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Aboriginal Languages newsletter 

Dear colleagues, 

 

I am writing to you from Lismore where I have been based for a couple of days while I film 

interviews with two Bundjalung Elders.  I am reminded of when I first started to study Aboriginal 

languages around twenty five years ago and set off to the Northern Territory to live in a remote 

community.  It was my first ever fieldwork interview and I was very nervous. I was on the verandah 

of my house with Lily who was teaching me to speak Kriol when I stood up suddenly, hitting my 

head on the power box and cutting open my head.  Alarmed by the copious bleeding, Lily had to 

calm the children, hers and mine, fix me up and then hustle me down to the local clinic where I was 

further mopped and bandaged. Not much recording got done that day and Lily and I often laughed 

about my disastrous first day as a fieldworker.  Now I am less anxious about interviewing people 

but there is still an element of excitement: keeping an interview going while manipulating complex 

recording equipment outdoors, involves maintaining a fine balance of calm and alertness.  In the 

interviews I conducted  with Uncle Charles Moran and Poppy Harry Walker I was helped by the 

relaxed ease of both these men, at home in their country, infinitely patient and happy to share their 

wisdom.   

 

The interviews will be used for a web-based resource being developed for Stage 4 students which 

will focus on what is shared by the Aboriginal languages in NSW. Students will be able to engage 

in interactive activities through which they can learn about how the languages have similar sounds 

and grammar, even though they maintain their identifying distinctness.  The resource will also focus 

on the shared history: the history that has led to the decline in the use of Aboriginal languages since 

settlement as populations were decimated and the use of ancestral languages prohibited.  In this 

way, students will be able to understand why and how, all NSW Aboriginal languages are in need 

of reclamation.   

 

At the back of this newsletter you will find information about the upcoming Institute for Indigenous 

Languages (ILI) to be held at the University of Sydney in early July. This is part of Lingfest, a 

major international linguistics event which is attracting participants from around the globe.  The ILI 

is being co-organised by the Department, along with the Office of the Board of Studies and the 

Koori Centre and I would like to encourage you to come as it is a significant opportunity to meet 

with and learn from others involved in indigenous language work from around Australia and 

overseas.  There is some funding available to assist in the costs of registration and accommodation 

for people involved in school language programs. This is limited so if you want to come, please fill 

in an application for assistance and return it to me by fax as soon as possible, but by 31 May at the 

latest.   

 

I look forward to seeing many of you in Sydney in July. 

  

Warm regards,  

Mari 

 

 
To the best of my knowledge, the websites and books listed on the following pages contain no controversial materials or 
links.  However, it is always best to check these for yourself before recommending them to students. Permission for all 
images and works included in this document has been given. 



 

 
 

 

 

 Aboriginal Languages Newsletter 3 

© State of New South Wales through the NSW Department of Education and Training, 2007.  

 

 

 Language loss, language gain 

 

All languages change over time. If you look at English written in English five hundred years ago, it 

can be difficult to follow (think Shakespeare) and the English of a thousand years ago is like a 

foreign language. Even books written a hundred years ago can be a challenge. Have you ever heard 

an old news film from the 1950s?  Even though you will have no problem understanding it, you will 

recognise it as different way of talking from that of a modern newsreader.  These changes do not 

occur because anyone is trying to make changes (usually people are trying to keep things as they 

are!) but because it is a natural process.  Just as we change with time, so do languages which is the 

main reason why we speak of languages as if they are living beings that can live or die and belong 

to families.  

 

We trace the history of English back to proto-Indo-European, spoken 7000 years ago in what is now 

the Ukraine. From this, the classical languages of Latin and Greek and Sanskrit, as well as a huge 

number of modern languages are derived, including Russian, Punjabi, French and Urdu as well as 

English. Aboriginal languages belong to another family, that share much in common, even though 

they may be very different from each other in some ways.  The similarities in languages belonging 

to one family, are because they started off as the same language but as people moved and became 

separated, and the languages naturally evolved, people could no longer understand the ósameô 

language spoken by people who had travelled to another area.  If you put two groups of people who 

spoke the same language on two different islands, out of contact with each other, it is estimated that 

at the end of 1000 years the two groups would be speaking entirely different languages.  To put this 

in perspective, Tasmania became separated from the mainland 10,000 years ago and indeed, there is 

doubt as to whether the Tasmanian language was related to other Aboriginal languages. 

 

The idea of language change may seem like some abstract concept but is very relevant to reclaiming 

languages in NSW today.  Much of the language learning is based on archival material, language 

material that was collected as long as 150 years ago.  Even in that time we would expect there to 

have been significant changes in a language, reflecting changes in the world of the speakers.  No 

one would have planned these changes, they would just have occurred naturally.  Not so very long 

ago, people regularly addressed each other as Mr or Mrs, followed by the surname, and children 

never ever called adults by their first names but now it is rare, except in school, to hear anyone 

addressed as Mr or Mrs. This is not just a change in language, it is a change in how we think about 

the world.  Imagine you were learning English from a book written 150 years ago. In those days 

even husbands and wives often addressed each other as Mr and Mrs and would certainly do so if 

referring to them publicly, even if they called them by their first names in private. 

 

Yet if we are learning an Aboriginal language in NSW we may be learning a language that was 

spoken long ago, a language that does not reflect the changes that have occurred in the meantime.  

Languages need to adapt and change and some communities have invented ways to do this, such as 

coining words for new objects. However, it is also important to maintain the integrity of languages, 

to ensure they do not lose the characteristics that make them what they are, make them unique. The 

biggest danger for all of the small languages in the world is that they will become more like 

English, or the other dominant languages of the world. Aboriginal languages are quite different 

from English, in vocabulary, sounds and grammar. It is important to resist pressure to become more 

similar to English in structure.  There have even been cases where so-called translations of English 

into an Aboriginal language are made by simply taking the words in a dictionary and stringing them 
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together in the same word-order as English. To see the problem with this, read the machine 

translation of this French sentence. 

 

French source sentence: L'atmosphère de la Terre rend un peu myopes mêmes les meilleurs de leurs 

téléscopes.  

English machine translation: The atmosphere of the Earth returns a little myopes same the best ones 

of their telescopes. 

 

The English word-for-word translation done by a machine is like a translation done by a person 

who does not really know the language (in this case English) they are translating into. As you can 

see, the English makes no sense at all! This is the kind of mixed-up nonsense that results from any 

attempt to translate into a language without knowing the grammar. One better translation of the 

French would be: 

The earth's atmosphere makes even the best of their telescopes a little "near sighted" (in the sense 

that distant objects are slightly blurred). 

 

Of course in the case of English, there are millions of native speakers who could respond to the 

machine translation saying óThat doesnôt make sense!ô In NSW Aboriginal languages we are often 

working with languages where there are no longer fluent native speakers and we may not be able to 

find out for sure if a sentence would be regarded as acceptable by a native-speaker. In such cases, 

those working on language-reclamation must do the best they can to reconstruct the grammar by 

drawing on knowledge of the language and closely related languages.  This is slow and painstaking 

work but is vital if the Aboriginal languages we are teaching are to be Aboriginal languages and not 

English-with-Aboriginal-words-inserted that would be as unintelligible to a speaker of that 

language as óThe atmosphere of the Earth returns a little myopes same the best ones of their 

telescopesô is to us. 

 

 

Research is not a dirty word:  measuring the benefits of teaching and 
learning Aboriginal languages 

 

Jennifer Munro  

NSW Office of the Board of Studies 

 

The Report of the Review of Aboriginal Education (DET & AECG, 2004, available at 

https://www.det.nsw.edu.au/reviews/aboriginaledu/index.htm) has clearly shown that educational 

outcomes for Aboriginal students in NSW continue to lag behind the state averages.  In a general 

sense it calls for innovative approaches to improve Aboriginal education, which are summarised as 

numerous recommendations.  One such suggestion is presented in recommendation no. 26 (p. 197). 

It says: 

That the teaching of Aboriginal languages in schools be intensively  

supported by existing state and regional staff in partnership with the  

NSW and regional AECGs and be given highest priority in funding  

for languages programs commencing in schools with high Aboriginal 

student enrolments. 

This recommendation has provided direction for those of us working in support agencies in the area 

of Aboriginal languages.  The rationale for the recommendation is to strengthen identities of 



 

 
 

 

 

 Aboriginal Languages Newsletter 5 

© State of New South Wales through the NSW Department of Education and Training, 2007.  

 

 

Aboriginal students (p.195).  Yet many of us working in this field understand there are potentially 

many more benefits from learning an Aboriginal language.   

 

Whenever something new is suggested or started we also need to find ways to measure whether 

these activities work or not and what their actual impact is.  The only way we can really do this is 

through research. 

 

For example, in 2007 a new series of workshops were developed for the first time to help establish 

regional networks for specific Aboriginal languages as a collaborative effort between Curriculum 

K-12 Directorate, Catholic Education Commission and NSW Office of the Board of Studies.  

Because this was a new initiative we needed to evaluate both the workshops themselves and our 

performance in order to decide whether to continue them.  The report Local Language Linkups: 

Developing regional networks for Aboriginal languages in NSW (available at http://ab-

ed.boardofstudies.nsw.edu.au/go/resources/languages) was produced for this purpose as it 

summarises the evaluations that participants in all three of the workshops completed. This report 

shows that participants were generally satisfied with the workshops and in some places significantly 

so.  So we know that as support agencies we are on the right track and can aim to meet expectations 

in future workshops.   

 

Another example of useful research is that conducted on the possible benefits of teaching and 

learning Aboriginal languages in 2007 by University of Wollongong (Faculty of Education) and 

NSW Office of the Board of Studies staff.  This type of subject is considerably more difficult to 

research because we first have to figure out what to measure and then how to do this.  This is why 

students, parents, AECGs and school staff need to work with academics who have expertise in these 

fields.  In this case Caroline Jones, working with Jennifer Munro (OBOS), Paul Chandler (UoW) 

and Kevin Lowe (OBOS), was able to design a pilot research project, drawing on other research in 

similar fields, to measure whether learning an Aboriginal language could improve literacy skills of 

Stage 1 students in NSW, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal.  Two local AECGs approved the 

involvement of two schools within their area (one that operated a whole of school Aboriginal 

language program and one that didnôt) to participate in the research.  Four principals agreed to the 

project, and parents were given a choice as to whether their child participated.  The data was 

collected in Term 4 2007 and has been analysed with sound statistical analysis, which is necessary 

for the research to be taken seriously.  The report providing the results will be available by the end 

of Term 2 2008.   So far the results look promising and definitely suggest further research is 

required on this very important question. 

 

Both types of research can inform long term strategies.  If the research shows something works 

positively then there is strength in maintaining it.  If not, it needs to be changed or replaced by new 

strategies. Research can help guide these choices, too. In this case it looks like school staff and 

community members involved in teaching Aboriginal languages consider professional development 

opportunities as important and that there may be more extensive benefits for students in learning an 

Aboriginal language than first thought. 
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Language death and why it matters  

Benjamin B Sargent  

21 February 2008 is International Mother Language Day. In the grand scheme of the universe, we 

may have another billion years or so to colonize outside our solar system before the sun dies out, 

but probably only a few generations to devise a stable context for social continuity and the survival 

of our species.  

Human population and planetary resource equations look uncertain at best: Climate change, 

pollution, and political/cultural/religious conflicts create a host of challenges for humankind in the 

next hundred years.  

Establishing an economically and environmentally sustainable mesh of interconnected regional 

societies ð avoiding catastrophic collapse ð will require solving all of these problems and more. 

No one group of people has all of the answers or enough resources to solve these challenges on 

their own. 

Recent research shows that a diverse group of actors is more effective at problem-solving than a 

smart group.  

The smartest people will get stuck at the same place and are less likely to think themselves out of a 

box. Groups selected for diversity rather than smarts will get stuck more often, but get themselves 

unstuck more quickly, ultimately solving intractable problems with greater speed and higher 

success rates. 

Languages represent vast storehouses of human knowledge. Most languages are not written down, 

but live only in the memories and cultural practices of human communities ï groups of people who 

over millennia have devised unique systems of survival in difficult circumstances. Human 

languages are catalogs of plants, animals, insects, peopleôs stories, weather patterns, diseases, social 

paradigms, songs, jokes, aphorisms, strategies for war and peace, practices of trade and negotiation. 

Human language diversity was at its peak in pre-colonial times. It is now well past its prime. 

ñLanguage deathò has accelerated to a current rate of 2 languages lost per month. As last speakers 

die, carrying their languages to their graves, repositories of information and understanding that took 

thousands of years to gatheré gone. From a probable peak of 20,000 we are already down to only 6 

or 7 thousand extant languages. Experts estimate that of these, 3,000 more will become extinct in 

the next 30 years, further gutting the storehouse of human knowledge. 

Read more at http://globalwatchtower.com/2008/02/20/intl-mother-language/ 

 

Article reprinted from the Australian Council of State School Organisations publication Languages 

Education in Australia Volume Two Number Three 13 March 2008. 
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