home language/community language. The results show 

different degrees of vitality across villages, from fluency to near extinction. This study anticipates 

that Western Lawa speakers will shift to Northern Thai and Central Thai gradually in every 

village, while Eastern Lawa speakers will shift more quickly. Thus, linguistic vitality will 

continue to worsen due to less intergenerational language transmission.  

 

Key words: language shift, Lawa, Northern Thailand, EGIDS 
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1  Introduction2 
This study examines Lawa (ละวา้) language shift among families living in Chiang Mai and Mae Hong Son, 

Northern Thailand, where Western [ISO 639-3 code: lcp] and Eastern [ISO 639-3 code: lwo] Lawa varieties 

are still spoken. Previous studies concluded that Lawa has been shifting for decades in varying degrees to at 

least one of the two dominant languages, Northern Thai or Central Thai, due to language contact (Kunstadter 

1965, 1966; Condominas 1990; Schlatter 2005 and Aspinwall 2005 in Nahhas 2011), the Thai education 

system (Komonsitiskun 1985; Premsrirat 2006; 2007; Rattanakul 1985), intermarriage (Nahhas 2011) or all of 

these en bloc (Panyawuthakrai 2019). Lawa vitality is weak in these areas and is regarded as an endangered 

language according to UNESCO’s (2003) Language Vitality and Endangerment (LVE) guidelines.  

Previous research found some Lawa villages have shifted entirely to NT (Schlatter 2005 ibid.) and many 

Lawa are functionally proficient in two or three languages (Aspinwall 2005 ibid.). Still, in some remote 

villages, some older people speak Lawa with more fluency and higher level of expression than any other 

language (Thongthip 2005). Lawa shift was also studied by Smalley (1994), by Premsrirat (2007) using 

Fishman’s Graded International Disruption Scale (GIDS), and by Panyawuthakrai (2019) using a questionnaire 

and an adapted version of UNESCO’s (2003) Language Vitality and Endangerment survey questions. 

 
1  This article is part of the first author’s Ph.D. dissertation (Panyawuthakrai 2019) on Language Variation and Vitality 

of Lawua in Northern Thailand at Mahidol University, Thailand. 
2   We would like to express our appreciation to Paul M. Lewis and Kirk R. Person, SIL International, for their invaluable 

advice and insightful suggestions for this article. We would also like to extend our gratitude to Richard J. Hiam for 

his patience and help. Finally, our special thanks goes to the anonymous JSEALS reviewers for their helpful feedback. 
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Nonetheless, previous research on Lawa language shift has not utilized Lewis and Simons’ (2010) more 

detailed Expanded Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scales (EGIDS)3.  Because an assessment based on 

richer analytical categories would be informative, the purpose of this study is to examine Lawa language shift, 

vitality, and endangerment on the family level in six villages in CM and MHS using EGIDS.  

2  Lawa Background 
Lawa is a minority group in northern Thailand which possesses a unique culture and language. Among various 

names for this language such as Lavua, Lavue, Lua and Lavɪəʔ, Lawa seems to be most commonly used in 

Northern and parts of Central Thailand. Figure 1 illustrates the locations of Lawa groups as identified by non-

Lawa groups in Thailand (Nahhas 2011:2) in a Google map4. 

 

Figure 1: Lawa in Thailand (based on Nahhas 2011) 

 

Premsrirat (2007) notes that Lawa  is found along the Thailand-Myanmar border, with speakers dwelling near, 

but not overlapping the borders and in the mountains within Thailand (Smalley 1994). Lawa belongs to the 

Palaungic (West Palaungic: Waic) subgroup of Austroasiatic language (Diffloth 2009, Sidwell 2014:206-207; 

2015:12; 2021:195) and can be geographically classified into Western Lawa (WL) and Eastern Lawa (EL) 

(Ethnologue 2021). WL encompasses 13 villages, three of which (LU, PP and PH in Mae Hong Son province) 

are included in this study; out of the 10 EL villages, the three varieties KL, BS, and MTS in Chiang Mai 

province) are represented. The total population of people claiming Lawa ethnicity in these locations numbers 

approximately 15,000 (Panyawuthakrai 2019). Regarding language vitality and shift, Lawa in some WL 

villages currently is the first language (L1) spoken among family members, including children. However, as 

Northern Thai (NT) and Central Thai (CT) become increasingly dominant in many domains, a diglossic 

situation in which Lawa, NT and CT are used under different conditions may emerge (Nahhas 2011). The 

degree of shift varies by EL village: inactive in Bo Luang (BL), in progress in KL, and active in BS (ibid.). 

Still, it is unclear whether high levels of CT proficiency will lead to a complete shift to CT in these areas 

(ibid.). Besides language contact brought through the Thai education system, mass media and intermarriage, 

language shift could also be related to a decrease in population as reported in BS, KL, and BL (ibid.), as well 

as easy access to a main road and social stigma (Panyawuthakrai 2019). In terms of language endangerment, 

Lawa is deemed imminently endangered based on its classification at stages 6 or 7 of Fishman’s (1991) Graded 

 
3  As will be discussed later, EGIDS provides clearer indications of societal factors than GIDS, making it a more 

appropriate tool for understanding language vitality on the family level.  
4 https://www.google.co.th/maps/place/. 
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Intergenerational Disruption Scales (GIDS) (Premsrirat 2007). Likewise, the Lawa language in LU, PP, KL 

and MTS is classified as GIDS stage 6, whereas the Lawa language in PH and BS is classified at GIDS stage 

7 (Panyawuthakrai 2019). Thus, the linguistic vitality of Lawa is likely to become critically worse in the near 

future because of both internal and external factors.  

3  Expanded Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale (EGIDS) 
The Expanded Graded International Disruption Scale (EGIDS) proposed by Lewis and Simons (2010) is a tool 

for assessing the endangerment and vitality of any language and represents an enhancement of Fishman’s 

GIDS. It consists of 13 assigned numbers or levels (0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6a, 6b, 7, 8a, 8b, 9, and 10), as well as 13 

evaluative labels and definitions.  

The lower numbers on the scale indicate greater vitality and lower endangerment. Thus, an EGIDS level 

of 0-4 (“Institutional”) means that the language has been developed to the point that it is used and sustained 

by institutions beyond the home and community. 5 (“Developing”) means that the language is in vigorous use, 

with literature in a standardized form being used by some, even though this is not yet widespread or sustainable. 

Lewis and Simons (2010) bring a fine distinction to level 6 by creating two sublevels, 6a and 6b. 6a 

(“Vigorous”) means that the language is not standardized, but it is in vigorous use among all generations at 

home, with language shift either undiscernible or inactive. 6b (“In trouble”) means that not all parents are 

transmitting the language to their children, such that the language is threatened by incipient language shift, 

particularly in the children’s generation, although revitalization efforts could possibly restore it within the 

home domain. 7 (“Shifting”) means that intergenerational transmission is even more disrupted by parents not 

transmitting the language to their children and by progressive shift in the parents’ generation, so language 

revitalization efforts could be less effective within the home and community domains. 8a (“Moribund”) means 

that the intergenerational transmission is further disrupted due to the parents and children not speaking the 

language. Although the grandparents’ and later generations are still active language speakers, language shift 

is found among the grandparents; 8b (“Nearly extinct”) means that intergenerational transmission is nearly 

impossible because language shift has occurred among the grandparents, who no longer actively speak the 

language. 9 (“Dormant”) means that intergenerational transmission no longer exists because no L1 speakers 

remain (Simons 2019); whatever bits of the language remain only serve as a reminder of ethnic heritage and 

identity. 10 (“Extinct”) means that the language has fallen completely out of use and no one retains a sense of 

ethnic identity associated with speaking the language.  

Fishman’s GIDS (1997) is used throughout the field as one of the foundational standards to describe a 

language’s vitality. Still, the UNESCO scale, based on the recommendations of the UNESCO Ad Hoc Expert 

Group on Languages (UNESCO 2003) and as presented in UNESCO’s Atlas of the World’s Languages in 

Danger (2010), is probably used more widely. Previous studies such as those of Premsrirat (2007) and 

Panyawuthakrai (2019) drew conclusions on the vitality of Lawa based on GIDS, classifying it at level 6, 

where the language is spoken by all generations and learned by children at home, or level 7, where language 

is not spoken by all generations because children are not learning the language at home, so language 

revitalization is needed at school. Nahhas’ (2011) sociolinguistic survey without reference to GIDS compares 

the vitality of WL and EL, concluding that the next generation of WL children is likely to continue speaking 

the language with slight language shift while EL children may experience more language shift. 

Therefore, this study offers a more focused picture of language shift in relation to language vitality and 

endangerment among Lawa-speaking families by using an adapted version of Lewis and Simons’ EGIDS 

(2010). It provides finer gradations of Lawa language shift as determined by a set of key questions. Table 1 

provides a summary of the definitions of the 13 EGIDS levels in relation to the Ethnologue’s vitality categories 

(Lewis 2009) and UNESCO’s (2003) endangerment labels. 
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Table 1: EGIDS in relation to Ethnologue vitality categories and the UNESCO endangerment framework. 

EGIDS 

Level 

Label Definitions Ethnologue 

Vitality 

UNESCO  

 

0 International Language is widely used between nations in trade, knowledge 

exchange, and international policy. 

Institutional Safe 

1 National Language is used in education, work, mass media, and 

government at the national level. 

2 Provincial/ 

Regional 

Language is used in education, work, mass media, and 

government within major administrative subdivisions of  

a nation. 

3 Wider 

communication/ 

Trade 

Language is used in work and mass media without official 

status to transcend language differences across a region. 

4 Educational Language is in vigorous use, with standardization and 

literature being sustained through a widespread system of 

institutionally supported education. 

5 Developing/ 

Written 

Language is in vigorous use, with literature in a standardized 

form being used by some though this is not yet widespread or 

sustainable. 

Developing 

6a Vigorous Language is used for face-to-face communication by all 

generations and the situation is sustainable. 

Vigorous 

6b Threatened Language is used for face-to-face communication within all 

generations, but it is losing users. 

In trouble Unsafe, 

vulnerable 

7 Shifting The child-bearing generation can use language among 

themselves, but it is not being transmitted to children. 

Definitely 

endangered 

8a Moribund The only remaining active users of the language are members 

of the grandparent generation and older. 

Dying 

 

 

Severely 

endangered 

8b Nearly extinct The only remaining users of the language are members of the 

grandparents’ generation or older who have little opportunity 

to use the language. 

Critically 

endangered 

9 Dormant The language serves as a reminder of heritage identity for  

an ethnic community, but no one has more than symbolic 

proficiency. 

10 Extinct The language is no longer used and no one retains a sense of 

ethnic identity associated with the language. 

Extinct Extinct 

4  Methodology 
The research methodology included the following processes: preparing for data collection, adapting EGIDS 

key questions, rephrasing the key questions, dealing with yes-no answers to the rephrased questions, data 

sampling, data collection, and data analysis, as discussed below. 

4.1 Preparing for data collection 

The process of preparing for data collection for this study began with the five key EGIDS questions (EQs) 

(Lewis and Simons 2010). The original five key EQs were adapted specifically for the Lawa context, as 

follows:  

 

 EQ1—What is the current identity function of Lawa? 

 EQ2—What is the level of official use of Lawa? 

 EQ3—Are all parents transmitting Lawa to their children? 

 EQ4—What is the literacy status of Lawa? 

 EQ5—What is the youngest generation of proficient speakers of Lawa? 
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4.2 Determining EGIDS levels  
Originally, the EGIDS answers to each of the key questions appear in terms such as “Heritage,” “Home,” and 

“Vehicular”. Tables 2 and 3, adapted from Lewis and Simons (2010), show how the EGIDS levels relate to 

the answers to each of the key questions.  

Table 2: Adapted EGIDS tools to determine high-moderate vitality and safety levels and labels  

EGIDS EGIDS Answers to Questions Relative Safety 

EQ1 EQ2 EQ3 EQ4 EQ5 Label Vitality 

0 Vehicular International - - - International High 

vitality 1 National National 

2 Regional Regional 

3 Not official Trade 

4 Home5 - Yes Institutional - Educational Moderate 

vitality 5 Incipient Written 

6a None Vigorous 

   

Not all questions need to be answered to determine the EGIDS level for a language. Still, the process must 

begin with EQ1. EGIDS levels 0 to 3 require only the first two questions to be answered, and EGIDS levels 4 

to 6a require only three questions: EQ1, EQ3, and EQ4. Two possible answers to EQ1, “Vehicular” and 

“Home”, are insufficient to determine EGIDS levels; “Vehicular” leads directly to EQ2 sequentially, but an 

answer of “Home” prompts the researcher to skip to EQ3. For EQ2 eventually, “International” determines 

EGIDS 0, “National” determines EGIDS 1, “Regional” determines EGIDS 2, and “Not official” determines 

EGIDS 3 (Trade). For EQ3, “Yes” alone cannot determine any EGIDS levels, but to continue on to EQ4 at 

least one more answer is required. For EQ4, “Institutional” can indicate EGIDS 4 (Education), while 

“Incipient” corresponds to EGIDS 5 (Written), and “None” EGIDS 6a (Vigorous). In terms of language 

endangerment, any language with EGIDS levels from 0 to 6a is regarded as safe with high or moderate vitality, 

as shown in Table 2 (adapted from Lewis and Simons 2010). 

Table 3: EGIDS tools to determine low-no vitality and non-safety levels and labels  

EGIDS EGIDS Answers to Questions Unsafe 

EQ1 EQ2 EQ3 EQ4 EQ5 Label Vitality 

6b Home - No - Children (Threatened) Low vitality 

7 Parents (Shifting) 

8a Grandparents (Moribund) 

8b Great 

grandparents 

(Nearly Extinct) 

9 Heritage6 - - - (Dormant) Very low vitality 

10 Historical (Extinct) No vitality 

 

As mentioned earlier, not all questions need to be answered to determine an EGIDS level. EGIDS levels 6b, 

7, 8a and 8b individually require answers to three questions: EQ1, EQ3, and EQ5 except for EGIDS levels 9 

and 10, which are determined by the answer to EQ1 and a follow-up explanation. “Heritage” corresponds to 

level 9 and the designation “Historical” corresponds to level 10. For EQ1, “Home” cannot in itself determine 

EGIDS levels 6b, 7, 8a, or 8b; the researcher seeks that answer from EQ3 and EQ5. For EQ3, “No” by itself 

does not comport to EGIDS levels 6b-8b. It is still necessary to skip from EQ4 to EQ5 as one last question 

needs to be answered. For EQ5, “Children” could point to 6b, while “Parents” points to 7, “Grandparents” 

indicates 8a, and “Great grandparents” 8b. In terms of language endangerment, any language with an EGIDS 

level of 6b to 10 is regarded as unsafe with low to no vitality, as shown in Table 3. 

 
5  While Lewis and Simons (2010) initially used “Home” language to refer to EGIDS 4,5, 6a, 6b, 7, and 8b, in Lewis and Simons 

(2015) it was updated to refer to EGIDS 4 to 6b. 
6  While Lewis and Simons (2010) initially used a ‘Heritage’ language to refer to EGIDS 9, in Lewis and Simons (2015) it was 

updated to refer to EGIDS 7, 8a, 8b, and 9. 
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4.3 Rephrasing Eqs as Qs 

Previous studies and the authors’ initial observations in relation to Table 3 reveal that the three questions EQ1, 

EQ3 and EQ5 were inappropriate for Lawa participants, given the length of time needed to understand and 

answer them. In addition, these questions require knowledge of the interviewees’ extended families to find the 

dynamics of language shift among all generations of a single family. There were no monolingual Lawa 

families. Therefore, three of five EQs were rephrased as six yes-no questions (hereafter referred to as Qs), as 

shown in Table 4. Also, the set of Qs was addressed to individual family members (as opposed to society as a 

whole), as shown in Table 4.  

Table 4: The rephrased questions and how to use them 

Answers to 

EGIDS EQ 

Questions 

Original EQ 

Questions 

Rephrased 

Question 

Number (Qs) 

Rephrased Questions (Qs) starting with “Is it 

true that…?” 

 
“Home” to EQ1  What is the 

current identity 

function of the 

language? 

Q1 …Lawa is regularly used by at least some in your 

family? 

 

 Yes, why and how:  No, why and how   
“No” to EQ3  Are all parents 

transmitting 

the language to 

their children? 

Q2 …Lawa is regularly taught and learned by at least 

some in your family?  

 

 Yes, why and how:  No, why and how 

“Children” to 

EQ5  

What is the 

youngest 

generation of 

proficient 

speakers? 

Q3 …the children in your family regularly speak 

Lawa fluently? 

 

 Yes, why and how:  No, why and how 
“Parents” (G2) to 

EQ5 

Q4 …the parents in your family regularly speak 

Lawa fluently? 

 

 Yes, why and how:  No, why and how 

“Grandparents” to 

EQ5 

Q5 …the grandparents in your family regularly speak 

Lawa fluently? 

 

 Yes, why and how:  No, why and how 

“Great- 

grandparents” to 

EQ5 

Q6 …the great-grandparents in your family regularly 

speak Lawa fluently? 

 

 Yes, why and how:  No, why and how 

 

Analytically, these six redesigned questions better match the Lawa’s understanding of the questions for seven 

reasons: (a) Lawa’s current function is as a “home” language, (b) Lawa itself is never used as a “vehicular” 

language to facilitate communication between speakers of other languages, (c) Lawa still remains the first 

language of at least some speakers, (d) it is still too soon to say that Lawa has become a strictly “historical” 

language, (e) yes-no questions are easier to ask and answer than multiple-choice questions, (f) non-technical 

terms like “identity, function, transmitting, proficient” are not appropriate for local Lawa participants, and (g) 

the rephrased questions (Qs) purposefully opens the door to discuss language shift within the family. 

4.4 Processing yes-no answers to the rephrased Qs 1-6 

As was the case for the original EQs, not all rephrased Qs need to be asked of all participants. Figure 2 details 

the decision tree that can be used by the researcher to determine whether the interview continues or comes to 

an end. 
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Figure 2: Diagnostic decision tree adapted from Lewis and Simons (2010) for Qs 1-6 

 
 

The most anticipated answer to Q1 (Is it true that Lawa is regularly used by at least some in your family?) was 

“Yes”, based on the notion of language use at home by at least some people. That is not to imply that it was 

the dominant language of the home, although that could sometimes be the case. However, if the answer to Q1 

was “No”, the question was rephrased for confirmation as “Does anyone in your family speak Lawa at home?” 

or “Do you ever hear Lawa spoken within your family?” If the “No” response to Q1 was thus confirmed, it 

would be marked “NA” (not applicable) meaning that Lawa was a “heritage” language no longer spoken by 

members of the family (EGIDS 9). Additional explanation was sought via the “why and how” questions 

mentioned in Table 4, after which the interview would end. These answers helped create a clearer picture of 

language shift and/or language retention in the family. 

As for Q2 (Is it true that Lawa is regularly taught and learned by at least some in your family?), the most 

anticipated answer was also “Yes,” assuming that intergenerational transmission had taken place between older 

family members, such as great grandparent to grandparent. A “Yes” answer to Q2 could also result when 

someone in the family (perhaps from the great-grandparents’ generation) tried to speak Lawa to someone else 

but received a response in a language other than Lawa. The answer “No” sometimes arose, in which case, Q2 

usually needed to be repeated more slowly or rephrased in supplementary questions, for example, “Do you 

(ever) teach Lawa to your great-grand/grand children?” or “Did you learn Lawa from your great-grand/grand 

parent(s)?” or “Does anybody speak Lawa to anybody else in your family?” If the “No” answer to Q2 was 

confirmed, it would be marked “NA” and the interview would end.  

For Qs 3 to 6 (Is it true that the children/parents/grandparents/great-grandparents in your family 

regularly speak Lawa fluently7?), the answers were expected to vary between “Yes” and “No,” since there 

were fluent speakers of Lawa of different generations in different families. An answer “Yes” immediately 

indicated the EGIDS level(s), while a “No” answer required other questions to be asked until the answer “Yes” 

arose. It was hypothesized that different degrees of Lawa vitality and endangerment would be indicated by the 

EGIDS answers to Qs 3 to 6. Additional explanation was sought via the “why and how” questions mentioned 

in Table 4, after which the interview would end.  

Using this diagnostic decision-tree not only helped to guide how many and what questions would suffice 

to determine the EGIDS levels of Lawa, but also contributed to the findings that the EGIDS level 6b was 

determined by Qs 1to 3 only, level 7 by Q4, level 8a by Q5 and level 8b by Q6. Thus, “Yes” answers to the 

first three questions proved to be the most determinative.  

4.5 Data sampling 

There are 29 Lawa Villages in CM and MHS. For this study, six were chosen as a representative sample of 

both the EL and WL varieties. The EL villages were MTS, KL and BS, while the WL group includes LU, PP 

and PH. The reason why these villages were chosen are as follows: (1) different dynamics of language shift 

could be found in the higher vitality of WL and in the lower vitality of EL (Nahhas 2011), (2) although the 

language situation in LU and PP has been studied by other linguists, work on language shift on the family level 

had not yet been done there, (3) The 2011 survey includes LU and KL, but not PP, PH, BS and MTS, (4) work 
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on language shift on the family level had not yet been done in any of the six villages, and (5) accessibility to a 

main road which could impact language shift could clearly be established for these villages. A description of 

the background of the villages under study is given in the appendix. 

To determine the sample size, Yamane’s sampling formula was employed, where “N” is the total 

population and “n” the sample size:  

n =  
N

1 + N(0.05)2
 

 
This yielded a sample size of 952 ( 5%). However, this study involved a total of 1,061 ethnic Lawa 

individuals from an estimated 66 families. As a result, the actual sample size outnumbers the calculated sample 

size by 109 individuals. All participants were recruited by snowball sampling technique based on three criteria 

as follows: (a) Lawa ethnicity, (b) mental fitness, and (c) Lawa community residency. Table 5 provides the 

number of Lawa, non-Lawa speakers, and the sample size ( 5%: error=0.05) determined in Yamane (1967) 

in each village. 

Based on the estimates of each of the village headmen as shown in Table 5, the total number of Lawa 

speakers in all six villages is 2,732 and that of non-Lawa speakers was 3,690. In our observations, one family 

can hold merely one to five households inside an either fenced or open compound, depending on their wealth, 

so the average number of households per family is three. Therefore, I estimated the total number of Lawa-

speaking families at 227 and that of non-Lawa-speaking families at 470. Thus, the total number of Lawa-

speaking families involved in this study is estimated at 66 (see Footnote 8). 

4.5.1 Notes on Table 5 

(i) The numbers in parentheses in shaded areas uniquely identify separate categories as follows:  

 (1) village name abbreviation,  

 (2) population,  

 (3) number of households,  

 (4) Lawa-speakers,  

 (5) Lawa-speaking families8,  

 (6) non-Lawa-speakers,  

 (7) non-Lawa-speaking families,  

 (8) sample size,  

 (9) sampled Lawa-speaking families,  

 (10) total samples,  

 (11) targeted Lawa-speaking families and  

 (12) margin;  

(ii) * ethnic Lawa with the ability of speaking the language at different levels;  

(iii) ** other ethnic groups without the ability of speaking Lawa language;  

(iv) *** the estimated number of Lawa speakers according to the village head (Charin Kantha 2017) who 

himself claims to be Thai Yuan (or Khon Mueang, colloquially)—non-Lawa ethnic. This figure appears to be 

very small compared with that of Nahhas’s estimate by multiplying the number of houses by 5.4 people per 

house. Furthermore, the authors did not know exactly how many of those were Lawa (Nahhas 2011:149);  

(v) **** the population of non-Lawa speakers considerably outnumbered that of Lawa speakers (p.c. with 

village head in 2017) and the total population estimate was close to the one of 1,716 on the Mae Sariang 

District Office (2018); and  

(vi) the absolute number of Lawa speakers is considered irrelevant in Table 5 because a valid interpretation of 

absolute numbers is impossible to provide (UNESCO 2003:8), although a small speaker population is always 

at serious risk of losing their own language from merging with a neighboring ethnic group (ibid.) in the long 

 
8  The term “family” here refers to all members of two living generations (the parents’ and children’s generations) who 

do not necessarily live in the same house; only one generation in one house does not count as a “family”. In brief, the 

number of Lawa-speaking households does not equal the number of Lawa-speaking families. This is how the term 

“family” is to be understood throughout this work.   
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term. The Lawa speaker population is considered small with an estimated number of 15,000 speakers, 

regardless of whether they are Lawa-ethnic or hybrids and how fluently they can speak. 

Table 5: Lawa villages with estimates of total Lawa population, Lawa/non-Lawa speakers, Lawa/non-Lawa-

speaking families, sampled populations9, etc. 

(1) (2) (3) (4)* (510) (6)** (7) (8)   

 5% 

(9) (10) (11) (12) 

LU 

 

1,170 

 

207 1,170 

(100%) 

69 0 

(0%) 

0 298 

 

18 355 

 

22 +57 

PP 

 

447 

 

94 420 

(94%) 

26 27  

(6%) 

2 205 

 

13 205 

 

13 0 

PH 

 

1,725 

 

700 50 

(3%)*** 

3 1,675 

(97%)

**** 

103 44 

 

3 57 

 

4 +13 

BS 

 

1,097 

 

432 50  

(5%) 

3 1,047 

(95%) 

65 44 

 

3 83 

 

5 +39 

KL 

 

1,662 

 

547 942 

(57%) 

58 720  

(43%) 

44 281 

 

17 281 

 

17 0 

MTS 321 108 100 

(31%) 

6 221  

(69%) 

14 80 5 80 5 0 

Total 6,422 2,088 2,732 227 3,690 470 952 59 1,061 66 +109 

4.6 Data collection 

The data was collected via interviews, questionnaires, personal communication, and observation. Translators 

and other assistants informally recruited from the community were sometimes involved in the interviews, 

depending on the participants’ Thai language abilities.11 The process followed the research ethics required by 

Mahidol University, including the following steps:  

 1. The researcher greeted the participant(s), gave a self-introduction, and explained the objective of the 

study; 

 2. The researcher asked for permission to conduct the interview; 

 3. At the pre-interview stage, the researcher asked the potential interviewee whether he or she was of 

Lawa ethnicity or not (the interview would continue even if the answer was “No”; 

 4. The researcher commenced the real interview within a few minutes (as described in section 4.3, 

above);  

 5. The researcher thanked the participant at the end of interview and sometimes gave the older people a 

small gift of a six-pack of soymilk or a small amount of money offered as a token of gratitude for their 

time.  

4.7 Data analysis 

Data collected during the interviews was analyzed based on the “Yes” and “No” answers plus supplementary 

reasons or explanations given to the Qs 1-6 according to the diagnostic decision-tree (Figure 2). Table 6 details 

the last questions answered “Yes” and the corresponding EGIDS levels. 

 

  

 
9  The number of Lawa speakers and non-Lawa speakers was estimated by the village heads at the time of the interview 

(2018). 
10  The numbers of Lawa/non-Lawa-speaking families and sampled/targeted Lawa-speaking families in the shaded 

columns were calculated by dividing the number of Lawa-speakers, non-Lawa-speakers, and sampled size by five 

point four (5.4: people per house) (Nahhas 2011:149) and then by three (3: an average family of 1 to 5 households in 

the compound). 
11  Information concerning the age, gender, education level and economic situation of the participants is not used for 

statistical analysis, but such data is included in the conclusion and discussion section of this paper. 
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Table 6: EGIDS levels and descriptions 

EGIDS level Last question answered “Yes” Description 

6a  

(vigorous) 

Q3: Is it true that the children in your 

family regularly speak Lawa fluently? 

95% or more of children speak the language fluently 

and language shift is scarcely perceptible. 

Intergenerational transmission is strong. The language 

is safe and stable so vigorous. 

6b 

(threatened) 

Q3: Is it true that the children in your 

family regularly speak Lawa fluently? 

A majority of children speak the language fluently but 

intergenerational transmission is weakening and 

language shift is discernible. The language is unsafe 

and unstable so threatened. 

7  

(shifting) 

Q4: Is it true that the parents in your family 

regularly speak Lawa fluently? 

A majority of parents speak the language fluently so 

intergenerational transmission is still possible while 

language shift is clearly in progress. The language is 

unsafe and steadily worsening. 

8a 

(moribund) 

Q5: Is it true that the grandparents in your 

family regularly speak Lawa fluently? 

A majority of grandparents speak the language 

fluently although intergenerational transmission 

becomes inactive and language shift is advanced. 

8b 

(nearly 

extinct) 

Q6: Is it true that the great-

grandparents in your family regularly 

speak Lawa fluently? 

A majority of great-grandparents speak the language 

fluently, but intergenerational transmission has ceased 

and language shift is most advanced. 

5  Results 

The quantitative data presented in Tables 7, 8 and 9 show the answers by village for Q1, Q2, and Qs 3 to 6, 

respectively. The tables present statistics on the number and corresponding percentage (in parentheses) for 

“Yes” and “No” answers. Each table is followed by a description of the qualitative results found in the research. 

Table 7 shows statistics by village on the answers to Q1 (Is it true that Lawa is regularly used by at least 

some in your family?). The answer “Yes” as given by Lawa-speaking participants (945 participants—89%), 

who initially reported that Lawa was currently used in their family by some at least people, identifies Lawa as 

a “home” language. By contrast, the answer “No” as given by those who claimed to be Lawa speakers in the 

pre-interview stage, but whose answers to survey questions revealed that they did not speak Lawa (10.9% or 

116 answers out of total) identifies Lawa as not the “home” language. However, the table does not reveal 

which non-Lawa language(s) was spoken at home, although CT or NT were the most likely. A “No” answer 

could be due to intermarriage. 7.6% of such answers related to a non-Lawa father and 3.3% to a non-Lawa 

mother. At the time this research was conducted (2019), there were no reported cases of intermarriage in MTS. 

As of June 2022, three cases of intermarriage have been reported to the authors.  

Table 7: Answers to Q1 [Is it true that Lawa is currently used by some at least in your family?] by village 

Village Answer No. (%) Answer No. (%) Intermarriage 

Non-Lawa Father Non-Lawa Mother 

LU Yes  340 (95.8) No 15 (4.2) 5 (1.4) 10 (2.8) 

PP 194 (94.6) 11 (5.4) 8 (3.9) 3 (1.5) 

PH 51 (89.5) 6 (10.5) 3 (5.3) 3 (5.3) 

KL 226 (80.4) 55 (19.6) 37 (13.2) 18 (6.4) 

MTS 80 (100) 0 0  0 

BS 54 (65.0) 29 (34.9) 28 (33.7) 1 (1.2) 

Total 

(%) 

945 (89.0) 116 (10.9) 81 (7.6) 35 (3.3) 
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Table 8 shows statistics on the answers to Q2 by village. Q2 is another yes-no question which focuses on the 

existence of intergenerational transmission. “Frequently” subjectively means that the intergenerational 

transmission of Lawa as the first language (L1) currently exists through frequent teachings of parents or the 

grandparents’ or great-grandparents’ generation and/or frequent learning by the children’s generation. That 

70.5% overall answered “Yes” to this question means that the intergenerational transmission of Lawa as the 

first language (L1) actually exists in most villages except for PH and BS. Among the six villages, Lawa is used 

most frequently (98.8%) in families living in MTS. 

Table 8: Answers to Q2 [Is it true that Lawa is regularly taught and learned by at least some in your 

family?] by village 

Village Answer No. (%)  Answer No. (%)  Total 

Frequently* Infrequently 

LU Yes 286 (80.5) 54 (15.2) No 15 (4.2) 355 

PP 171 (83.4) 23 (11.2) 11 (5.4) 205 

PH 0 51 (89.5) 6 (10.5) 57 

KL 212 (75.4) 14 (5.0) 55 (19.6) 281 

MTS 79 (98.8) 1 (1.2) 0 80 

BS 0 54 (65.0) 29 (35.0) 83 

T(%) 748 (70.5) 197 (18.5) 116 (10.9) 1,061 

Note: * First language or mother tongue, ** Second language meaning that there’s another 

language dominating Lawa in the family 

 

“Infrequently” here means that the intergenerational transmission of Lawa is limited. That 18.5% 

answered that they teach and learn Lawa infrequently in the family indicates that Lawa is being significantly 

overshadowed by other languages via the youth and/or older generations. However, that PH reported a higher 

percentage of Lawa in use than BS in Table 7, compared to the results in Table 6, indicates that the 

intergenerational transmission situation in PH is better although the frequency of usage is lower. The fact that 

10.9% of total answers were “No” means that many families are lacking a successor in their lineage and admit 

to not being able to speak Lawa to their children fluently. BS’s results are the lowest of the six villages, 

indicating that the language transmission among generations in the family has virtually ceased. 

Table 9: Answers to Qs 3 to 6 by village with corresponding EGIDS levels 

Village Percentage EGIDS 

Levels Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 

Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No 

Western Lawa 

LU 335(98.5) 5(1.5) 3(0.9) 2(0.6) 2(0.6) 0 0 0 6a 

PP 172(88.7) 22(11.3) 22(11.3) 0 0 0 0 0 6b 

PH 0 51(100) 0 51(100) 28(54.9) 23(45.0) 23(45.0) 0 8a 
T(%)  507(62.4) 78(37.6) 25(4.0) 53(3.53) 30(18.5) 23(15.0) 23(15.0) 0(0) 6b 

Eastern Lawa 

KL 175(77.4) 51(22.6) 25(11.0) 26(11.5) 26(11.5) 0 0 0 6b 

MTS 58(72.5) 22(27.5) 0 22(27.5) 22(27.5) 0 0 0 6b 

BS 0 54(100) 0 54(100) 0 54(100) 54(100) 0 8b 
T(%) 233(49.9) 127(50.0) 25(3.7) 102 

(46.3) 

48(13.0) 54(33.3) 54(33.3) 0(0) 6b 

GT(%) 740(56.2) 205(43.8) 50(3.9) 155(39.9) 78(15.8) 82(8.7) 82(8.7) 0(0) 6b 

 

The data in Table 9 relates to Qs 3 to 6 which are mainly about the youngest fluent speakers and to what extent 

language shift is occurring, EGIDS levels in relation to Qs are represented by the highest percentage of “Yes” 

answers of each village in bold. The most frequently occurring value for Q3 in LU was 98.5%, corresponding 

to EGIDS level 6a (which, for purpose of this study, was defined as a situation in which 95% of children speak 

the language fluently). In PP, KL and MTS 88.7%, 77.4% and 72.5%, respectively, answered “Yes”, 

corresponding to an EGIDS level of 6b (threatened/unsafe). In PH, roughly half answered “Yes” for Q5 and 

Q6, and in BS, 100% answered “Yes” to Q6. This suggests that in PH, grandparents are the youngest fluent 

speakers and language shift is advanced, corresponding to EGIDS level 8a (moribund/seriously endangered). 
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The situation in BS is worse since the data show that the youngest fluent speakers are great grandparents, and 

the language shift is (much) more advanced, corresponding to EGIDS level 8b (nearly extinct/critically 

endangered). NT has clearly replaced Lawa to become the dominant language in BS. However, the research 

did not find any villages where the youngest fluent speakers of Lawa are of the parents’ generation, 

corresponding to EGIDS level 7. From this, it can be concluded that, in some places, intergenerational 

transmission of Lawa ended with the grandparents’ generation, while in other places it continues to the present.  

The highest percentage of people answering “Yes” to Q3 was in LU, indicating that Lawa is strongest 

there in terms of intergenerational transmission, though language shift in the family is perceptive as represented 

by 1.5% of people who answered “No” to Q3. The Lawa language is also strong in PP, where intergenerational 

transmission continues. However, Lawa in PP is under threat, as indicated by the 11.5% of “No” answers to 

Q3. Most KL people answered “Yes” to Q3, but there were fewer positive responses for Q4, and fewer still 

for Q5. This shows that, even though intergenerational transmission remains, it is threatened by language shift 

as represented by the 22.6% who answered “No” to Q3. Similarly, intergenerational transmission in MTS 

seems strong although language shift can be recognized in the 27.5% of children reported as not speaking 

Lawa. 

Lawa language vitality is worse in PH, where just over 50% agreed that the youngest fluent speakers were 

of the grandparents’ generation, while almost 50% reported that the youngest fluent speakers were of the great 

grandparents’ generation. This shows that the Lawa language in PH is moribund/nearly extinct. The Lawa 

language is even less vital in BS, where 100% agreed that the great grandparents were the youngest fluent 

speakers. The pathway of language shift is also interesting to note; LU and PP shifted to CT, while the other 

villages shifted to NT. 

Table 10 provides a summary of the answers to Questions 1, 2, and 3 to 6. As shown in Table 11, Language 

shift in LU is scarcely discernible among Lawa-speaking families even though its EGIDS level is “safe” at 6a. 

In PP, KL, and MTS, the shift is discernible, corresponding to EGIDS level 6b. The shift in PH is beyond 

being “in progress” and is in fact “advanced”, corresponding to EGIDS level 8a while language shift in BS is 

“most advanced”, corresponding to EGIDS level 8b.  
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Table 10: A summary of the answers to Q1, Q2, and Q3-Q6 in EGIDS 

VL Q1 Q2 Q3-Q6 Description 

LU Y 

 

Y 

 

Y to Q3 
(6a) 

Lawa is spoken or at least heard in the family, with scarcely discernible 

language shift. Almost all families, including non-Lawa, are still 

transmitting Lawa to their children, usually orally but sometimes in written 

form for religious reasons. Over 95% (5%) of children from Lawa-

speaking families currently speak Lawa fluently, corresponding to EGIDS 

6a.  

PP Y 

 

Y Y to Q3 

(6b) 

Lawa is spoken or at least heard in the family, but is threatened. Most 

families, including non-Lawa, are transmitting Lawa to their children. The 

majority of children still speak Lawa, corresponding to EGIDS 6b. 

PH Y 

 

Y Y to Q5 

(8a) 

Lawa is spoken by at least the grandparents or at least heard in the family 

so the intergenerational transmission of Lawa remains less dynamic due to 

a limited number of fluent grandparents or parents willing to teach Lawa to 

their children. Nonetheless, is a positive attitude toward the Lawa 

language. Language shift to other language(s) occurs frequently within the 

family. The second language is mainly NT for informal situations and 

rather than CT for formal situations and interacting with strangers. Lawa is 

used in limited functions at home, corresponding to EGIDS 8a. 

KL Y 

 

Y Y to Q3 

(6b) 

Lawa is spoken or at least heard in the family. Intergenerational 

transmission of the language is still active among all ages, but not stable 

due to perceptible language shift in the family. Most Lawa families are 

still fluent in Lawa, albeit at a lower level than those in LU and PP. Many 

grandparents and parents are somewhat concerned about their children not 

having a complete command of Lawa since the second language of the 

community is mainly NT rather than CT which is mainly spoken in the 

school. Some also speak Sgaw Karen, which is spoken in nearby areas. 

The majority of children still are able to speak Lawa if they so desire, 

corresponding to EGIDS 6b. 

MTS Y 

 

Y Y to Q3 

(6b) 

Lawa is spoken or at least heard in the family. Intergenerational 

transmission of the language is still active among all ages, but highly 

unstable due to some recognizable language shift in the family. Most Lawa 

families are still fluent in Lawa, albeit at a lower level than those in LU, 

PP and KL. Indeed, based on interviews and observations, MTS may be 

rapidly approaching level 7 (although there is still a highly positive 

attitude toward Lawa). Many grandparents and parents are somewhat 

concerned about their children not having a perfect command of Lawa as 

they attend preschool in the village, but attend primary school outside of 

the village. The village headman expresses a very positive attitude toward 

Lawa. The second language of community members is mainly NT while 

the language of education is primarily CT. Older children often live 

outside the village for easier access to secondary education. The majority 

of children still are able to speak Lawa if they so desire, corresponding to 

EGIDS 6b. 

BS Y 

 

Y Y to Q6 

(8b) 

Lawa is spoken by at least great grandparents or at least heard in the 

family although intergenerational transmission remains much less dynamic 

among grandparents and parents—although a handful of parents report 

teaching Lawa to their children. Many Northern Thai and Karen people 

live in the village. Language shift is far more advanced than in PH and 

occurs quite frequently within the family—no parents are transmitting the 

language to their children, corresponding to EGIDS 8b.  
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Table 11: Degree of language shift and corresponding EGIDS levels by village (summarized from table 10). 

Villages Degree of Language 

Shift 

EGIDS 

LU Scarcely discernible 6a 

PP Discernible 6b 

PH Advanced 8a 

KL Discernible 6b 

BS Most advanced 8b 

MTS Discernible 6b 

 

6  Discussion and Conclusions 
This study on the dynamics of language shift among Lawa-speaking families in six villages of CM and MHS 

using an adaptation of the five key questions from EGIDS reached the following conclusions. 

 

(a)  In LU village, language shift is in progress at a scarcely discernible level. Despite the fact that 95% ( 5%) 

of LU Lawa children are reported to speak Lawa , which suggests a classification of 6a (vigorous), the 

authors’ observations point toward 6b (threatened). Indeed, some of the parents had such positive attitudes 

toward the use of Lawa in their everyday life that they may have exaggerated the Lawa abilities of their 

children. The authors observed many of these allegedly completely fluent Lawa-speaking children mixing 

Central Thai words in Lawa sentences, or even using complete Central Thai sentences when speaking to 

elderly family members. Outside the home, Lawa children are enrolled in Central Thai medium schools 

beginning at age 3 or 4, and the mass media they consume at home and at school is exclusively in the 

national language Central Thai. 

(b)  In PP, KL and MTS, language shift is increasingly evident at the family level. Most children in these three 

villages are reported to still speak Lawa fluently, corresponding to level 6b (threatened). 

  In PH and BS, Lawa is rated at 8a (moribund) and 8b (nearly extinct) respectively, as the youngest and most 

fluent speakers are from the grandparents’ or even the great-grandparents’ generations, which means even 

the parents’ generation is not fluent. 

(d) We thus see a situation in which language shift started in PH and BS two or three generations ago and has 

progressed to an advanced level of language loss, while in the other four villages, language shift started 

more recently, in the parents’ generation. Language death is most imminent in BS, where only members 

of the great grandparents’ generation still speak Lawa fluently; language loss may come a little slower in 

PH, as some grandparents and parents still speak the language. 

 

Limitations caused by age, gender, and education level might have affected the participants’ 

comprehension of the researchers’ questions; older adults (women in particular) in LU, PP and KL had very 

little or even no education, prompting the researchers to rephrase and/or simplify the questions. Many older 

males seemed to understand the questions better when posed in both Lawa and NT. Middle-aged and younger 

people, regardless of gender or education, did not have difficulty understanding the questions asked in NT or 

CT. Additionally, the wide range of occupation circumstances was also a factor that emerged among those 

who work or have regular contacts outside the community. In brief, education in monolingual CT schools and 

changes to the economic environment have resulted in the rapid acceleration of language shift and diminishing 

use of Lawa. 

Language shift is evident even in Lawa villages where virtually all community members, including 

children, are reported to speak the language fluently. Table 12 shows how degree of language shift is related 

to the youngest fluent generation of speakers. 
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Table 12: The relationship between the youngest fluent generation, number of speakers, 

and degree of language shift 

Youngest fluent 

generation 

Lawa speakers in 

the  community 

Language shift 

Great grandparent Few More advanced, most advanced 

Grandparent Some Advanced 

Parent Most Progressive 

Children  All or everyone Incipient, starting, developing 

 

As shown in Table 7, language contact through intermarriage is also a key factor that affects the use of Lawa 

as the home language. Other factors that impact language shift and vitality include easy access to the villages 

from the outside world and language attitudes. Table 13 offers a summary of results from personal observation, 

given in numerals. 

Table 13: An observation of access to the villages (0 = easy, 1 = moderately difficult and 2 = difficult) and 

native speakers’ attitudes towards Lawa (0 = negative, 1 = neutral and 2 = positive). 

Village Access Attitude Sum12 

LU 2 2 4 

PP 2 2 4 

KL 0 2 2 

MTS 0 2 2 

PH 0 1.5 1.5 

BS 1 0 1 

 

WL as represented in LU and PP (but not PH) has experienced less language shift and thus exhibits higher 

language vitality than EL as represented in KL, BS, and MTS (see Tables 9 and 11). This is likely because it 

is harder to travel to LU and PP than the other villages and because their attitude to Lawa is still highly positive 

(see Annex).  

Despite being subject to a gradual decline in vitality and subsequent endangerment, the PP community 

has earned praise from outsiders for its efforts toward linguistic and cultural revitalization. This is due in part 

to the efforts of the Resource Center for Documentation, Revitalization and Maintenance of Endangered 

Languages and Cultures at Mahidol University, the Royal Society of Thailand, the Thailand Research Fund, 

and other external actors as well as community members since 2005 (Thawornpat 2018:143-153). The reasons 

that underlie the coming of these external efforts were apparently twofold: (a) Lawa people urgently desired 

their own identity, language and wisdom to be conserved (ibid:144); and (b) in order to do so, it was necessary 

to develop their own Thai-based orthography13. PP village can thus serve as a positive example for the other 

Lawa villages, as well as small ethnic languages in similar situations elsewhere in Thailand. This combination 

of external and local actors doubtlessly contributed to this paper’s findings that PP Lawa should be classified 

at 6b of EGIDS (2022) or 6 of GIDS (1997). 

Based on this research, Lawa vitality and degree of endangerment across the various frameworks 

characterized by sociolinguistic research is displayed in Table 14. 

  

 
12  The higher the sum is calculated, the lower the shift is. For more detail, please see ANNEX. 
13  It should be noted that an earlier school director in PP was a Lawa speaker himself and encouraged the inclusion of 

the language at school. Subsequent school directors have not been supportive of school-based Lawa language 

revitalization. 



PANYAWUTHAKRAI & THAWORNPAT | The Dynamics of Language Shift … | JSEALS 15.2 (2022) 

65 

Table 14: Summary classification of Lawa vitality and degrees of endangerment by village by GIDS (1997), 

UNESCO (2003) and EGIDS (2015; 2020). 

Village GIDS (1997) 
UNESCO (2003) EGIDS 

(2015) 

EGIDS 

(2022) Endangerment Vitality 

LU 

6 

Definitely 

endangered 
High 

5 6a 

PP 
Unsafe 

Very 

high 

5 6b 

KL 6a 

MTS 
Definitely 

endangered 
High 

6a 

PH 
7 

Severely 

endangered 
Low 

5 8a 

BS 6a 8b 

 

On the macro scale, Lawa vitality is likely to worsen soon if there is no attempt at restoring and revitalizing 

the language. For example, MTS Lawa could soon drop to EGIDS 7 (Shifting), given that over one-fourth of 

respondents reported that the youngest fluent speakers were of the grandparents’ generation. Similarly, PH 

Lawa could quickly fall into EGIDS 8b (Moribund) since nearly half of the respondents mentioned that the 

youngest fluent speakers were of the great-grandparents’ generation. BS Lawa could be placed in EGIDS 9 

(Dormant) very soon, given the consensus that most fluent speakers are of the great-grandparents’ generation. 

What will happen when the last speaker of the great-grandparents’ generation has died? Further studies could 

examine whether other Lawa communities are interested in pursuing linguistic revitalization. Indeed, these 

findings could be shared within each Lawa community as a tool for them to discuss the future of their language.  
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Appendix: Background of the Reference Villages 
The reference villages are LU (La Up), PP (Pa Pae), PH (Phae), KL (Kong Loi), BS (Bo Sali), and MTS (Mai 

Thung Son). A geographic and sociolinguistic background of each given village motivates language shift in 

the vicinity of that particular village. The WL group (LU, PP, and PH) seems to be entitled to more Lawa 

varieties than the EL group (KL, BS, and MTS) as the sayings “Every village visited has its own dialect” 

(Obayashi 1964: 200) and “The various Lawa dialects are as diverse as they are numerous. It is said that no 

two villages are linguistically identical in every respect.” (The Lawa, from Minority Groups in Thailand n.d.: 

939). The following villages partly represent Western and Eastern Lawa backgrounds. Elevation levels are 

taken from google-earth.gosur.com 2020. 

 

LU. Location: 18º20’36” N, 98º03’26” E. Elevation: 1,140 m. La Up is in Huai Hom Subdistrict area, in the 

mountains of Mae La Noi District of MHS, and on uphill Country Road 1266 which is about 25 km away from 

Highway 108 in the west. Social contact: LU is in close proximity to other WL speaking villages, namely 

Dong  (ดง) 3 km and Dong Mai (ดงใหม่) 7 km to the east, Sam (สาม) 9 km to the northeast, Toon (ตูน) 9 km, Santi-

Suk (สันติสุข) 11 km, Chang Mo (ช่างหมอ้) 12 km, and Om Pai (อมพาย) 13 km to the southeast, and PP (ป่าแป๋) 7 km 

to the south. However, there are some neighboring Sgaw Karen villages within a 4-6-km radius: Huay Ha 

(ห้วยหา้) 4 km to the northeast, Huay Hom (ห้วยหอ้ม) 4 km to the north, Mae Nga (แม่ง๊ะ) 5 km to the northwest, 

Mae Sakua (แม่สะก๊ะ) 5 km to the west, Mae Kwang Nuea (แม่กวางเหนือ) 6 km to the southwest, and Hak Mai Nuea 

(ฮากไมเ้หนือ) 5 km to the southeast. History: LU and PP Lawa might have shared the place of a fortified 

earthwork form in Chom Thong District of Chiang Mai province for centuries. The place is named “Lawa 

Tomb” (/kəvah.lóh/ in Sgaw Karen) in which was once believed the Lawa Kingdom. Nowadays, it is left 

abandoned virtually becoming an unoccupied place. The present-day LU tomb or cemetery is on the low 

mountain, about a kilometer to the west of the village. Funeral service: The LU people perform their 

traditional funeral ceremony by burying the dead in a coffin underground, regardless of deceased’s religion. 

Intermarriage: Intermarriage with non-Lawa is scarce, and there are no completely non-Lawa families. LU 

Lawa people are generally loyal to their habitat, language, and culture, and so almost all still maintain 

conservative marriage relationships.  Still, there have recently been approximately 38 households with non-

Lawa spouses—30 to SK, 6 to NT, and 2 to Northeastern Thai (NET) spouses (p.c. village head 2022), which 

is around 20% of total households. Therefore it is likely that some Lawa speakers can speak Sgaw Karen in 

addition to NT/CT. Occupation: The elderly mostly stay or do household chores at home. Adults mostly work 

in hill-paddy fields or coffee plantations, or as employees outside their village. Young adults and children work 

or study outside for a period of time. Small children live and study within the community. 

 

PP. Location: 18º17’ 01” N, 98º 03’ 25” E at an elevation of 749 m. Pa Pae is located 40 km northeast of both 

Phae and Mae Sariang City in PP Subdistrict, in the mountains of Mae Sariang District of MHS, and on uphill 

Country Road 1266 from Highway 108 in the east. Social contact: PP is almost a complete Sgaw Karen 

enclave in nearly all directions within a 3-5 km radius; 3 km to the northeast is Hak Mai Nuea (ฮากไมเ้หนือ), Ko 

Mai Lu (โก๊ะไมห้ลู่ ) is 3 km and Hak Mai Tai (ฮากไมใ้ต)้ is 4 km to the east, 3 km to the south is Mae Umpok 

(แม่อุมป๊อก), 5 km to the southwest is Mae Umlong (แม่อุมลอง), 3 km to the west is Mae Potha (แม่ปอถา), and 4 km 

to the northwest is Huay Phoeng (หว้ยผ้ึง). However, there are some Lawa villages within a 7-13-kilometer 

radius: 7 km to the north is LU, to the northeast are Dong (7 km), Dong Mai (10 km), and Toon (10 km), to 

the east are Santi Suk (11 km), Om Pai (12 km), and Chang Mo (13 km). History: The village originally was 

a merger of four ancient Lawa hamlets or families—the Mango, the White, the Mountain-ridge, and the 

Waterfall. Presently, the village is reformed into two clans: the Mango including the White and the Waterfall, 

and the Mountain-ridge stands separately. Funeral service: The deceased are carried to the present-day 

graveyard which is in the southwest of PP village and uphill. The villagers serve the funeral ceremony 

traditionally by burying the dead in the coffin underground, regardless of what religious belief the deceased 

and his/her family adhered to.  Intermarriage: Traditionally, they prefer to marry among Lawa speakers of 

consanguinity to preserve their language and culture. Recently however, a reliable source says there have been 

estimated 50 Lawa from Lawa-speaking families intermarrying some non-Lawa immigrants/outsiders—SK 

(33 spouses), NT (13 spouses), and Lahu (4 spouses). This phenomenon might strengthen and accelerate the 

shift of Lawa in Lawa-speaking families. Occupation: The elderly mostly stay at home and do household 

chores and adults mostly work in hill-paddy fields or corn plantations while others work outside. Young adults 
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and children often live and work or study outside for long periods of time, especially in larger cities such as 

Chiang Mai and Bangkok, while young children live and study within the community. 

 

PH. Location: 18º09’ 51” N, 97º 56’ 15” E at an elevation of 232 m. Phae is an urban community which is 

connected with Mae Sariang City along Highway 108, halfway to MHS city in the north and to CM in the east. 

Officially, the village is affiliated to Mueang Yuam Tai  (เมืองยวมใต)้ Municipal District with a heterogeneous 

population of Lawa varieties (e.g., LU, PP, Chang Mo, Om Pai), NT speakers, Sgaw Karen (SK) and others. 

Social contact: The village has been surrounded by neighboring NT suburbs and the city for many decades. 

To the northwest is Pong (โป่ง), to the west/southwest is the city, and to the south is Chom Chaeng (จอมแจง้) 
called “Phae Chom Chaeng (แพะจอมแจง้)” by the locals to avoid getting confused with the other “Phae” of Ban 

Kat (บา้นกาศ) Local Administrative Organization six km away in the northwest. For outsiders, the city, PH and 

Pong Villages can easily look like one city because it is hard to say at what point along the continuum they are 

separated from the city, except for their signs. There also is an SK village called “Pa Mo Lo (พะมอลอ)” 2.5 km 

away to the northwest. Hence, the common languages people encounter daily are NT and SK. They use CT 

occasionally in formal situations such as at hospital, schools, and government organizations. History: The 

village was founded over 40 years ago by the NT people; later the Lawa migrated from different mountainous 

areas namely LU, PP, Sam, Chang Mo, and Om Pai—sadly, no one knows exactly when it was established. 

Funeral service: Most people conduct the funeral ceremony the way the NT people do, burning the dead in 

the coffin on fire. Only some Lawa Christians bury the dead underground. Intermarriage: The marriage across 

ethic groups has long existed for decades, especially among Lawa Buddhists, whereas Lawa Christians tend 

to preserve the marriage relationship within Lawa ethnicity of any lineage. Employment opportunities: The 

village has gradually developed and is organized into lots of government organizations and business 

enterprises, so people there have taken up various occupations as well as CT. 

 

BS. Location: 18º 06’ 08” N, 98º13’ 36” E at an elevation of 706 m. Bo Sali is located approximately 7 km 

south of Highway 108 and 50 km from and closer to Mae Sariang District of MHS to the west than to Hot 

District of CM which is around 70 km away to the east.  Social contact: The village is very close to two NT 

villages; 2 km to the northwest is Mae Waen (แม่แวน) and 2 km to the southwest is Ban Thung (บา้นทุ่ง). There 

is also close proximity to some SK villages such as Kong Koi (กองก๋อย) 3 km to the southwest, and Kong Pae 

Nuea (กองแปเหนือ) 8 km and Kong Pae Tai (กองแปใต ้) 9 km to the west. The colloquial language mainly is NT, 

however, some can also speak SK or Pwo Karen (PK). Occasionally, Bo Sali residents also use CT at local 

institutions such as hospital, Buddhist temple, and school. History: Around 80 years ago, the village was 

founded and occupied by a large number of NT and some Lawa aboriginal people from Bo Luang (บ่อหลวง) of 

Hot of which a large population still speaks EL. Originally, 50 years ago, BS was affiliated with Bo Luang 

Municipal District, but later segregated for fully autonomous administration. Language situation: As for 

Lawa-speaking fluency, a mere handful of the total population can speak the language to varying degrees, and 

only a few great grandparents speak it fluently. However, many elderly do not know any Lawa words. Of all 

subjects of communication in the community, NT mainly is the medium rather than CT. PK and SK are used 

also used by a portion of the village. Education: The village provides preschool and primary education. For 

older children, the secondary school is provided about 3 km away in southwest of and outside the village. 

Intermarriage within the village is not restricted. Culture: Almost all cultural events are held in NT tradition. 

 

KL. Location: 18º 08’ 46” N, 98º 14’ 57” E at an elevation of 848 m. Kong Loi is found on Highway 108 to 

Hot District of CM in the east—14 km from BS, placing the village about half way to either Hot in the east or 

Mae Sariang District of MHS in the far west. The name of the village is NT, either meaning “the curve of the 

rich” or “the floating gong/drum”. Social contact: The village is separated from other Lawa within a 5-6 km 

straight distance: BS 7 km to the southwest, MTS 6 km to the east, and Bo Luang (บ่อหลวง) Lawa cluster 12 km 

or more to the east. Non-Lawa villages nearby occupied by an SK majority are Dok Daeng (ดอกแดง) 7 km and 

Omlong (อมลอง ) 9 km to the northwest, Pa Pong (ป่าโป่ง ) 9 km and Huay Kung (หว้ยกุง้ ) 12 km to the west, and 

Mae Waen (แม่แวน) 6 km, Ban Thung Luang (บา้นทุง่หลวง) 7.5 km, Kong Pae Nuea (กองแปเหนือ) 9 km and Kong 

Pae Tai (กองแปใต ้) 12 km to the southwest. There seems to be no completely NT village. People generally use 

CT when dealing with government organizations, media, and some passers-by. History: The village was 

established around 80+ years ago originally by NT (interview with village head, 2022), but later more than 

half the population was Lawa, and a portion of the SK. Education: Young children attend the village’s primary 



PANYAWUTHAKRAI & THAWORNPAT | The Dynamics of Language Shift … | JSEALS 15.2 (2022) 

69 

school. Older children go to either Mae Tho Witthayakhom (แม่โถวิทยาคม) School which is around 18 km away 

and uphill in the north, or Chaloemrat Witthayakhom (เฉลิมรัชวิทยาคม) School which is the same distance in Sop 

Moei (สบเมย) District of MHS in the southwest, close to BS. However, some of them decide to go to Hot 

Pitthayakhom (ฮอดพิทยาคม) School in Hot which is so much further. Employment opportunities: Because the 

village itself is rural and not closely connected with any big cities, the people’s occupations do not vary; 

generally, most of the elderly stay at home, adults work on farms or live and work outside the village, and 

most children still live and study in the community or go to school outside.  Intermarriage: The population is 

mixed, with approximately 60% Lawa, 30% NT, and 10% SK and PK speakers. Intermarriage in Lawa-

speaking families exists to some extent as Lawa females may marry NT males. Therefore, NT dominates Lawa 

even in Lawa-speaking families. 

 

MTS. Location: 18º09’ 10” N, 98º17’ 21” E at an elevation of 1,040 m. Mai Thung Son is found on Highway 

108, 6.5 km away from KL in the southwest and half way to Hot City of CM in the east and to Mae Sariang 

City of MHS in the far west. Social contact: The village is very close to other Lawa villages: Mae Sanam 

(แม่สะนาม) 2 km and the Bo Luang cluster 6 km to the east, and KL 6 km to the west. In daily conversation, 

inhabitants use Lawa and NT more often than CT and SK, depending on with whom they are conversing: Lawa 

to Lawa communicate in Lawa or NT, Lawa to NT or passers-by in NT, Lawa to Central Thais in CT, and 

Lawa to SK in NT, CT, or even SK. Intermarriage: There have been around 20 households with Non-Lawa 

spouses, mainly NT but also to SK. History: The village was founded around 40 years ago by the merger of 

three adjacent hamlets Thung Son  (ทุ่งสน), Sanam (สะนาม), and a segregated hamlet of ancient KL. Employment 

opportunities: The village is rural and arid, not providing many employment opportunities. Inhabitants 

predominantly depend on agriculture, while others live on roadside stalls and shops, selling forest and 

homemade products such as  honey, honeycomb, bamboo shoots, charcoal, firewood and edible sprouts, and 

small family businesses. However, thanks to the village’s location it is the center for agricultural product 

exchange. Education: The village has a preschool only. For primary school and higher education, older 

children must go to other schools outside the village. 
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