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The Deaf of Thailand 
The Thai Sign Language Community 

Deaf people in Thailand are able to understand each other despite slightly 

different ways of signing in the various schools for the Deaf. Because most 

of the families of Deaf people do not sign, Deaf people usually move to live 

near other Deaf in communities. They are generally independent and have 

few family ties and responsibilities. Deaf people have their own culture and 

customs that differ from the hearing culture of their families although of 

course Thai hearing culture has a big influence. Big cities attract Deaf people 

because there are more job opportunities and larger Deaf communities.  

If the family cannot afford to send their children to school they will stay in 

their family's village, isolated from other Deaf people and never learn Thai 

Sign Language. This does happen occasionally but in recent years education 

is more affordable and so this happens less frequently. After graduating 

many students will not return to their family, but will instead move to 

Bangkok, Chiang Mai, or stay in the city where the Deaf school is to become 

a part of the community in and around the Deaf school. Deaf schools in 

Thailand are boarding schools and so their classmates become their family. 

Most Thai, hearing and Deaf, are Buddhist mixed with animism. A few in 

the south are Muslim. Spirit worship plays a huge role in people's lives 

causing them to live in fear. The Deaf often don't know the reason behind 

their worship because rarely is there someone who will explain it in sign 

language. They are Buddhist only because their family is, and they want to 

honor their families. The Jehovah Witnesses and a group called  Manmin 

originating from Korea have large followings. 

Primary Religion: 

 Buddhism 
 ____________________________________________________________ 

Disciples (Matt 28:19): 

 Less than 1% 
 ____________________________________________________________ 

Churches: 

 8 
 _____________________________________________________________ 

Scripture Status (Matt 28:20): 

 Portions 
 ____________________________________________________________ 

Population (date): 

 240,000 (2013) 
 ____________________________________________________________ 
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Have They Heard The Gospel? 

 

 
Call Themselves Christian  1% 

Believe In Jesus As God & Savior Less than1% 

Prophet/Good Man,            

 But Not God's Son    about 8% Muslim 

Believe Traditional Religion  85% Buddhist 

Have Not Heard Who Jesus is  Greater than 90% 

Number Of Pastors   1 Thai Deaf pastor 

Number Of Missionaries Working 4       

 Comment    1 Deaf couple in Chiangmai, 1 Deaf married to Thai in  

      Chiangmai, 1 Deaf and 1 hearing in Bangkok  

Response To The Gospel   Most Deaf who have responded to the Gospel do so through 

      friendship evangelism. While there is no antagonism among 

      the Deaf toward the Gospel there is family pressure to remain 

      Buddhist. Growth is happening slowly as Deaf find support 

      and encouragement from the hearing believers. However,  

      Deaf groups by themselves are shrinking because of inability 

      to read and understand the Scriptures by themselves,  

      especially groups with foreign Deaf involvement. Generally 

      foreign Deaf do not train up local deaf leaders and leave  

      without having properly build up a good foundation. Also  

      there is a growing interest in hearing churches to welcome  

      the Deaf as part of their group. 

Number Of Churches   8       

 Comment    There are three functioning Deaf churches in Chiang Mai,  

      three in Bangkok, one in Nonthaburi, and one in Hua Hin. 

 Is The Word Of God Translated? Currently a Deaf team in Chiang Mai is translating portions of 

      Scripture into Thai Sign Language on visual media. A Deaf 

      Baptist missionary in Bangkok has done some videoing of  

      Scripture portions also 

Hindrances To Scripture Distribution While most Deaf in the urban areas have access to DVD and 

      other visual media, those in the rural areas have to depend on 

      face-to-face presentations of the Gospel. Most Deaf cannot  

      read the Thai language with any degree of fluency; so are  

      essentially functionally illiterate. Many own some kind of  

      smart phone for video communication since getting in touch 

      with other Deaf is most important. However some are very  

      poor so do not have the money to purchase video media. 
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Forms Of Gospel Presentation          

 Available    There are a few videos done by Deaf Ministries International 

      in Chiang Mai. The Jesus Film has not been translated into  

      Thai Sign Language using subtitles as most Deaf cannot read 

      fluently or at all  What is needed is a version of the Jesus  

      Film with all actors signing. 

What Kind Of Missionaries          

 Are Needed?    At this time assistance would need to be focused on training 

      and financial assistance in translating the Bible on visual  

      media. Also, another need is Bible training and teaching for 

      church leaders in the Thai Deaf Churches. Missionaries who 

      can sign Thai Sign Language fluently, and know and accept 

      Thai Deaf culture would be beneficial to the community.  



 The Deaf of Thailand_________________________________________________ 
 

Group Description 

 
 

Population When we speak about Deaf people as opposed to deaf people, we’re making 

the distinction of, among other things, their language of preference. Simply 

stated, Deaf people identify with the Deaf culture and use that signed 

language; deaf people do not and prefer to use the spoken language. 

Estimating the population of a Deaf community is difficult. Quite honestly, no 

one knows how many Deaf there are in a given country. However, some 

generalities seem to hold true. In 1st world nations (like the US) 1-2 people in 

1000 are Deaf; in those nations that are considered “2nd world”, 3-4 people 

per 1000 are Deaf; in 3rd world nations, the numbers are much higher: 6-8 

people per 1000 are Deaf. Again, this is an estimation only. There is 

absolutely no quantifiable documentation to support these numbers. But, they 

are the best we know.  

As implied, the estimated number of deaf is always larger than the number 

of those who learn sign language and become part of the Deaf community. 

Some become deaf late in life. Some children's parents do not have the funds 

to send their child to a deaf school and some of these children never 

encounter others with whom to communicate. Almost all deaf children are 

born to hearing parents. Instead these children grow and work at home where 

they use gestures and sounds but do not have a true language. The number of 

these is unknown. 

 

Language & Linguistics                      

Attitude Towards Mother Tongue Receptive 

Primary Language    Thai Sign Language 

Monolingual    Most can lip read to a small extent    

 Comments    The Deaf do not learn a sign language until they go to school, 

      unless their parents are educated Deaf. (Uneducated Deaf  

      normally would use home signs or gestures. A sign language 

      does not occur in isolation. There must be a group of Deaf  

      before a sign language can be developed. All Deaf schools  

      try to teach the national language to the students, and most  

      also teach them sign language now.)  

Second Languages   Thai 

Linguistically Related   Thai Sign Language is somewhat related to American Sign  

      Language because the earliest teachers were trained in the  

      USA 

Neighbour Languages   Malaysian Sign Language [bim] is heavily influenced by  

      American Sign Language, hence there are some similarities. 
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Literacy                        
Adult Literacy    Less than 5%       

 Comment     Most Deaf cannot read the Thai language with any degree of 

      fluency; so are essentially functionally illiterate. 

Publications In Vernacular  It is reported that two editions of the Thai Sign Language  

      Dictionary have been produced.   

 Comment    It is reported most Deaf cannot read the Thai language with  

      any degree of fluency; so are essentially functionally illiterate.  

Economics             

Subsistence type    Agriculturalists, vendors 

Average Annual Income   US $4,100 for all of Thailand 

Income Sources    In the rural areas many parents use their deaf children as field 

      hands. In the cities there are jobs.  Unfortunately, some Deaf

      women become prostitutes. 

Occupation    Some help on the family farm. Many prefer to work in the  

      cities, e.g., Bangkok, as itinerant vendors, factory workers,  

      hotel staff, fastfood chain workers, hospital cleaners, etc. 

Modernization/Utilities   If the Deaf live in a city, they have modern conveniences like 

      the hearing – electricity, internet access, TV, running water, 

      etc. If they live in the country, there is a lack of most modern 

      items.  

 Comments    Thailand has very modern cities, but most rural places are still 

      behind the rest of the country. 

Community Development                  
Health Care    It depends on the location. In the cities the health care is good, 

      but one has to pay up-front 

Diet     Generally good      

 Comments    Rice is the staple diet. Thais love spicy foods, especially the 

      meats. 

Water     Good in the cities.  

 Comments    One of the major sources of water is the Mekong River which 

      separates Thailand and Laos. The Mekong is likely quite  

      polluted, as Laos is a third world country, and not as advanced 

      as Thailand 

Shelter     City houses are built of cement, but village houses seem to be 

      mostly wooden or bamboo with corrugated iron roofs. We were 

      not invited into the houses in the villages, so did not observe 

      the interiors 

Clothing     Many people, both men and women dressed in Western  

      clothes. Many of the women wore blouses with sarongs 
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Transportation    In the cities there were plenty of cars, buses and a Sky train in 

      Bangkok, but in the rural areas people used buses or motor  

      cycles. There are also tuk-tuks which can hold 2 people or one 

      person and his luggage. A tuk-tuk is a motor cycle with a roof 

      for the passenger. 

Infant Mortality Rate   11 per 1000 births 

Life Expectancy    Male 69 and Female 75 

Leading Cause of Death   Communicable diseases, including AIDS  

Society               
Neighbor Relations   Thailand is a country that attracts refugees from surrounding 

      countries. It has good relations with countries around it that are 

      not open to Christianity. 

Identification with National Culture The Deaf have their own culture separate from the national  

      culture or the hearing culture of their ethnic group 

Self Image     Unknown 

Celebrations    “Everyone” follows the special holidays with zest, e.g. Thai 

      New Year, etc. 

Media     Thailand National Association of the Deaf acts as an agent to 

      link people to TV stations to interpret on TV. 

Education/Youth                

Greatest Needs    Secondary schooling for the Deaf 

 Comment     Thailand has 2 pre-schools for the Deaf, 20 primary and   

      secondary residential schools for Deaf, 4 mixed schools (for 

      the hard-of-hearing, total deaf and hearing) and 2 vocational 

      schools for the Deaf. There are also some schools in Bangkok 

      that mainstream Deaf students in regular classrooms. All  

      schools permit signing and now use the Total Communication 

      Philosophy.  

Religion                
Religions     Percentage of Active      

 1. Buddhism    85%        

 2. Islam    8%        

 3. Christianity    1% 
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Status of Christianity 

 

 
Churches     8 

 Comment Churches   3 in Chiang Mai, 3 in Bangkok, 1 in Hua Hin, 1 in   

      Nonthaburi 

     Comment Christian Literacy Center While most Deaf in the urban areas have access to DVDs and 

       other visual media, those in the rural areas would have to  

       depend on face-to-face presentations of the Gospel. Most  

       Deaf cannot read the Thai language with any degree of  

       fluency; so are essentially functionally illiterate.  

Church Growth                 

Reached Status    Less than 1% 

Reached Classification   World A 

Total Believers    Probably less than 100. 

Total Baptized    A few in each of the congregations (adults only baptized) 

History of Christianity                      

Year Began    1990s 

By Whom     Various: Baptists, not sure of the others 

Attitude To Christianity   Somewhat receptive     

 Comment    Most Deaf who have responded to the Gospel do so through 

      friendship evangelism. While there is no antagonism among the 

      Deaf toward the Gospel there is family pressure to remain  

      Buddhist. Growth is happening more as Deaf find support and 

      encouragement from other Deaf believers. However, Deaf  

      groups by themselves are shrinking because of inability to read 

      and understand the Scriptures by themselves, especially groups 

      with foreign Deaf involvement. Generally foreign Deaf do not 

      train up local deaf leaders and leave without having properly 

      build up good foundation Also there is a growing interest in 

      hearing churches to welcome the Deaf as part of their group. 

Scripture                           

Translation Status    Definite 

Available Scripture   Portions       

 Comment     Currently a Deaf team in Chiang Mai is translating portions of 

      Scripture into Thai Sign  

Available Form    DVD 

Hindrances to Scripture Distribution Lack of materials 

Reason for Urgent Need Explained Several organizations are working on translation, but they are 

      not coordinated. 
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Missions/Churches                     

Organization #1    Deaf Ministries International 

Main Ministry    Production of videos 

Adherents     A few 

Number of Congregations   1 

Started     Approximately 1990 

Total expatriate missionaries  0 

Total national missionaries  Several 

 

Organization #2    Southern Baptists 

Ministry     Evangelism, church planting, some Bible storying  

Adherents     5-10 

Number of Congregations   1 

Use of Local Language   Yes 

Started     About 2004 

Total expatriate missionaries  1 

 

Organization #3    Assemblies of God  

 Number Of Congregations  1  

 Comment Number of Congregations It is reported that there are two workers but not stated  

      whether these workers are expatriates, local, or national.  

      Also, its ministry is reported to be church planting. 

Responsiveness                         

Attitude to Christianity   Unknown 

Attitude to Religious Change  Unknown 

Resistance/Receptivity   Unknown 

Religious Analogies/Bridges  Unknown 

Spiritual Climate and Openness  Unknown      

 Comments    Thais, including the Deaf are reluctant to change. 

Items for Prayers    1. That the Holy Spirit would work in the hearts of the Deaf, 

      and give them a desire to learn the truth. 

      2. Pray for the video Translation project in this country to  

      successfully get completed. 

      3. Pray for discipleship training for Deaf leaders and for their 

      hearts to be turned to evangelism. 


