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DEFINITIONS
INDIGENOUS AUSTRALIANS
We interchangeably use the terms ‘First Nations’, 'Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’ and 'Indigenous'
throughout this document when referring collectively to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES
Commonly, the term 'Indigenous languages' does not differentiate between the Traditional Languages and the
New Languages of Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. This report distinguishes between
Traditional Languages which are those related to specific tracts of land and water that have been in place prior to
invasion, settlement and colonisation, and New Languages which are those caused by language contact
processes initiated by those events (see Appendix 2 for listing of New Languages).

ABBREVIATIONS
AANDC

Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada

ABS

Australian Bureau of Statistics

AIMHI

Australian Integrated Mental Health Initiative

AMHW

Aboriginal Mental Health Workers

ANTEP

Anangu Teacher Education Programme

APS

Canada: Aboriginal Peoples Survey

ARDS

Aboriginal Resource and Development Services

CWB

Canada: Community Well-Being Index

DoCA

Department of Communication and the Arts

GPI

Australia Institute’s Genuine Progress Indicator

HDI

United Nations’ Human Development Index

HPI

New Economics Foundation’s Happy Planet Index

IYIL

International Year of Indigenous Languages

L1

Language learned and used as a first or primary language

L2

Language learned and used as a second or subsequent language

LBOTE

Language Background Other Than English

LSIC

Longitudinal Study of Indigenous Children

MMMICE

Multi-dimensional Model of Māori Identity and Cultural Engagement

NAAJA

North Australian Aboriginal Justice Agency

NAPLAN

National Assessment Program - Literacy and Numeracy

NATSISS

National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey

NILS

National Indigenous Languages Survey

Well-being & Indigenous language ecologies (WILE): A strengths-based approach | 5

NL1

New language learned as a first language

NL2

New Language learned as a second/subsequent language

OECD

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

OID

Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage framework

QOL

Quality of Life

SAE

Standard Australian English

SAS

Statistical Analysis System

SPSS

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences

TL1

Traditional Language learned as a first language

TL2

Traditional Language learned as a second/subsequent language

TSI

Torres Strait Islands

WILE

Well-being and Indigenous Language Ecologies framework

CODES FOR LANGUAGE ECOLOGIES (the configurations of languages in an area)
TL1

Language ecology in which children mostly acquire the Traditional Language as a first language

TL2

Language ecology in which if children acquire the Traditional Language it is mostly as a second
language

NL1

Language ecology in which children mostly acquire a new language as their first language

NL2

Language ecology in which if children acquire a new language it is mostly as a second language

HET

Heterogeneous language ecology in which many languages are acquired as L1s & L2s by children
(as in cities)

NIA

No information available as to type of language ecology

ENG1 Speakers of English as a first language
ENG2 Speakers of English as a second/subsequent language
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Well-being and Indigenous Language Ecologies (WILE) framework shows how well-being of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples relates to speaking Indigenous languages, Traditional and New. By
recognising and responding to the diversity of language experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people across the continent, WILE provides a differentiated model of well-being and Indigenous languages.
This marks a significant advance for work in this area, and a tool for differentiating policies and programs.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages are held as a strength by their speakers, regardless of the
extent to which they are spoken, and contribute positively to their well-being. Much evidence supports their
points of view, even though well-being is multifaceted, and has been defined and modelled in different ways,
and the present state of Indigenous languages data sets is not without issues.

There is general consensus from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples from a wide variety of
backgrounds that Traditional Indigenous Languages provide enduring links to country and culture, a sense of
identity and community and a (potential) means of healing and redress.

A range of economic benefits and opportunities is associated with speaking Indigenous languages,
particularly but not exclusively in the domains of art and culture, landcare, tourism, education and training,
broadcasting and interpreting and translating.

An additional dimension to the relationship between Indigenous languages and well-being is experienced by
those Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples who speak an Indigenous language as their first (i.e. the
language they have learned as a baby) and strongest language, whether this is a Traditional or New
Language. Their well-being is enhanced when they are enabled to utilise this language especially to access
services or information which might otherwise be detrimental if English-only.

The ways in which Indigenous languages relate to well-being are mediated by factors like the local
configuration of languages (the language ecology) and an individual’s language repertoire (the languages
they speak and the extent/level they speak them).

Contemporary Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have different language repertoires depending
on the part of the country they are from, their families’ histories and their individual life experiences.

Neither the diversity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s language repertoires nor the language
ecologies they live in has been consistently acknowledged in well-being research, or in policy, service
delivery and evaluation more generally. This is also true in a lot of the international literature. This has
ramifications for generalising research findings.

Current demographic data sets with information about speakers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
languages should be treated with caution as many factors impinge on their accuracy (see 3.6 - 3.7 for
details). Particularly prone to inaccuracy are the counting of New Indigenous Languages, language-dialect
relationships, language proficiency (speaking fully, somewhat or just a little) and multilingualism (speaking
more than one language to some degree). Due caution is advised as use of such language data can lead to
unreliable research outcomes.
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Present day Indigenous language situations across Australia are diverse (no one size fits all), rich (many
different languages are involved) and dynamic (the language landscapes are changing). However, 5
essential points provide a useful window onto this linguistic variability:

1. 11 “strong” Traditional Languages of around 250 original languages
Of the (at least) 250 original Traditional Languages spoken prior to invasion and colonisation
(commencing with the 1788 Port Jackson settlement in present day Sydney), only around 11 Traditional
Languages remain “strong”, where intergenerational transmission of the language is maintained. These
languages are learned as a first language by babies and spoken by community members of all ages to
each other as their main mode of everyday communication.
2. Learning contexts for all other Traditional Languages vary widely
Intergenerational transmission of all other Traditional Languages has been disrupted, leading to a variety
of second language learning contexts, which may be called revitalisation, revival, re-awakening etc.
Examples include:
• considerable access to an older generation of living speakers,
• some ongoing use of words and phrases passed down,
• researching, relearning and reviving from historical sources.
3. Widespread shift to Englishes & “New Indigenous Languages” spoken from birth
Wherever Traditional Language transmission is disrupted, language use shifts, so in these contexts
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s first language (learned from birth) is now either (a variety
of) English or else a New Indigenous Language, like a creole or a mixed language.
4. “New languages” have resulted from language contact, with features of source languages
In some parts of Australia (see map, Figure 2; List, Appendix 2) New Languages have been
documented. They have been generated by language contact and show aspects of this history in their
structure and vocabulary. They are considered “Indigenous” languages because they are spoken almost
exclusively by Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples, and “new” because they developed postinvasion, and are still developing. Only some have longterm recognition, and a standardised name.
5. Speakers of Traditional & New Languages typically learn English as an additional language
In Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island communities where Indigenous languages (i.e. not English) are
spoken as the main language of everyday communication between community members, Standard
Australian English is generally a foreign language, confined to services (health, police), mainstream
media and institutions such as schools, and is therefore acquired only to the extent that English learning
opportunities allow, for example whether it is taught (actually taught, as a target language, not just used
by teachers, not just treated as “literacy”) in schools and adult education contexts.
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1

INTRODUCTION

UNESCO has declared 2019 as the International Year of
Indigenous Languages (IYIL2019) in recognition of the
significance of these languages for speakers as well as for the
world’s heritage.
In response to the International Year of Indigenous Languages,
the Australian Government’s Department of Communications
and the Arts (DoCA), which has ongoing responsibility for the
national Indigenous Languages and Arts program ILA), is
undertaking the National Indigenous Languages Report (NILR).
To inform this report, DoCA has commissioned a number of
research projects, including this Literature Review from
Australian National University (ANU) researchers.
The brief for this Literature Review is to investigate the links
between Indigenous languages and well-being. The authors,
Denise Angelo, Carmel O’Shannessy, Jane Simpson and Inge
Kral, worked with Hilary Smith and Emma Browne to source
materials relevant to this theme.

IYIL2019
UNESCO’s International Year of
Indigenous Languages
Languages play a crucial role in the
daily lives of people, not only as a tool
for communication, education, social
integration and development, but also
as a repository for each person’s
unique identity, cultural history,
traditions and memory. But despite
their immense value, languages around
the world continue to disappear at an
alarming rate. With this in mind, the
United Nations declared 2019 The
Year of Indigenous Languages (IYIL) in
order to raise awareness of them, not
only to benefit the people who speak
these languages, but also for others to
appreciate the important contribution
they make to our world’s rich cultural
diversity. https://en.iyil2019.org/

The title of the Literature Review, Well-being and Indigenous Language Ecologies (WILE): a strengths-based
approach, is derived from the framework by the same name which the authors developed to pursue this
research. Denise Angelo developed a model for recognising the present-day diversity of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people’s languages and their contexts of use, as well for acknowledging the fact that,
across the continent, Indigenous languages are seen as a strength by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples (Figure 3). We then employed this notion of a ‘language ecology’, that is the languages that are
spoken in a particular place and the way they are configured there, to our review of the literature. This has
enabled us to differentiate how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s languages relate to their wellbeing depending on the language ecology. We have conceptualised this approach both diagrammatically
(Figure 1) and as a map (Figure 2) and these visual representations are, we believe, offering new insights
into the Indigenous languages context in Australia today.
In addition to the main body of the Literature Review is a valuable contribution which has been prepared by
Hilary Smith in collaboration with Stephen Haslett, Director of the Statistical Consulting Unit, Australian
National University. They interrogate quantitative studies that have drawn links between well-being and
Indigenous languages in Australia and around the world (Appendix 1). Appendix 2, New Languages List, has
been prepared by Denise Angelo to summarise current research understandings.
To exemplify language ecologies, a series of Snapshot scenarios (Table 1) and a series of In-depth case
studies (Table 2) have been prepared for this Literature Review and are presented in Chapter 6. Snapshots
illustrate how languages are used in daily life in different kinds of language ecologies (Table 1). Case studies
examine a number of distinctive language ecologies (Table 2). The authorship is attributed separately as
each piece has been prepared by individual researchers, sometimes in collaboration with colleagues.
language ecology
The earliest notion of ‘language ecology’ is associated with language planning (Haugen, 1972) and the
roles different linguistic codes (will) play in a society. Over the ensuing decades it has been deployed with
varied emphases, additional to the basic sense we are using here, namely which languages are
represented to what extent in a particular place (see for example Hornberger & Hult, 2008; Kaplan &
Baldauf, 2008; Mufwene & Vigouroux, 2012; Mühlhäusler, 2000; Willans & Jukes, 2017). The grounded
concept of ‘language ecology’ serves as a practical and meaningful heuristic for discussing […] First
Nations languages because it focuses attention on the presence of multiple languages and proficiencies,
and the variability of these elements and/or their configurations from place to place. In some respects, a
‘language ecology’ can be compared to an ‘environmental ecology’, but it is languages, and not elements
of the natural environment, that are configured differently in each location (Angelo & Poetsch, 2019: 11)
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Table 1. Snapshot scenarios
Language focus & Place

Traditional Language

New Language

Englishes

Reawakening a Traditional
Language: coastal northern
New South Wales (Angelo)

Reviving, teaching,
learning

n/a

Speaking as a first
language

Reawakening a Traditional
Language, recognising a New
Language: far northeastern
Queensland Aboriginal
community (Angelo)

Reviving, teaching,
learning

Speaking as a first
language

Learning as a foreign
language

Revitalising Traditional
Languages, speaking a New
Language: Aboriginal
community in south-eastern
Arnhem Land (Angelo)

Reviving several
languages

Speaking as a first
language

Learning as a foreign
language

Speaking a Traditional
Language everyday: Western
Desert community (Kral)

Speaking as a first and
main language

Some familiarity
through family
connections

Learning as a foreign
language

Multilingual in multiple
Traditional Languages,
speaking a New Language:
large regional Pilbara town
(Lee)

Several Traditional:
mostly acquired as
additional languages,
but a first language for
some people

Speaking as a first
language by some

Speaking as a first
language (by many),
learning as a foreign
language by some

The elderly and shifting
language use across the
generations: regional town in
central Australia (Simpson)

Elder: Speaking
Traditional Language
as a first language;
Family as an additional
language

Family as a first
language; Elder
as an additional
language, now
forgotten

Family as an additional
language; Elder as an
additional language, now
forgotten

Table 2. In-depth case studies
Title

Traditional Language

New Language

Englishes

On Gumbaynggirr
Country (Angelo,
Poetsch & Jarrett)

Gumbaynggirr is being revived

n/a

Varieties of English are
spoken as a first language

Ngukurr, Northern
Territory (Angelo,
Dickson, van den
Bos & the Ngukurr
Language Centre)

Alawa, Mangarrayi, Marra,
Ngalakgan, Ngandi, Wubuy,
Rembarrnga, Ritharrngu/ Wägilak,
Warndarrang are mostly learned
as additional languages

Kriol is mostly
spoken as a first
language

Standard Australian English
is learned as a foreign
language

Warlpiri education
(O’Shannessy &
Browne)

Warlpiri is spoken as a first
language

n/a

Standard Australian English
is learned as a foreign
language

Light Warlpiri
(O’Shannessy)

Warlpiri is spoken as a first
language by older people and
learned as an additional language
by younger people

Light Warlpiri is
spoken as a first
language by
people under 40

Standard Australian English
is learned as a foreign
language
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This Literature Review has the following structure:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Introduction
Background to the Well-being and Indigenous Language Ecologies (WILE) framework
Dimension 1 of the WILE framework: Language ecologies: survey, definitions and data
Dimension 2 of the WILE framework: Contexts of use
Dimension 3 of the WILE framework: Indigenous languages and well-being
Case studies of community language ecologies and well-being
Appendices, including the Statistical summary of previous quantitative research into Indigenous
Language and Well-being, and a current Listing of New Indigenous Languages
8. References
Alongside this Literature Review, Angelo, Kral, O’Shannessy and Simpson assisted staff of the Centre for
Aboriginal Economic Policy Research (CAEPR) in designing and writing a study of relevant indicators from
the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Sciences Survey (Dinku et al., 2019).

1.1

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

More than 200 years of colonisation have resulted in the dispossession of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples, including for most, the loss of their Traditional Languages as first languages. As a result,
today’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups have different needs and aspirations with respect to their
heritage languages.
Across the country, according to the Australian Bureau of
Statistics 2016 Census figures, of the 649,171 people who
identified as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander, fewer than 40,000
people reported themselves as speaking a Traditional Indigenous
Language at home. Almost 15,000 people reported that they
speak a New Indigenous Language at home1.
At the same time, in parts of Australia that were settled earlier,
movements have arisen for reawakening Traditional Indigenous
Languages that for many decades have not been spoken as first
languages. These movements draw attention to rights associated
with language that are gaining recognition internationally
(UNESCO 2001; UN General Assembly 1966a, 1966b, 2007).

Traditional Languages
These are the original languages
spoken in Australia by Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people
prior to invasion and colonisation.
New Languages
These are the languages that have
been generated by language
contact, such as the various
creoles and mixed languages which
are spoken almost exclusively by
Indigenous people in some parts of
northern Australia.

Federal and state/territory governments are gradually recognising language rights: the right to use one’s
language in public, the right to receive information in a language one can understand, the right to receive an
education in a language one can understand, and the right to reawaken one’s heritage language.
Recognition and support of these rights positively affects the well-being of the owners of these languages,
and in differing ways, depending on whether people speak a Traditional Indigenous Language, a new
Indigenous language or whether they are reawakening a heritage language.

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007). Article 13.1.
Indigenous peoples have the right to revitalize, use, develop and transmit to future generations their
histories, languages, oral traditions, philosophies, writing systems and literatures, and to designate and
retain their own names for communities, places and persons.

1

A total of 64,762 people responded that they speak an Indigenous Australian language, a proportion have been
classified as Australian Indigenous languages, nfd (not further defined), so we cannot determine if these are traditional or
new languages (SOURCE: Australia (0) Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People’s Profiles. (Catalogue number
2002.0, Table 101a).
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2

THE WELL-BEING AND INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE ECOLOGIES (WILE)
FRAMEWORK

This Literature Review introduces a framework, the Well-being and Indigenous Language Ecologies (WILE)
framework, for addressing the complex relation between people, the languages they use and own, and their
well-being.
The framework is based on the premises that:
•
•

Indigenous languages are a strength for communities and individuals, and for all Australians.
by making languages and their speakers visible we see their strengths.

These premises lead to the question:
•

How do we use these to strengthen the well-being, innovation and economic indicators of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples?

The WILE framework connects two dimensions of language ecologies and language contexts of use with a
dimension of well-being indicators. The intersecting dimensions are represented here as a cube in Figure 1.
The dimensions shown on each face continue through the cube to interact with the other dimensions.

Figure 1:
Dimensions of the WILE framework

KEY
L1 – first language, spoken from birth
L2 – second or other language, added to first
traditional – original, pre-invasion language
new – post-colonial, contact language
English – standard or local variety
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2.1

2.1.1

A STRENGTHS-BASED FRAMEWORK

KEY THEMES AND INTERPRETATION

Key to all interpretations of data on Australian Indigenous languages is the fact that across Australia,
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples speak different languages for different purposes and to
different extents depending on where they are and where have grown up. To understand the relationship
between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander well-being and languages, we need to understand how these
many languages fit together.

2.1.2 DIFFERENT KINDS OF LANGUAGES
Across the country Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples speak different Traditional Languages to
different extents:
TRADITIONAL LANGUAGES
in some places Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples may speak a Traditional Language as their first
language and they may be using it as their main everyday form of communication with each other. (We
abbreviate this as TL1, a Traditional Language learned as a first language, in the WILE framework diagram
in Figure 1 above). In other places, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples may be learning or reviving
a Traditional Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander Language which is added to the first language they already
know. (We abbreviate this as TL2, a Traditional Language learned as a second/subsequent language). In
some places, people may be speaking more than one Traditional Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander
Language.
NEW LANGUAGES
In some Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander communities, as well as their Traditional Language heritage,
there might be a New Indigenous Language which has arisen from contact between one or more Traditional
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander Languages, and English and/or other languages (see Appendix 2 for list).
Due to this language contact, New Languages have influences from a number of different language sources.
These contact languages are called ‘New Languages’ following consultation with the Indigenous Languages
and Arts (ILA) Field Officers in 2018. (We abbreviate them as NL1, where they are acquired as a first
language and NL2 where they are learned as an additional second/subsequent language).
Some of these New Indigenous Languages are widespread like Kriol and Yumplatok/Torres Strait Creole,
others are more local like Yarrie Lingo, Light Warlpiri or Lockhart River Creole. While awareness and
acceptance of Kriol and Yumplatok/Torres Strait Creole as full and proper languages has been growing for
over four decades, recognition of other New Languages is often very recent and in many cases still
developing.
ENGLISHES
As well, many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people use English every day, at work or school.
Sometimes they speak English as their first and main language (which we abbreviate as ENG1), sometimes
they have learned it as a second/subsequent language (which we abbreviate as ENG2). Standard Australian
English is the variety of English that is generally utilised in Australian institutions, delivering government
services, the media and private enterprises. There are local forms of English that are spoken by Aboriginal
people that have been called ‘Aboriginal English’ and by Torres Strait Islanders that have been called ‘Torres
Strait English’.
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2.1.3 SOME IMPORTANT CLARIFICATIONS OF TERMINOLOGY
In this Literature Review, ‘first language’ or ‘L1’ refers to a language which is learned as a first language from
birth. This contrasts with ‘second/subsequent language’ or ‘L2’ which means a language which is learned as
an additional language to the first. These are the commonly accepted terms in language acquisition
research. We emphasise this here because there can be confusion if the meaning of ‘first language’ (L1) is
not kept separate from that of ‘First Languages’ (capitalised).
The term ‘First Languages’ refers to First Nations Languages, as
exemplified in the organisation ‘First Languages Australia’. First
Languages (capitals) means Traditional Indigenous Languages.
‘Indigenous languages’ is an umbrella term. It refers generically to
Aboriginal languages and Torres Strait Islander languages,
‘Traditional Languages’ and ‘New Languages’.
In this report, the term “Indigenous” is used with the intention of
respectfully including both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples, the First Nations peoples of Australia, in references to
their languages, cultures and lands.

First Languages Australia
Our goal
‘The living voices of our past giving
strength to our future.’
First Languages Australia is working
toward a future where Aboriginal
language communities and Torres
Strait Islander language communities
have full command of their languages
and can use them as much as they
wish to.
https://www.firstlanguages.org.au/abo
ut/about

In Australian contexts, in this Literature Review, the term ‘Aboriginal’ refers to the First Nations peoples of
mainland Australia, Tasmania and other islands apart from the Torres Strait. The term ‘Torres Strait Islander’
refers to the peoples of the islands and seas of the Torres Strait which lie between the tip of Cape York and
Papua New Guinea.
When research from overseas is referred to in this Literature Review, the terminology from each source is
used, and in such contexts “Aboriginal” or “Indigenous” would clearly refer to different groups.

Contemporary Indigenous language landscapes
In Australia, language ecologies have become complex, as speakers of
Australian Indigenous languages (whether traditional or new contact
languages) may be multilingual with different levels of proficiency in
different languages. Using the Indigenous language spoken by one's
ancestors asserts association with a speech community (past or present).
People may be using the language for everyday talk, or they may be
using it along with other languages, including standard English, the
language of wider communication, or they may be re-learning the
language. The speakers may live in the heartlands of their traditional
country or they may be living in diaspora communities around Australia.
Simpson et al (2018:115)
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1.2

DIVERSE LANGUAGE ECOLOGIES

Recognising the diversity of language ecologies is essential for considering how the well-being of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples across Australia is influenced by the constellation of languages in their
lives. Figure 2 presents a map that depicts a visualisation of Indigenous language ecologies. It shows
-

current estimations of areas where Indigenous children are learning a Traditional Language as either
their first language (L1) or their second language (L2);
an overlay depicting areas where Indigenous children have been documented to be learning a New
Language as their first language (L1);
wherever Indigenous children are learning languages other than English as their first language (L1),
it can be extrapolated that they will be learning English as a second/additional language (L2).

The language ecologies of cities and towns are heterogenous and cannot be portrayed on this map shows
only very broad patterns of language ecologies. Second language (L2) Traditional Language contexts are
highly diverse, ranging from situations where
-

children are no longer learning it as their first and primary language, but hear and understand it
because there is an older generation who are speakers; and/or
children learn words and phrases that adults use or which they have been taught, but nobody
speaks it fully; and/or
children might be taught some Traditional Language once adults have researched and relearned it
from historical sources.

Figure 2: Map: where children acquire ‘Traditional’ and ‘New’ Languages as L1 or L2 (Compiler Brenda Thornley)
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3

LANGUAGE ECOLOGIES: WILE DIMENSION 1

In this section, the language ecologies dimension from the Well-being and Indigenous
Languages (WILE) framework is outlined. Three prevalent types of language ecology are
explained in detail.

3.1

TRADITIONAL ABORIGINAL & TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER LANGUAGES

As we have outlined above, the original, Traditional Indigenous Languages of Australia’s First Nations
peoples belong to the particular lands, islands and waters of their Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
owners.

TL1
In some places these Traditional Languages are strong, spoken by all age groups and learned by babies,
and used for everyday interactions by their speakers. Where a strong Traditional Language figures in a
language ecology this is represented in abbreviations in this report as TL1 (i.e. Traditional Language spoken
as a first language).

TL2
In other places the use of a Traditional Language in its speech community has been shifting, and so it might
be spoken only by older people. Here, younger adults might understand but not speak much or often
themselves, while children might know common words. Some Traditional Languages might no longer have
full speakers, but adult learners might be working at learning and reviving their language through recordings,
historical records and Elders’ remembered words. Wherever a Traditional Language is being learned by its
(potential) speech community as an additional language to what is spoken in everyday interactions, this facet
of the language ecology is represented in abbreviations in this report as TL2 (i.e. Traditional Language
spoken as an additional, second or subsequent language).

UNPACKING TL1 LANGUAGE ECOLOGIES
Speakers of a Traditional Language as an L1 have learned their language, a language other than English
from birth, so in practical terms we know they will usually be learning English later, as a second or
subsequent language primarily probably starting in school. As English is the dominant language of the
Australian nation state and its institutions, media and services, including schools, it is common for most
people who speak a Traditional Language as their first language to have a degree of experience with
English. For these reasons, we would expect, then, that a corollary of a place with a TL1 language ecology is
that English is a second or subsequent language, ENG2. This characterisation of a local language ecology is
a generalisation: It describes the local language situation in broadbrush terms via the kinds of languages
which most people in this language ecology predictably have in common. Individuals living in this kind of
language ecology may learn other Traditional Languages or a New Language as second or subsequent
languages also. However, the language ecology model captures the overall pattern of the speech
community, rather than each and every individual language repertoire. A TL1 language ecology tells us that
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people here are typically first language speakers of their Traditional
Language who have learned English subsequently and in addition to this (ENG2). As second language
learning has variable outcomes with regard to the level of proficiency learners develop in the target
language, we would understand that in a TL1 language ecology, that there would naturally be a range of
second language English proficiencies represented here. The context of how these different languages fit
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together is a ‘language ecology’, and in this report we often refer to this language ecology a ‘TL1’ ecology
although it clearly implies the multilingual situation of English as a second language, and allows that other
languages may be spoken by individuals.

UNPACKING TL2 LANGUAGE ECOLOGIES
People who learn Traditional Languages as additional languages to their first and main language (TL2) do so
in a wide range of circumstances as outlined above. One thing that they have in common, is that they all
speak a language other than their Traditional Language as their first language, which may be either an
English (ENG1) or a New Language (NL1).

3.2

NEW ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER LANGUAGES

In some places, in addition to the Traditional Indigenous Language of the land, New Indigenous Languages
are spoken. New languages include the creoles and mixed languages spoken nowadays by some Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander speech communities, mostly in northern Australia These New Languages are
sometimes described as new Indigenous ‘ways of talking’, particularly when levels of recognition are at early
stages. New Languages are considered as Indigenous languages in this Literature Review because they are
spoken almost exclusively by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.

LANGUAGE CONTACT AND NEW LANGUAGES
New Languages have a different history from Traditional Languages: New Languages have been generated
through language contact. Although language contact with English and/or English-based varieties is one of
the factors in their development, New Languages are, however, not English. Due to their language contact
history, New Languages show historical influence from various languages, including English-based varieties
and Traditional Languages, but they differ from these historical sources at all linguistic levels, and are not
mutually comprehensible with them (see Appendix 2 for a New Languages list).

TWO MAIN KINDS OF NEW LANGUAGE
There are two main kinds of New Language documented in Australia, English-lexified Creoles and Mixed or
Blended Languages. All these different languages are called New Languages in this report.
ENGLISH-LEXIFIED CREOLES
Most of these New Languages have much vocabulary that is derived historically from English, and these
kinds of New Languages are called ‘English-lexified’. Despite this common word inheritance, English-lexified
creoles are considered to be different languages from English. This is because even a word derived from
English may be pronounced very differently, may have different meanings, have different endings, be
arranged differently in sentences, be spelt differently and be used differently socially and culturally. All these
differences mean that a speaker of Standard Australian English cannot automatically understand an Englishlexified creole fully, and vice versa, despite their historical connections.
MIXED AND BLENDED LANGUAGES
Some contemporary New Indigenous Languages are systematic mixes or blends of a Traditional Language
with elements from a creole or English, like Modern Tiwi, Light Warlpiri, Gurindji Kriol, Wumpurrani English
and Alyawarr English. These new languages differ from the English-lexified creoles because there is clearly
a single dominant Traditional Language involved in their make-up. They are also more localised than the
English-lexified creoles, as they have drawn on speakers of one Traditional Language heritage.
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RECOGNITION
Some New Languages have long term recognition and a commonly recognised name, such as Kriol (mostly
spoken in the Northern Territory and Western Australia) or Yumplatok (mostly spoken in the Torres Strait and
Northern Queensland). Other New Languages are recognised as the local way of speaking but do not yet
have common or standardised names. Sometimes the name being settled on by the community has not yet
entered official lists such as the Australian Standard Classification of Languages (ASCL) used in the Census
(ABS, 2016).
NL1
Places where New Languages are learned as a first language and constitute the main everyday language
that local Indigenous people use for talking with each other are described as having a ‘NL1 ecology’. In a
NL1 ecology, because people learn a New Language as their first language, both their Traditional
Languages and English are languages that are learned in addition, as second or subsequent languages, so
TL2 and ENG2. An NL1 ecology, thus implies that for most people, a New Language is spoken as a first and
main language and Traditional Languages and English are added later to form part of their multilingual
repertoire.

3.3

ENGLISHES

English is the dominant language in Australia, and English proficiency (one’s own, or through an
intermediary) is essential for access to government and private services which are English-only and to take
part in any wider communication activities in an English speaking sphere.
The kind of English that is used in Australian government institutions, mainstream media, service delivery,
including schools, is Standard Australian English (SAE). This can be formal or informal and is considered the
general Australian way of speaking English (i.e. different to an American or New Zealand way). There are
some regional differences in Australia, urban versus rural, differences between states (what do you call a
battered potato snack?) and differences between other social groupings, such as different ethnic groups. All
these varieties differ to some extent, so that Australians do not sound like New Zealanders or Scots,
Melbourne people do not speak like people from Brisbane or Sydney or Adelaide, and Perth Aboriginal
people do not speak exactly like Broome Aboriginal people etc. Speakers of these different Englishes might
identify with different (and a number of) social, cultural or regional groupings.
Most Indigenous Australians speak English every day, often as their first and main language. Indigenous
Australian ways of speaking English have been identified. They are recognisable by particular words or
accents, and are sometimes called ‘Aboriginal English(es)’ although single label ‘Aboriginal English’ might be
misleading, because different Aboriginal groups recognise that others speak in different ways with different
accents and different expressions. A ‘Torres Strait English’ has been described too. Although different to
some degree, these Englishes are not so different as to be considered different languages.
Where English is learned as a first language by Indigenous people, this appears as the abbreviation ENG1
in this report. Places where English is typically learned as a first language by Indigenous people and where
English constitutes the main everyday language that local Indigenous people use for talking with each other
are described as having an ‘ENG1 ecology’. In an ENG1 ecology, because people speak English as their
main everyday language to each other, they are learning their Traditional Languages in addition, as second
or subsequent languages, so TL2. As discussed above, there is a very wide range of situations where
Traditional Languages are learned as additional, second or subsequent languages (TL2), depending on the
extent to which people have access to learning their Traditional Languages.
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3.4

MULTILINGUALISM

The concept of ‘language ecologies’ as it is applied in this Literature Review revolves around how these
different types of language generally fit together in a particular place, as Indigenous people’s first and main
languages or as additional languages. In other words, a language ecology can usually be characterised by
whether a Traditional Language is learned locally as a first language (TL1), versus where a New Language
is learned as a first language (NL1) versus where English is learned as a first language (ENG1). This notion
of a ‘language ecology’ acknowledges the role for additive multilingualism in Indigenous people’s lives.

3.5

WHY LANGUAGE ECOLOGIES MATTER

A major issue in interpreting and utilising survey data about Indigenous languages is that many studies do
not explicitly discriminate between different kinds of language ecologies, and either a) refer to both
Traditional and New Languages as ‘Indigenous languages’, or b) only include Traditional Languages in the
term ‘Indigenous languages’, without clarification for example of whether they are spoken as first or second
languages. Researchers may be unaware that some Australian data sources do not disaggregate New
Languages, such as Kriol or Yumplatok, from Traditional Languages, like Warlpiri or Kaurna but include both
language types in a single category, such as ‘Indigenous Languages’. This then may not be explicitly stated
in their research findings as it is an artefact of how the source manages these categories. This matters
because people in different language ecologies have different language requirements, such as

3.6

•

People in TL1 and NL1 language ecologies may need interpreters to access English-only services,
and in schools they need mother tongue medium instruction and explicit English teaching, which
people in ENG1 ecologies do not need.

•

Some speakers’ first languages are recognised in data more readily in data sets than others. New
Languages are less likely to be recorded in surveys than Traditional Languages, so NL1 language
ecologies are generally less ‘visible’.

•

what people report as ‘speaking an Indigenous language’ may be thought of differently in different
ecologies. E.g. speaking the local Traditional Language fully proficiently for everyday communication
is entirely natural in TL1 ecologies, but researching and learning local Traditional Language words in
a revival setting may take years of hard work and be an incredible achievement.

•

effective language support programs will differ in the different language ecologies. Programs
supporting children to maintain and enrich a language they already speak every day differ hugely
from those supporting children or adults to learn a language from the beginning as a second or
subsequent language, perhaps thanks to longterm research and relearning.

EXISTING DATA, LARGE DATA SETS AND LANGUAGE ECOLOGIES

This report will first outline the problems inherent in existing language data from large datasets, then explain
the language ecologies framework we use. Following this it will review existing literature on language and
well-being and point to the relevant language ecology where known or estimated.
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L1 & L2 INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES, TRADITIONAL & NEW: LANGUAGES & LIVELIHOODS

• Land & sea management
• Art & culture
• Language services

• Cultural production
• Languages in Education
• Tourism

• Hybrid economy
• Media

L1 & L2 INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES, TRADITIONAL & NEW: LANGUAGES FOR BEING

• identity
• culture
• community

• family
• cultural continuity
• public visibility

• health
• drug & alcohol support
• reconciliation

L1 INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES, TRADITIONAL & NEW:

LANGUAGES FOR ENGAGEMENT & ACCESS

• family and community connections
• intergenerational knowledge transfer
• access to everyday in-community services in L1:
early childhood, education, health, work, social &
financial services, governance, justice...
• support for high stakes interactions in hospital, court...
L1 TRADITIONAL LANGUAGE
L2 ENGLISH

L1 NEW LANGUAGE
L2 TRADITIONAL LANGUAGE
L2 ENGLISH

L1 ENGLISH

L2 TRADITIONAL LANGUAGE

Language Ecologies – community language resources
Language Repertoires – individual’s uptake of these and other resources

Figure 3 shows how different
contexts of use are relevant to
different language ecologies
and/or are relevant in different
ways. Traditional or New
Languages spoken as a first
and main language have a set
of contexts described as
‘Languages for Engagement
and Access’. All Indigenous
languages, Traditional and New,
spoken as first or additional
second languages have a set of
contexts called ‘Languages for
Being’, because of their
connection to culture and
country. All Indigenous
languages are a strength and a
resource on which Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander
people can draw and have a set
of contexts called ‘Languages
and Livelihoods’.

Figure 3: Language Ecologies and Contexts of Use (Angelo)

3.7

ISSUES AND LIMITATIONS IN USING LANGUAGE DATA FROM LARGE
LANGUAGE SURVEYS

Several points made in the literature critique the way language data is gathered by large-scale surveys and
these are presented here in numbered points.
1) COVERAGE
Only the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Census attempts complete national coverage, and even so it
has inaccurate counts (under and over) due to mobility, particularly in remote and rural areas (Brooks & Kral,
2007) and undercounting of children (Simpson, 2008). Other surveys rely on representative samples, but the
actuality of language ecology types has not been a factor for determining where samples are taken.

2) THE QUESTIONS
a)

The Census and surveys rely on self-reporting, and in the case of language and proficiency this
has proved misleading, both because the questions themselves may be misleading, and
because some respondents with low levels of English have shown general difficulties in
understanding questions (see Morphy, 2007; Kral & Morphy, 2006; Kukutai & Taylor, 2012).

b)

In some surveys, including the 2016 Census, the question about ‘language spoken’ only allows
for one language to be listed and this does not allow for multilingualism to be reflected
accurately (Marmion et al., 2014: 18).

c)

For the 2016 Census data, there are differences in understanding what speaking ‘at home’ may
mean i.e. for accurate representation of ‘language of heritage’ versus ‘language of everyday
communication’ versus ‘language being re-learned’ (Kral & Morphy, 2006; Dixon & Angelo,
2014; Simpson, 2013).

d)

What is included as an ‘Indigenous Language’ in documentation is not made clear. It may refer
to Traditional Languages and New Languages, or just to Traditional Languages. New
Languages tend to be included only sporadically (Sellwood & Angelo, 2014).
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e)

Differences in language proficiency are difficult to identify and may not be reported. Speakers
may have differing levels of proficiency in a Traditional Language (Hobson et al., 2010; Simpson,
2013). Higher or lower levels of proficiency might be claimed depending on social and cultural
factors that have little to do with communicative competence (Walsh, 2009). People might report
that they speak high status languages, e.g. their Traditional Language, or high levels of
proficiency in English, and may be less likely to report speaking lower status items, e.g. New
Languages or lower levels of English proficiency. Additionally, people might have different levels
of active or passive competence, such as understanding of endangered languages (McConvell
et al., 2002: 50-51).

f)

A study may ask about language and well-being, and only identify explicit mentions of the term
‘well-being’ in the results. But the term ‘well-being’ might not be well known to the respondents.
In one study responses included statements mentioning, e.g. “pride, self-esteem, and
empowerment of community members” were not coded as explicit mentions of well-being, even
though they are well-being indicators (Vogel & Pérez Báez, 2017).

3) ACCURACY OF COUNTING
Inaccurate counts (under and over) due to mobility, particularly in remote and rural areas (Brooks & Kral,
2007) and undercounting of children (Simpson, 2008); and erroneous auto-exclusion of Indigenous people’s
language responses in some data displays (Angelo & McIntosh, 2014).

4) INTERVIEWER SKILLS AND KNOWLEDGE
Lack of understanding about language ecologies and languages (sociolinguistic knowledge of interviewers)
(Kral & Morphy, 2006; Kukutai & Walter, 2015); shared understandings on the parts of the givers and
receivers of information (Angelo & McIntosh, 2014); perceived purposes of collecting language data (Dixon &
Angelo, 2014).

5) NAMES FOR LANGUAGES
a) Speakers of Indigenous languages do not all use language naming in the same way. Some people
may use the language name in an emblematic manner (Simpson, 2013), i.e. use the mechanism of
stating that they speak a Traditional Language in order to show identification with that language, land
and language group. Regional surveys of language use, such as Hoogenraad (1992), provide
metrics against which to correlate ABS Census data (McConvell & Thieberger, 2001: 5 and
McConvell & Thieberger, 2006).
b) Differences of names of languages are used in different surveys. E.g. Yolŋu Matha is a language
name for many closely related ways of speaking in Arnhem Land, including e.g. Djambarrpuyngu
and Dhuwaya. Sometimes each is listed as a separate language, or either the more local or more
inclusive name might be used, but these differences are not made clear. Assumed definitions
between a dialect and a language are also inconsistent (Simpson, 2013; Angelo & McIntosh, 2014;
Angelo & Carter, 2015). Sometimes new ways of speaking are reported with compound language
names, e.g. Jingilu-Mudburra (Simpson, 2013).
c) New Languages may not have a widely recognised name in the community - so speakers might use
various descriptive phrases not standardised names. The responses of people claiming to speak
New Languages might not match language coding systems. For example, there is no code on the
Australian Bureau of Statistics list of language codes for New Languages spoken by Aboriginal
people on Cape York, although this is the dominant language background there (Angelo & McIntosh,
2014; Angelo & Carter, 2015).
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6) CODER SKILLS AND KNOWLEDGE
a) Miscoding of Census data. Angelo & McIntosh (2014) give the example of Mauritian Creole in QLD.
Confusion of Aboriginal English and Kriol is discussed in Kral & Morphy (2006) and Simpson (2008)
notes confusion between Dha’yi speakers (Arnhem Land) and Dari speakers (Afghanistan/Pakistan
and Thailand).
b) Difficulties with understanding/displaying community responses: e.g. ‘creole’ not displayed as an
Indigenous language in some displays; some responses are assigned as ‘other’ (and not
Indigenous) (Angelo & McIntosh, 2014).

7) LACK OF COMPARABILITY ACROSS QUANTITATIVE DATA SETS
a) Questions asked in the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (NATSISS) “do
not correlate well with those that were asked about language use in the 2001 Census, making it
difficult to compare the two data sets in any meaningful way” (Kral & Morphy, 2006: 281)
b) Census language data is not triangulated with other language data, nor with known language
trajectories (e.g. the speakership of an entire community doesn’t change within 5 years, but the data
analyses and displays may erroneously appear to indicate this; or the Census data is at odds with
another data source, such as the MySchool website, for that community (Angelo & McIntosh, 2014)

8) DISAGGREGATION
Data from communities speaking Indigenous languages as first languages versus those speaking
Standard Australian English (SAE) as first languages are not disaggregated in some reports (Mellor &
Corrigan, 2004; Angelo, 2013a). This might be because not all New Indigenous Languages have
standardised names used in language lists for administration and formal education purposes.
Administrative systems do not have the background knowledge and do not keep up with information
about newly documented languages (Angelo & McIntosh, 2014; Carter et al., 2020). It may also be due
to a lack of government policy that requires accountability for speakers of Indigenous languages learning
English as an L2 (Angelo, 2013a; Dixon & Angelo, 2014), or a failure to distinguish “language” from
“literacy” (e.g. McIntosh et al., 2012).

9) ABSENCE OF IMPORTANT DATA
a) Neglect of adult literacy data (Kral & Schwab, 2003; Christie et al.,1993), which has only recently
begun to be addressed (Shalley & Stewart, 2017).
b) English proficiency data is often lacking and/or unreliable, so this cannot be used to untangle
language ecologies: Hudson & Angelo (2014) describe the history of English proficiency assessment
of Indigenous students, and the conceptual developments still in progress to accommodate their
language ecologies and English language learning contexts.

10) DATA ON LANGUAGE IN SCHOOL DOMAINS
a) Issues with interpretation of language data categories in school domain – e.g. “Generally, for the
language background indicator, if either the student or parent1/guardian1/carer1 or
parent2/guardian2/carer2 speaks a language other than English at home, the derived language
background indicator code will be ‘LBOTE’” (ACARA, 2017: 30). Thus it is not correlated to speaking
a language (Creagh, 2013; Angelo, 2013a) but to the presence of a language other than English
spoken to an unknown extent somewhere in the family. This category masks the difference between
children who don’t speak English at home, and those who do speak English at home (Creagh, 2013;
Angelo, 2013a; Dixon & Angelo, 2014).
Well-being & Indigenous language ecologies (WILE): A strengths-based approach | 22

b) National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN language data problems
(Wigglesworth et al., 2011; Angelo, 2013b; Angelo & Dixon, 2014); a child’s home language is
invisible in NAPLAN data (Angelo, 2013b), literacy and numeracy skills are seen to be independent
of language, but they rely on language heavily (Angelo & Dixon, 2014).
c) In the literature there is inconsistency in terminology around language use and language programs
and goals. E.g. the term ‘language,’ particularly in phrases such as ‘in “language”’ or ‘to speak
“language”’ is often used by Indigenous people to refer to Traditional Languages in contrast to
English or New Languages (McKay, 1996). Or ‘bilingual education’ might refer to Traditional
Language medium instruction with transition to English, or to English medium instruction with
classes about learning the Traditional Language through two languages, or learning to read and
write in two languages. Bilingual education can be seen as saving/maintaining Traditional
Languages, rather than as a pedagogical approach utilising the mother tongue of children for
classroom learning, which would use the children’s first language, whether it is a New Language or a
Traditional Language, depending on the language ecology that surrounds the children.

3.8

RATIONALE FOR A LANGUAGE ECOLOGY APPROACH

The difficulties in obtaining accurate language data outlined above have spurred researchers to call for an
ecological lens to be applied to studies of language use (Angelo, 2011; Dixon & Angelo, 2017). This means
disaggregating data for the three types of language that might occur in local Indigenous language ecologies:
Traditional Indigenous Languages, New Indigenous Languages and Englishes. Depending on the local
language ecology, each kind of language will have a different profile as either a first language or an
additional/second language. This impacts both on community aspirations for the various languages in their
lives and on how the different kinds of language might be taken into account in various policy areas and in
practice. Importantly, how Indigenous languages, Traditional and New, are used in the community is
necessary in order to investigate how they might impact on well-being.
Language ecologies involve different kinds of languages used in different niches, thus providing a community
“langscape”. From the perspective of individuals, their language ecology gives them exposure to some
language resources automatically (e.g. their first language), whereas learning additional languages may
require more purposeful interventions (e.g. teaching English explicitly to TL1 speakers). Individuals’
language repertoires generally reflect their local language ecology, although their personal or family
circumstances may vary from these, for example by adding experiences of extended family’s language.
A further impetus for a language ecology approach is that it provides a way forward for including New
Languages. NL1 speakers tend to be omitted from policies and reporting on ‘Indigenous languages’ as these
are positioned as exclusively Traditional Languages, or New Languages are only sporadically included (e.g.
Sellwood & Angelo, 2013; Angelo & Carter, 2015). A number of reports, most recently Our Land, Our
Languages (Commonwealth of Australia, 2012), have flagged that new contact languages (creoles and
mixed languages, NL1) are Indigenous languages. They have an almost exclusively Indigenous speakership
and creoles have the largest number of speakers of any Indigenous languages. A language ecology
approach includes both Traditional Languages and New Languages, showing how they fit in the different
ecologies.
Three main types of language ecology, introduced above, are identified:
TRADITIONAL LANGUAGE as L1 (TL1): Individuals learn and use a Traditional
Language as their L1, and learn or use English as an L2, (and may be learning a New
Language (e.g. a regional creole) as an L2).
NEW LANGUAGE as L1 (NL1): Individuals learn and use a New Indigenous Language as
their L1, and may be learning or using a Traditional Language as an L2 (may still be
spoken in a community to varying degrees); they are also learning English as an L2.
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ENGLISH as L1 (ENG1): Individuals learn and use English as their L1, and they may be
learning or using a Traditional Language as an L2 (TL2). Less commonly they may be
learning a regional contact language as an L2.

In the following discussion of studies of the relationship of Indigenous languages activities and well-being,
information about the language ecology will be indicated where possible. However, many studies do not take
into account language ecologies, a problematic omission given their importance for the contextual dynamics
of how languages are likely to impact on Indigenous people’s well-being. In addition, in Appendix 1:
Statistical summary of previous quantitative research into Indigenous Language and Well-being, the
language ecology of each study is rigorously categorised. In some studies, such information has been
intentionally provided, in others although not explicitly provided it can be “assumed”, while some studies are
labeled No Information Available (NIA).

3.9

INDIVIDUAL LANGUAGE REPERTOIRES

Not everyone within a particular language ecology will have exactly the same language repertoire.
Individuals’ language repertoires generally reflect the most common patterns of language use in their local
language ecology. Speakers individually take up the available language resources, i.e. elements from the
various ways of talking in the community, automatically or more intentionally. Whereas babies and young
children tend to learn their languages automatically through exposure, older children and adults may
exercise some choices about languages in their lives. Factors influencing their take-up of language
resources include, e.g. who a person wants to talk to, what about, and in what context. For example, a
person may speak in a Traditional Language to their grandfather at home, in a New Language to their cousin
when out hunting, and in a variety of English to a non-Indigenous teacher in the classroom. They might
decide to spend more time with their grandfather or family in another community with the intention of
augmenting their resources in this language.
For this Literature Review, the important insight is that language ecologies are a broadbrush generalisation,
that assist with differentiating some significant patterns of Indigenous language use across the Australian
continent.
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4

CONTEXTS OF USE: WILE DIMENSION 2

This section deals with the “Contexts of use” dimension from the Well-being and
Indigenous Languages (WILE) framework.
Each of the Contexts of use (previously outlined in Figure 3) are discussed here.
LANGUAGES & LIVELIHOODS
LANGUAGES FOR BEING
LANGUAGES FOR
ENGAGEMENT & ACCESS

4.1

LANGUAGES FOR BEING

This applies to both Traditional Languages learned as first or second languages and New Languages.
Identifying with a Traditional Language links people with a group, with a shared history and, as discussed in
Dimension 3, with an area of country. Having this identification, shared history and group/land link
acknowledged by others strengthens both the individual’s sense of identity and that of the group. Identifying
with a New Language has similar properties, except that the communicative reach may be larger for the
English-lexified creoles (pan-Aboriginal and pan-Torres Strait Islands) see map Figure 2. Again, having the
New Language acknowledged strengthens both the individual’s sense of identity and that of the group (Berry
& Hudson, 1997). Thus Languages for being relates to developing healthy lives, healthy home environments,
safe and supportive communities, and to ensuring that children’s early development is supported, along with
their subsequent education.
Another part of Languages for being is language revival work. Major initiatives in this area have been
undertaken since the late 1980s with the initial Indigenous Languages program funding, and subsequently
funding from the Department of Communication and the Arts (DoCA), and are discussed in Hobson et al.,
2010. Internationally there has been considerable action in this area, e.g. for Cree in Canada (McIvor, 2012).
In CASE STUDY 1 we present one Australian case study on a language revitalisation ecology
(Gumbaynggirr).
The New Languages do occupy different cultural niches from Traditional Languages. One important step is
community acceptance of a name for the New Language they speak. Without this, their language is invisible
in national surveys. There are some attempts to create greater recognition of New Languages, such as the
“3-way strong” approach of (in relevant language ecologies) strengthening children’s access to the local
Traditional Language, to the New Language, and to English as the language of wider communication (Carter
et al., 2020). Another initiative aimed at recognising New Languages are the Community Vernacular
Language Posters which engage community members in creating a poster of local ways of speaking
(Angelo, Fraser & Yeatman 2019):
These studies provided models to students of how they could represent their own language
varieties, particularly as they had not hitherto experienced their language(s) in writing nor had
their contact languages been considered ‘real’. In this sense, writing them had not been
condoned. Students could engage with gusto with the ‘non-standard’ spellings, lexical items,
grammatical forms, sentence patterns, meanings and cultural usages because Elders – their
own or from elsewhere – had modeled how to do this with pride, humour and great linguistic
acuity. (Carter et al., 2020).
New Language ecologies are presented in CASE STUDIES 2 (Ngukurr) & 4 (Light Warlpiri).
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4.2

LANGUAGES FOR ENGAGEMENT AND ACCESS

LANGUAGES & LIVELIHOODS
LANGUAGES FOR BEING

This context of use applies to Indigenous languages spoken as first
LANGUAGES FOR
languages, both Traditional Languages and New Languages learned. Here
ENGAGEMENT & ACCESS
we take a strengths-based approach that regards language proficiency as a
strength which should be built on throughout the person’s life, first through education and then in the
workplace. In education, children can participate actively if curriculum and pedagogy acknowledge them as
L1 language speakers and/or as L2 learners of English in English-medium setting (as long as they are given
support to learn standard English). More generally, people who do not speak Standard Australian English as
a first language need access to services which respond to the fact that they speak languages other than
standard English. Ongoing training and education opportunities should take their language backgrounds into
account, including increasing their individual confidence in standard English or initiatives that increase their
access to services provided in standard English. This relates to the provision of interpreter services, as well
as to development of appropriate oral, video and written resources, e.g. in health services (Vass et al., 2011)
or in legal settings as in this quote:

“I am feeling this in my heart for those young men (who have court) I feel very emotional. What if
people are illiterate, what if people can’t speak English? People don’t understand this process.
That is why NAAJA and ARDS need to work together to show this pathway”. Senior Elder’s
observation during Field Trip 2 Pre-Court Workshop. (ARDS & NAAJA, 2017)

Thus the section on Languages for engagement and access relates to access to services which are
essential for developing healthy lives, healthy home environments, safe and supportive communities. It
relates to good governance in that if people have good access to information, they can then understand
better the consequences of choices relating to governance, and are better able to participate in governance.
It also relates crucially to ensuring that children’s early development is supported, along with their
subsequent education. Here we present Australian case studies on Indigenous languages and education in
an early childhood setting, in schooling and outside of the school context in section 5.2.6.1 Exemplars:
Education, Indigenous languages and well-being, as well as in Case Study 3, Warlpiri Language Education.

4.3

LANGUAGES AND LIVELIHOODS

LANGUAGES & LIVELIHOODS
LANGUAGES FOR BEING

This final section in contexts of use outlined above in Figure 3 applies to
LANGUAGES FOR
both Traditional Languages and to New Languages learned as first
ENGAGEMENT & ACCESS
languages, and to Traditional Languages that are learned as second
languages. Knowledge of Indigenous languages is a potential strength of Indigenous employees, which may
be an explicit selection criterion for jobs, or an asset for effective communication in the community. It might
be a feature of an Indigenous enterprise, emphasising a local orientation to services or indicating genuine
local cultural expertise to outsiders. There are many opportunities for Indigenous language knowledge to
increase economic participation. The Languages and livelihoods section relates directly to employment as
well as to developing healthy lives, healthy home environments, safe and supportive communities, best
practice education for children, and good governance.

Mechanisms linking language and economics, innovation, productivity, and well-being have been discussed
(Marmion et al., 2014; Yap & Yu, 2016). There are a range of ways in which Traditional and New Languages
can add to earning; we list some below.
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4.3.1 LAND AND SEA MANAGEMENT
Ranger programs are now commonplace as sites for Aboriginal employment especially in remote Australia.
Through ranger programs, Indigenous people have been able to draw on the strengths of their language and
Indigenous natural history knowledge to strengthen their participation in the workforce, while at the same
time reinforcing their connections to the land and sea. The benefits of this have been well documented in the
Mayi Kuwayu survey (Jones et al., 2018).

4.3.2 ARTS AND CULTURE
Arts and culture programs have increasingly tapped into the important connection between Indigenous
languages and stories, and works of art and performances. These increase the value of the artwork by
putting the work in context, and by making provenance more secure. A performance example is the Big
hART Ngapartji Ngapartji project (see: https://www.bighart.org/what-we-do/past-projects/), a successful
example of bringing performance and Pitjantjatjara language to mainstream Australia, as well as providing
engagement and employment for young Pitjantjatjara people in preparing language teaching and learning
materials.

4.3.3 TOURISM
A connection has been made between language and tourism resulting in different types of benefits (e.g. Kata
Tjuta Uluru National Park). For tourists, their experience is enhanced by having guides who speak an
Indigenous language, by interpretive signage which brings in language, and above all by interacting with
Indigenous people and learning from them. For community members it provides not only access to
employment, but also access to other opportunities through training and certification working with tourists
(e.g. Uluru hospitality training venture), as well as having greater access to learning English and other
languages through interacting with tourists.

4.3.4 LANGUAGE SERVICES
Provision of needed services in Indigenous languages also leads to employment for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples.

4.3.5 TRANSLATION AND INTERPRETING
The establishment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander interpreting and translation services has provided
opportunities for employment for Indigenous L1 interpreters. For those employed, this work gives them
greater access to learning English at a higher level. More generally, knowledge of Indigenous languages
and ability to communicate in the local Indigenous languages at a deep level with Iocal Indigenous people is
an advantage for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people working in health, early childhood, aged care,
Lands Councils, and government departments, and as liaisons for industries such as mining. Another aspect
of translation and interpreting has been work with various Christian churches. Bible translation has provided
training in translation and interpreting through, for example, the Summer Institute of Linguistics. This has
provided greater access to learning English at a higher level, as well as engagement in creating resources
such as dictionaries and grammars. It has also provided cross-cultural leadership training.
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4.3.6 LANGUAGES IN EDUCATION
For many years schools have been major employers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people,
particularly in remote areas. This has provided not only employment, but also enrichment of local Indigenous
languages, and access to learning English at a higher level as well as providing opportunities for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people to engage in research projects in science, mathematics and so on
(Spencer et al., 2017) and to gain professional development (McCormack, 2019; Thornton et al., 2011).
The nature of languages programs required in schools is determined by the local language ecology in which
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are growing up (see Table 3). Indigenous school staff are
employed in Traditional Languages programs of different types (see Medium of instruction and Target
language programs below). They are often also employed as they have proficiency in a New Language
which facilitates communicating with students, and for teaching English as an additional language.
Table 3. Students’ languages and recommended school language program types
Students’
first language

Students’
additional
language(s)

Recommended school language program types

Traditional
Language (TL)

New Language

TL: maintenance and/or mother tongue/first language medium

English Dialect

ENG: English as an Additional Language

New
Language

Traditional
Language

NL: mother tongue/first language medium and/or language awareness

(NL)

English Dialect

English Dialect

Traditional
Language

TL: revitalisation and/or revival
ENG: English as an Additional Language
TL: revival
ENG: Standard Australian English as an Additional Dialect (in some settings)

SOURCE: Angelo & Poetsch (2019: 12)

4.3.6.1 MEDIUM OF INSTRUCTION
In schools with official mother tongue medium instruction, Indigenous language skills, including literacy in
these languages, have been overtly valued and encouraged. These opportunities have substantially
lessened with the reduced number of mother tongue medium instruction schools over the past few decades.
In the majority of schools where English is the medium of instruction, Indigenous employees often still use
their local language skills, and frequently act as the linguistic bridge between classroom curriculum and
students, but their language skills are often not overtly recognised as a necessary qualification for the work
that they accomplish. Across Australia, there has been a reduction of access to teacher training for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people through for example Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Education
and the South Australian ANTEP program. The Queensland Remote Area Teacher Education Program
(RATEP) is, however, ongoing with fourteen community-based sites across the state.
The Australian study of the early childhood program, Foundations for Success (see Exemplar 1, in 5.3.6.1
Education, Indigenous languages and well-being), reports on the importance of like-language educators for
young Indigenous children entering preschool. Case Study 3, Warlpiri Language Education focusses on
mother tongue medium programs.
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4.3.6.2 TARGET LANGUAGE PROGRAMS
School-based Indigenous languages programs are a further source of employment for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples across Australia. For example, in New South Wales, Language and Culture Nests
have been initiated in Bundjalung, Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay/Yuwaalaay, Gumbaynggirr, Wiradjuri and
Paakantji. They are firmly focussed on Aboriginal employment, including a coordinator, a head language
teacher and Aboriginal language tutors. Case Study 1 about Gumbaynggirr is relevant here. The recent
report Nintiringanyi, the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Language Teaching Strategy (First
Languages Australia, 2018) promotes Indigenous languages teaching as a rewarding career path. This
document showcases the longstanding Western Australian traineeship model which successfully fosters
community members to gain registration for teaching their language (pp. 47-51)

4.3.7 UNPAID/VOLUNTEER WORK
Leadership training and cross-cultural leadership training, as well as access to higher levels of English have
been provided by membership on advisory boards, and governing boards, as well as through work in
religious organisations.
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5

INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES AND WELL-BEING: WILE DIMENSION 3

In this section, the focus is on the “Well-being” dimension from the Well-being and
Indigenous Languages (WILE) framework. We look at how well-being has been
conceptualised in the literature, particularly from the perspective of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people, and outline the various connections suggested for
Indigenous languages and well-being.

5.1

DEFINITIONS AND FRAMEWORKS

Understandings of what constitutes well-being are many and varied. While there is little agreement about
what the concept means, there is consensus that it is multifaceted, holistic, has several meanings which are
context-specific and encompasses both objective and subjective aspects (Yap and Yu, 2016; Arabena, 2008,
Walsh, 2018 among many others).
Some approaches expand the focus to cover economic measures of well-being such as Gross Domestic
Product (Kuznets, 1966; Podger & Trewin, 2014), real net national disposable income per capita and
Nordhaus & Tobin’s (1972) ‘measure of economic welfare’ (MEW). They include:
•

Basic needs approach (Streeten, 1984; Maslow, 1943)

•

Capability approach- ‘substantive freedoms’ or ‘capabilities’ (Sen, 1999: 75; Nussbaum, 2000: 34110)

•

Subjective well-being (life satisfaction, happiness) (Adler & Seligman, 2016 )

•

UN’s Human Development Index (HDI) (UNDP, 2010).

•

The Australia Institute’s Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI)

•

New Economics Foundation’s Happy Planet Index (HPI): records progress in areas such as
environmental sustainability, income equality, gender empowerment, “life satisfaction” (see Hamilton
& Saddler, 1997; Abdallah et al., 2009)

•

OECD’s How’s life: measuring well-being series comprising multiple interrelated domains that can
interact in complex ways to support or hinder well-being. Recent inclusions of work-life balance,
subjective well-being, equity and sustainability (OECD, 2015; 2017).

•

The Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage (OID) framework: a formal reporting structure to inform
policymakers and the general community about progress towards addressing Indigenous
‘disadvantage’ indicates a complete absence of references to Aboriginal concepts of health
(Lutschini, 2005). NB. The OID framework has changed over the past decade – specifically trying to
include “strengths based” indicators in response to criticism (SCRGSP, 2014).

In recognition of the multidimensional nature of well-being, these approaches have developed what are
called “dashboard indicators’ or a suite of indicators of various aspects of well-being. Indicators are elements
that can be measured relatively easily and cost effectively (McConvell & Thieberger, 2001: 2).
Many of these frameworks are globally recognised, but they (particularly the HDI and OID) have been
criticised for failing to account for global diversity. As well as the OID changes mentioned (SCRGSP, 2014),
another step in this direction might be the “Closing the Gap” refresh (Commonwealth of Australia, 2019),
especially given its recognition of Indigenous languages.
Recognising diversity is important. As a key OECD document on well-being and development observes: “The
specificity of what is important for human well-being is also likely to differ depending on geographic,
economic, social and cultural contexts.” (OECD, 2013: 3). In particular it has been noted that these fail to
capture the needs and aspirations of Indigenous peoples (Prout, 2011).
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5.2

ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER CONCEPTUALISATIONS OF
WELL-BEING

Conceptualisations of well-being in the literature pertaining to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders usually
include holistic descriptions of health (physical and emotional) as interdependent with the well-being of
lands, identities and cultures (see, for example, Arabena, 2008: Chapter 1; Grieves 2009: v; Manning et al.,
2016, and for other Indigenous peoples, McDonald, 2002).
Classic Aboriginal concepts of health and healing take the view that all the elements of life and living
are interdependent and, by extension, well-being flows from balance and harmony among the
elements of personal and collective life. (RCAP, 1996 : 187).
For complexities of measuring Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander well-being, see Alderete (2004); Prout
(2011); Taylor (2008); Jordan et al. (2010); and Gray (2012) among many others. Bourke et al. (2018)
provide a recent analysis of literature on the associations between health and well-being and Indigenous
cultures both in Australia and internationally, where ‘culture’ includes language.
The complexities outlined in the literature are presented here as numbered points:
1) Interrelationship of properties of well-being: It is very difficult to tease apart the interrelating inputs
embedded in the concept of well-being:
•

An individual’s well-being is bound up with that of their family and their community (Lutschini, 2005;
Davies et al., 2010).

•

In fact, it can be difficult to articulate concepts of well-being:
It seems not so much incapacity to engage, but incapacity to coherently articulate Aboriginal
concepts of health, which prevents advisory bodies such as the National Indigenous Council to
imbue whole-of-government approaches in accordance with Aboriginal values. (Lutschini, 2005)

2) Breadth of national socioeconomic surveys: The fact that large-scale socioeconomic surveys have to
be broad in scope means that they fail to deliver information that is precise or relevant to the specifics of
different local Indigenous groups, and so their results are less meaningful (Gray, 2012).
3) Type of indicator: Reducing the notion of Indigenous well-being to a set of conventional, measurable
indicators for government reporting requirements has to date made invisible some positive, enduring and
protective factors associated with Indigenous ways of life which are not amenable to this kind of analysis
and reporting (Alderete, 2004). Conventional indicators interpreted through the lens of government policy
can sometimes be in direct conﬂict with Indigenous perceptions of well-being (Taylor, 2008). For
example, mining may provide employment and income, but for some Indigenous communities this could
conflict with maintenance of traditional cultural practices and obligations to country. A community might
support mining due to economic provisions (e.g. royalties), and economic indicators might appear to
improve, but some health and community issues might spike on account of suddenly increased financial
inputs. Or, census data presuming mainstream Australian nuclear family aspirations for housing might
not reflect some Indigenous families’ realities and aspirations (Walker et al., 2002).
a) However, “the notion that the determinants of subjective well-being may differ systemically due to
cultural differences (Uchida et al., 2004) is yet to be statistically tested” (Manning et al., 2016: 2505).
b) Indigenous peoples are not homogeneous groups. Indicators of well-being for one group may not
apply in full to another group.
4) Involvement of Indigenous participants: Surveys may be conducted without the input of the
Indigenous populations that are being reported on, reducing the relevance and ownership of the results
(Prout, 2011).
5) Correlation between self-assessments of quality of life and socio-economic outcomes
a) Biddle (2014) found that Indigenous Australians consistently are significantly more likely to report
higher life satisfaction than non-Indigenous Australians, despite objective socio-economic
discrepancies.
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Indigenous peoples’ perceptions and understanding of well-being extend beyond, and sometimes
conflict with, many of the indicators currently adopted by global reporting frameworks. (Taylor,
2008: 111)
b) Most approaches are ethnocentrically non-Indigenous: most demographic and socio-economic
frameworks use the non-Indigenous population as the baseline for “good” outcomes. It assumes
that statistical equity with the non-Indigenous population should be the ultimate goal of development
processes and government interventions (see also Jordan et al., 2010). This means that data is not
very useful for non-assimilationist programs (Dockery, 2010).
c) Contradictions surround well-being measures, e.g. participation in cultural activities can be found to
be important for mental health, but in some contexts (often urban) there can be negative impacts due
to exposure of racism, which are bad for mental health (Gray, 2012; Priest et al., 2011; Dockery,
2010).
6) Inaccuracy in data-gathering: There are inaccuracies in longitudinal surveys measuring change in
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities due to:
a) Differences in data-gathering practices across institutions
b) Population transience (Morphy, 2007, 2010, 2012; Taylor & Bell, 2004; Biddle & Prout, 2009)
c) Changes in demographic characteristics of Indigenous population (Prout, 2012)
7) Causality: There are difficulties with identifying causality in complex, inter-related and dynamic social
issues (Gray, 2012). There is an asymmetry between the amount of surveying of Aboriginal
socioeconomic inequity and the limited ability of governments to improve socioeconomic conditions
(Prout, 2012).
8) Statistics: Sometimes statistical data can be misleading:
a) naive fallacy — a failure to properly understand
b) deceptive fallacy — the manipulation of statistics, whether deliberate or otherwise, towards some
desired end
c) scientific fallacy — the belief that statistical or numerical data are inherently trustworthy or more
worthy than other forms of knowing (Broadfoot, 2004: 4).

Dudgeon & Walker (2015: 279) propose a framework for determinants that measure health and well-being
with the impacts of colonisation at the forefront: identifying Aboriginal social and historical determinants of
health as:
a)

connection to spirit, spirituality and ancestors

b)

connection to body

c)

connection to mind and emotions

d)

connection to family and kinship

e)

connection to community

f)

connection to culture, and

g)

connection to Country.

Their framework was based on a thematic analysis of the National Empowerment Project which focussed on
sites across Australia including: Kuranda, Mildura, Perth, Darwin, Cherbourg, Northam, Mt. Gambier,
Narrogin and Redfern.
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5.3

INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES AND WELL-BEING: THEMES, STUDIES AND
INDICATORS

In this section, the connection between language and well-being is discussed according to the themes which
occur in national and international literature. Although these themes have been separated into discrete
sections for purposes of discussion, we are aware that they are actually interwoven in many if not all cases.
These interrelationships are shown in Figure 3.
The literature reviewed here includes a wide range of types of information, including quantitative and
qualitative studies, reports, and “grey” literature. For a review, brief overview and assessment of key
quantitative studies, see Appendix 1. In general, our survey supports the claim (Williams, 2011: vi, 141) that
there is a shortage of empirical studies of the connections between language, culture and well-being as well
as the observation of Bourke et al. (2018: 22) that:
The strength of available evidence examining the relationship between cultural factors and
health for Indigenous peoples is moderate to low. Reporting bias was common due to the
predominance of observational studies. In applying the AHRQ framework, we also identified that,
overall, many studies lacked precision, had large numbers of limitations and/or were
inconsistent.

Each of the themes around language and well-being leads to specific indicators of language and well-being,
which are summarized in Table 4.
Much of the discussion focuses on the well-being of individuals, but this is always within the context of family
and community well-being.

5.3.1 LAND, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE, AND WELL-BEING
A key theme in the literature on well-being and language is the link between languages and country or land.
Rumsey (1993: 204) explains the spiritual links between language and land in traditional Aboriginal Australia:
… in the Aboriginal myths which associate language and land, no account at all is taken of
people, or peoples. Languages, or even mixtures of them, are directly placed in the landscape
by the founding acts of Dreamtime heroes. From that point on, the relation between language
and territory is a necessary rather than a contingent one. People too, or their immortal souls, are
similarly grounded in the landscape, in the form of spirit children (or ‘conception spirits’)
associated with specific sites, and via links through their parents to more extensive regions. But
the languages were already placed in those regions before any people came on the scene. The
links between peoples and languages are secondary links, established through the grounding of
both in the landscape.

The Indigenous researcher Shayne Williams (2011: 44) provides two reasons for the fundamental
relationship between language and land for Indigenous people in Australia:
The first is … the synthesis between language and knowledge which in the Indigenous context is
bound to country. The second relates to how language literally signifies country for us; how it
names the identity of our families and communities in relation to country and the boundaries of
country typically thought of as cultural nationhood.

Our Land Our Languages, the title of the parliamentary report into language learning in Indigenous
communities (Commonwealth of Australia, 2012) indicates the centrality of the relationship. An Indigenous
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contributor, Amelia Turner, stressed the sacred connection between land and language for Central Arrernte
(2012: 10):
Words are given to us by the land and those words are sacred.

Another writer explains how the inter-relationships are expressed in Warlpiri:
In Warlpiri, we have a word called ngurra-kurlu, which is a term that speaks of the
interrelatedness of five essential elements: land, law, language, kinship and ceremony. You
cannot isolate any of these elements. (Patrick, Holmes & Box, 2008)

The interrelationship between place, language and culture is evident in a news article on young
Adnyamathanha children singing a traditional story song to protect a sacred site from being turned into a
nuclear waste dump in South Australia (SA) (Morelli, 2017). Their grandmother Regina McKenzie explains
the significance of the site:
“We registered the storyline for ‘pungapudinah’ (smell of springs) 10 years ago and it was a
program we done with the SA govt. we registered our SA heritage and mapped it in our culture
centre in the way that we look at storylines. It was the first storyline registered in that format.”…
Apart from the registered song lines, the sacred area is swimming with Aboriginal heritage. It
also holds the story about the Seven Sisters, the story of the Wagtail, and the Bevou Mulclta
Vitnaha story, which is about lore in the form of a dance ground. Regina says these stories are
powerful because they are spiritual discussions.
“You’ve got the tangible and then the intangible. Story lines and song lines are our belief
system.”
She says ‘whitefellas’ don’t understand the negative impact they have when they touch
Indigenous sacred sites.'
“What they’re taking from us is our belief system. No matter where they are in Australia, when
they touch our land they ruin our belief system.”

A report by an Indigenous researcher on a school program for children to spend time with elders on country
in the Northern Territory, Douglas (2011: 13) describes activities that relate language and country:
learning specialised language (e.g. the direction of where the country was located, words to
describe the location, talking about whose country that was, and the Jukurrpa/Dreaming for that
area).

Outside Australia, similar connections exist. In Canada, a First Nations participant observes the importance
of language for traditional living:
We speak our language and that determines where you come from, what your culture is, and
even how we used to go with the different seasons in terms of following those traditional paths.
(Oster et al., 2014: 3)

A study in Mexico points out the importance of both language and culture in genres containing traditional
ecological information (Wilder et al., 2016: 501), which is:
primarily transmitted orally in an Indigenous Language and also through song, story, maps, and
art.
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5.3.1.1 EMPIRICAL STUDIES: LAND, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE AND WELL-BEING
We summarise here some studies assessing links between land, language and well-being. See Appendix 1
for further details and evaluation of these studies.
•

Chandler & Lalonde’s (1998) influential study into protective factors against suicide among First
Nations people in Canada included both land (whether or not they had taken steps to secure title to
traditional lands) and language (as part of cultural facilities) in their six-variable measure of “cultural
continuity”. The results found that it was the interrelationship of the variables which had the most
effect.

•

In the qualitative component of a New Zealand study of cultural connectedness and well-being (Reid
et al., 2016), the importance of defining culture in terms of ‘lived’ culture (including the importance
given to places - land and water, and interaction with others) was highlighted by participants.

•

In a study examining the relationship between well-being and Indigenous land, language and culture
in Australia using NATSISS data, Biddle & Swee (2012) found a positive relationship between
sustainability of Indigenous land, language and culture and an Indigenous person’s subjective
emotional well-being.

•

An Australian study on Indigenous land management, ecological knowledge and languages for
conservation (Schultz et al., 2018) noted that “those employed in land management reported greater
participation in cultural activities, language knowledge, and belief that their land was looked after.”

SUMMARY OF THE CONNECTION: LAND, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE, AND WELLBEING
•

Indigenous worldviews emphasise the importance of the interrelationship of land and language;

•

Expressions in Indigenous languages for aspects of ecology and geography are interwoven with
cultural knowledge, history and guardianship;

•

Different linguistic genres such as song and story to describe the origin and importance of landscape
and language are important aspects of culture;

•

The interconnectedness of language and land suggests that well-being occurs when the association
is strong.

INDICATOR: COUNTRY-BASED WELL-BEING
Well-being occurs when there is:
•

Indigenous people’s knowledge and use of Indigenous language expressions relating to country
(place, animals, plants, history, tradition);

•

Indigenous people’s knowledge and use of songs, stories, dances, etc. relating to country.

5.3.2 SPIRITUALITY, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE, AND WELL-BEING
In a discussion of Indigenous Australian spirituality and well-being, Grieves and the Cooperative Research
Centre for Aboriginal Health Australia (2009: 8) note the centrality of concepts sometimes described as
‘Dreaming’ and ‘Law’ expressed through Aboriginal languages:
…the English word Dreaming is not equivalent to the meanings that exist in Aboriginal
languages to refer to the time and events of creation and the laws laid down at the time, nor to
the active and powerful ongoing work of these sustaining spirits. Nevertheless, the term
Dreaming has become a gloss used within Australian English. As the creation stories contain the
blueprint for all life, some Aboriginal Elders prefer to use the word Law. The Dreaming or the
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Law are so much more than either term can convey in English, and so much more than a
philosophy confined to religion in the Western understanding.

An important genre which connects Indigenous languages and spirituality is songs, described with their
power by Bracknell (2017: 52):
Indeed, at a deeper cultural level, ancestral Aboriginal songs can hold significant functional
power. They can both heal or inflict injury, and are capable of creation and destruction, affecting
changes in the physical world.

In a review of spirituality and Aboriginal people’s emotional and social well-being, Poroch et al. (2011: 6) also
discuss song, as well as other rituals:
The Ancestral Spirit Beings performed ceremonies and left songs, dances and rites to continue
and maintain the society. Consequently, Aboriginal people believe that, through contact with the
Spirit Beings, they are able to access spiritual powers through rituals and they share the same
spiritual essence with all parts of the cosmos.

This is further discussed by Williams (2011: 34–35), linking spirituality back to country:
The highly secret, intense and experiential spirit language of song is usually communicated
within specific time space such as dream and in a vocabulary specific to the spirit communicator.
These songs are sung usually by those persons who are highly ranked as spirit knowledge
holders and who transmit ceremonially through the spiritual praxis of country.

One theme is the degree to which this spirituality is present if the Traditional Language has been lost.
Williams (2011: 29) states that it remains through communicative practices such as ‘yarning’:
In yarning our ways of thinking language and culture I make it known up front that each word
that we have or should have and each communicative medium that we use or would use has the
strength to bring us home to country and sustain us within the spiritual realm of country. This is
not an idealistic statement about what language once was for us, it is a forthright cultural
declaration that I make so that there is no lingering doubt over the reality that for us Indigenous
peoples language remains omnipresent within our spirit memory, even in those of us who have
been forcibly excised from language. Language for us has spiritual presence and spirit
character. It is not a singular or isolated entity of culture and it cannot be culturally
intellectualised outside the ontological mainframe of country.

The spiritual problems for young people who do not speak their Traditional Language were pointed out by
Warlpiri Patu Kurlangu Jaru in their submission to the parliamentary report (Commonwealth of Australia,
2012: 11):
Knowing that our own language and culture play the biggest role in growing our spirit, our
connection to our land and the stories of our grandmother and grandfathers. With our language
we know where we belong, we know the names from our country and Jukurrpa (Dreaming
stories and designs). Young people can’t lead a good, healthy and happy life without this.
Language and culture come first. When kids feel lost and their spirit is weak then they can’t learn
well or be healthy.

However, Poroch et al. discuss how the language genres linked to spirituality have developed and adapted
to the modern world (2011: 2):
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Urban communities carry on the resistance through Welcome to Country ceremonies,
Dreamtime stories, smoking ceremonies, artefact making or painting. And young Aboriginal
artists paint, perform their stories through hip-hop and rap, and play the didgeridoo in Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal settings. To reclaim Aboriginal spirituality in this way is to reclaim identity and
to develop resilience in the face of racism and generational trauma.

Outside Australia, adaptation also occurs. Thus the spirituality of the Indigenous Ainu in Japan and its
reinvention are discussed by Lewallen (2016: 11). Beliefs of kamuy, “non-human sentient beings”, link
ancestors and land through oral histories, according to informant Y-san:
All life forms have stories, in Y-san’s view, and storytelling helps cultivate awareness of the
interconnectedness of all living beings and in turn urges greater consideration for others.
Memories of the land transmitted through oral literature are today being recombined and
invented afresh for this generation. Young Ainu may revisit traditional narrative forms to foster
Ainu identities anew through linking them to relations with kamuy. This is what Y-san envisions
as an Ainu contribution for Japan toward advancing sustainability and balance with the
nonhuman world.

In Canada, McIvor et al. (2009: 15) discuss spirituality as a protective factor, concluding that traditional
languages are a key aspect:
It is questionable whether the full spectrum of precontact belief systems can ever be fully and
accurately revived but one factor that would be key in attempting such a process is Aboriginal
languages. Languages are the window to the soul of a culture and much can be determined
about traditional worldviews and value systems through careful analysis and study of words,
concepts, phrases, omissions, and comparisons with western languages and views. Does an
indigenous word for “sky,” when it’s translated literally really mean just the noun sky or does this
word reveal something deeper, with more profound cosmological and mythical connections?...
Core spirituality can never be fully understood without an understanding of the language.

They conclude by stressing the importance of language revitalisation.

5.3.2.1 EMPIRICAL STUDIES: SPIRIT, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE, AND WELL-BEING
There are very few studies of spiritual well-being and language. It is probable that this aspect is considered
as an integral part of other indicators of well-being. See Appendix 1 for further details and evaluation of the
following study:
•

In New Zealand, Houkamau and Sibley (2010) included an eight-question “spiritual” subscale in their
questionnaire testing a model of Māori identity and cultural engagement, which also included two
questions on language in the “cultural efficacy and active identity engagement” subscale. Their
analysis concluded that these were correlated in a model of Māori identity, and by implication
contributors to well-being.
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SUMMARY OF THE CONNECTION: SPIRIT, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE, AND WELLBEING
•
•
•

The link to the spirit world of ancestors and country is fundamental to many Indigenous people’s
world views;
There are often specific language genres for this purpose, e.g. song, stories;
Language and language genres to connect with the spirit world have developed to meet changing
environments.

INDICATOR: SPIRITUAL WELL-BEING
•

Indigenous people’s use and knowledge of language which connects to the spirit world.

5.3.3 CULTURAL IDENTITY, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE AND WELL-BEING
A recurring theme in the Australian literature on well-being for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
has been on culture, and invariably language is embedded in this term, most often meaning Traditional
Languages. In the report on the second National Survey on Indigenous Languages (NILS), Marmion et al.
(2014: 45) state that the importance of language and culture (and language and well-being) has been
acknowledged by the Australian government.
The connection between cultural identity and Indigenous language in Australia is illustrated in the Victorian
Aboriginal Corporation for Languages mission statement (www.vaclang.org.au), as pointed out by Walsh
(2018: 5):
Language is important to Aboriginal people because it is a way for them to express their identity
and be proud of where they come from and who they are. If a person knows a word in their
language he/she is maintaining a link that has lasted thousands of years, keeping words alive
that have been used by their ancestors - language is an ancestral right and it distinguishes
something special about Aboriginal people from non-Aboriginal people. Language is a part of
culture, and knowledge about culture is a means of empowering people. Language contributes
to the well-being of Aboriginal communities, strengthens ties between elders and young people
and improves education in general for Indigenous people of all ages.

Similar ideas are expressed in a Canadian study of Indigenous language and diabetes, (Oster et al., 2014: 3)
The participants believed traditional culture and language to be one and the same… Language
transmission is a particularly effective means of reinforcing culture and has the benefit of
integrating most cultural and communal activities. Language is also an extremely efficient means
of establishing membership or inclusion in a community. Studies that might disentangle
language and culture are possible, but the approach argued for here takes it as a given that
language is the most efficient means of transmitting, maintaining, and even reviving culture.

Williams (2011: 28) describes Australian Indigenous understandings of culture, contrasting them with nonIndigenous perspectives:
It would be inaccurate, however, to assume that Western understandings of language and
culture parallel completely with Indigenous understandings of language and culture.
Undoubtedly there are many similarities, but there are also noteworthy points of departure that
are particularly significant, especially when it comes to deliberation on matters to do with our
education and our community health and well-being.
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He discusses the relationship of cultural identity and Indigenous languages in the different language
ecologies of Australia, and how cultural identity can be maintained even when shifting to using varieties of
English for everyday communication (Williams, 2011: 22):
Coloniser languages such as English have of course been successfully morphed by us to
promote our unique identity and therefore our worldview. Here in New South Wales, but also
throughout Australia, we call this ‘Aboriginal English’, but there are also forms such as Creole
languages as well. My point here is that when it comes to cultural identity, language is certainly a
factor shaping identity, or in the case of Aboriginal English shaped by identity, but the actual use
of mother tongue itself is perhaps not completely defining of identity.

A frequent theme around cultural identity is the importance of family. This is highlighted in Canada by
Archibald and Aboriginal Healing Foundation Canada (2011: 24):
… an individual’s identity, status and place in the world are tied, not only to the family (including
aunts, uncles, cousins and grandparents), but also to one’s ancestors and community.

They discuss the relationship between family and traditional knowledge such as songs or dances (2011: 48):
Sometimes the knowledge belongs to a particular individual or family.

They point out that the traditional language has “many cultural teachings” (p. 49):
… the importance of family is embedded in the full meaning of words such as mother, father,
grandmother, brother and sister.

Indigenous languages are important for their role in cultural continuity, connecting Aboriginal people to their
past history and their “old people” as well as to future generations, a perspective expressed in 1995 by
Bonnie Deegan, a Jaru woman who was chairperson of the Kimberley Resource Centre in Western
Australia, one of the first organisations concerned with language renewal:
Language is a very big part of the culture of Aboriginal people in the Kimberley. We know who
we are by the language we speak. It joins us to our past and our old people, right back to the
dreamtime. It ties us to our land, and it makes us proud and strong.
Language also gives us a place in the present day. It shows all Australians that we have
something to give to society, and that we have a rightful place in today’s world. By keeping our
language strong, we let everyone know that our lives and feelings and wishes are important, and
that we are here to stay.
Most importantly, we keep our language for the future. Our children will grow up knowing where
they come from, and knowing that their parents are proud to be Aboriginal Australians. And they
will be able to follow the path right back to their ancestors. This will help young people to belong
(Kimberley Language Resource Centre, 2011, quoted in Simpson, Disbray & O’Shannessy
2019: 7).

Angelo and Poetsch (2019: 19) found this view of language echoed by the Aboriginal languages teachers
they interviewed. The Aboriginal languages teachers who came from across Australia, and from different
language ecologies, all saw language as a means of strengthening students’ connection to culture and
identity, and as a means of building resilience in young people. This was a prime motivation for their work as
languages teachers:
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All of the [Aboriginal languages] teachers underline the significance of their languages for the
present and future wellbeing of their learners and their families. The teachers are conscious that
some kind of adversity is likely to be in the life experiences of their students. They consider the
growing of the learners’ language and culture knowledge to be a source of strength, since it can
provide them with pride in their unique identity, and confidence in their place in their own, and in
the dominant, society.

Browne (2019) conducted an innovative study of Aboriginal students’ perspectives on the languages in their
lives in the Warlpiri-speaking community of Yuendumu in the Northern Territory. Students’ language portraits
and diagrams of their language networks, coupled with in-depth interviews, revealed a deep language
awareness and a positive view of themselves as multilinguals, as well as reflecting the deep-felt relationship
between their language and their identity:
Warlpiri language was represented centrally on all body portraits. Students often placed it on
their heart signalling emotional attachment, or on their legs, as a grounding device, described in
their interviews in connection to the country on which they were born, walk and live on (Browne
2019: 29).

The Quop Maaman Aboriginal Fathering Project uses the language-culture-identity nexus in their work, with
the first topics “Who am I?”, “Words for fathering and what they do”, and “The importance of Noongar
language”. The project guidelines stress the associations between language, family and culture (Collard et
al., 2016: 14):
As this workshop series is grounded in a Noongar ‘cultural framework’ it is critical that facilitators
are Noongar men who are senior cultural men with a solid knowledge of moort (family) systems,
boodjar (how country is important), wangkiny (language and Noongar concepts).

In a New Zealand study on Māori identity, the link with well-being is clarified by Houkamau & Sibley (2010:
22–23), particularly in the context of health promotion:
The finding that fluency in Te Reo Māori (the Māori language) was correlated with level of
engagement in Māori organisations (e.g. marae) and general cultural efficacy has several
implications. Māori who feel comfortable speaking Te Reo are more likely to feel comfortable
with interventions that incorporate Māori cultural concepts.

The relationship between cultural identity, Indigenous language, and mental health will be considered in the
following section.

5.3.3.1 EMPIRICAL STUDIES: CULTURAL IDENTITY, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE, AND
WELL-BEING
The report of the second National Indigenous Language Survey in Australia found that “traditional language
is a strong part of Indigenous people’s identity, and connection with language is critical for their well-being”
(Marmion et al., 2014: xi).
We summarise here empirical studies on connections between well-being, cultural attachment and language.
See Appendix 1 for further details and evaluation.
•

An Australian study of culture and well-being by Dockery (2010) used data from the National
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey. There were two dimensions of cultural
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attachment: participation and identity, “which encompasses spoken languages; recognition of clan,
tribal group or language group and recognition of Homelands” (2010: 318).
•

In New Zealand, a Multi-dimensional Model of Māori Identity and Cultural Engagement (MMMICE)
tool was used to designed to assess six distinct dimensions of identity and cultural engagement in
Māori populations (Houkamau & Sibley, 2010). Fluency in spoken Māori was most strongly
correlated with the Cultural Efficacy and Active Identity Engagement subscale, designed to “assess
the extent to which individual perceives they have the personal resources required (i.e. the personal
efficacy) to engage appropriately with other Māori in Māori social and cultural contexts” (2010: 19).

•

Another New Zealand study also compared the Te Kupenga quantitative project which investigated
well-being, including specific questions about learning and sharing Maori language, with a qualitative
open-ended investigation measuring “lived” cultural connectedness and well-being (Reid et al.,
2016). They found high levels of cultural engagement when asking about “being” rather than “acting”,
but did not specify any findings about language.

•

In Chandler and Lalonde’s (1998) study of suicide rates among young First Nations people in
Canada focusing on the development of self-identity, language formed part of the protective factor of
“cultural continuity” found in some communities.

As noted above, a number of other studies also link cultural identity and Indigenous language with mental
health and well-being, which will be discussed in the next section.

SUMMARY OF THE CONNECTION: CULTURAL IDENTITY, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE,
AND WELL-BEING
•
•
•

The interconnectedness of language, culture and identity is frequently emphasized by Indigenous
people;
Use of Indigenous language leads to likelihood of engagement in organisations which operate in
culturally responsive ways;
Language forms part of “cultural continuity” which contributes to the positive self-identity of young
Indigenous people.

INDICATOR: CULTURAL IDENTITY-BASED WELL-BEING
•
•
•

Indigenous people’s use and knowledge of Indigenous language in cultural practices;
Indigenous people’s use and knowledge of Indigenous language in cultural networks and
organisations;
Organisations engaging with Indigenous people using Indigenous language as part of a culturally
responsive approach.

5.3.4 EMOTIONAL HEALTH, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE, AND WELL-BEING
The landmark Bringing them Home report, the outcome of the National Inquiry into the Separation of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children from their Families, known as the Stolen Generations, provides
evidence of the traumatic effects of language loss, as in this extract from the testimony of Fiona, (Human
Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 1997: 112)
I guess the most traumatic thing for me is that, though I don’t like missionaries being criticised –
the only criticism that I have is that you forbad us to speak our own language and we had no
communication with our family. We just seemed to be getting further and further away from our
people, we went to Oodnadatta first, then to Quorn next, then when there was a drought there
we went to Adelaide and went out to Eden Hills and that’s where we stayed till we went out to
work and did whatever we had to do…
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I realised later how much I’d missed of my culture and how much I’d been devastated. Up until
this point of time I can’t communicate with my family, can’t hold a conversation. I can’t go to my
uncle and ask him anything because we don’t have that language …

The Bringing them Home 20 Years On report further documents the ongoing inter-generational trauma
resulting from the Stolen Generations, as described by Lorraine Peeters (Anderson & Tilton, 2017: 48):
We were brainwashed to act, speak, dress and think white and we were punished if we didn’t,”
said Aunty Lorraine. “We were not allowed to talk in our language or about culture or about our
families. It wasn’t until I was in my fifties that I suffered a mental health issue, trauma. There was
an Aboriginal person inside, screaming to get out.

The emotional pain of language loss is described by Williams (2011: 29) in his discussion of the importance
of teaching and learning Aboriginal languages in Australia (mainly focused on the revival situation):
There is deep cultural emotion to be heard and expressed within our yarning about language
and culture. Throughout this research study you will hear the deep pain in this emotion.

There is a growing awareness that mental health literacy needs to incorporate Indigenous language genres.
For example, Nagel & Thompson (2007: 4) describe the AIMHI (Australian Integrated Mental Health
Initiative) story telling project with Aboriginal Mental Health Workers (AMHW) in the Northern Territory of
Australia:
The communities were located on remote islands – where most community members still follow
traditional cultural activities such as hunting, fishing and ceremony, and speak English as a
second language. This provided further opportunity to develop the stories. We began the remote
story development by showing short stories that had been developed in the urban setting. We
reviewed the content, the photos, and the language in detail with the workers over a number of
visits. The urban stories were adapted using photographs, music, artwork and language of that
community, and were then translated into video and flip chart formats. We used a hand held
digital recorder, a digital camera, and a laptop computer. We incorporated traditional ‘healing
music’ into three of the four stories, and local art and language into new versions of the stories
under AMHW direction, using chosen translators where appropriate.

Early recognition of the importance of understanding language around psychological states was Morice’s
study of the lexicon of psychological states in the Pintupi language in the Western Desert (Morice, 1978)
which highlighted the prevalence of disorders of the spirit:
Further investigation reveals its central relevance to general theories of illness causation and to
the wider Pintupi cosmology. Only when these are understood can illness attributions be
effectively separated from psychiatric symptoms

This insight has been taken up in the Ngaanyatjarra, Pitjantjatjara and Yankunytjatjara Women’s
Council ‘Uti kulintjaku’ project that aims to share knowledge around bi-cultural mental health literacy
between Aboriginal people and non-Indigenous health professionals
(https://www.npywc.org.au/ngangkari/uti-kulintjaku/). The workshops are largely based around
developing language-based resources such as posters illustrating psychological states labelled with
Pitjantjatjara expressions:
Our group is about bringing things out in the open – talking about mental health and trauma.
This is to help our families and communities see and understand what’s happening… We’ve now
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got words to talk about these things with our children and grandchildren. We are bringing things
out into the open and we really enjoy this work. (Uti Kulintjaku Project Participants 2014)

Outside Australia, in New Zealand, a 40-page booklet has been produced with a translation of mental health
terms into Māori (Opai, 2017: 3). In the introduction, Durie explains the benefits of having terminology in the
Indigenous language (even though most users will probably be first language speakers of English):
The translation of English words into Māori will greatly increase understanding of mental health
conditions, symptoms and consequences and in the process will lead to better engagement
between whānau [family] and health services… the language of mental health becomes more
aligned to the people most concerned rather than to those who provide treatment and care.

In spite of the reported significance of language in these contexts, Sivak et al. (2018) note the lack of
systematic study of the connection between language revival activities, mental health, emotional and social
well-being, and have made this the focus of a current study on Barngarla language revival (Eyre Peninsula,
South Australia) (Sivak et al., 2018).

5.3.4.1 EMPIRICAL STUDIES: EMOTIONAL HEALTH, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES AND
WELL-BEING
See Appendix 1 for further details and evaluation of the following studies:
•

As previously noted, Chandler and Lalonde (1998) carried out a study in Canada in which they found
that “cultural continuity”, which included Indigenous language, was a protective factor against youth
suicide.

•

Hallet et al. (2007: 392) used census data in Canada to investigate the effects of community-level
knowledge of Aboriginal language and youth suicide. Language knowledge had predictive power
over and above that of six other “cultural continuity” factors (self-government, land claims, education,
health care, cultural facilities, police and fire services), and youth suicide rates effectively dropped to
zero in those few communities in which at least half the band members reported a conversational
knowledge of their own ‘Native’ language”.

•

Another small survey among first language Inuit in one Canadian community, in which 30 percent of
respondents had attempted suicide in the last six months (Haggarty et al., 2008), found that those
preferring to answer in their local language rather than English were less likely to report a wish to
die. Preferred language was the only significant variable in the model, which included age, sex,
anxiety, depression.

•

Also in Canada, Fiedeldey-Van Dijk, et al. (2017) developed the Native Wellness Assessment
(NWATM), based on culture-as-intervention for clients in drug, alcohol and solvent abuse programs.
They found that those with Indigenous language dominance consistently reported higher overall
wellness.

•

In the US, Whitbeck et al. (2002: 407) investigated perceived discrimination, traditional practices,
and depressive symptoms among American Indians. Language was one of three measures of
participation in traditional practices. They also found (2002: 411) that those who engaged in going to
powwows, speaking their traditional language, and engaging in traditional activities were less
susceptible to depressive symptoms. For those who reported below average measures of traditional
practices, high perceived discrimination was associated with depressive symptoms.

•

Whitbeck, et al. (2004) studied resiliency factors for alcohol abuse in American Indian women. They
found that historical loss (which included loss of tribal language) mediated the effects of
discrimination on 12-month alcohol abuse among women. Enculturation (including knowledge and
use of the tribal language) had an independent negative effect on alcohol abuse. In a combined
model comprising both enculturation and historical loss, the effects of discrimination on 12-month
alcohol abuse were mediated.
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•

In a further study among American Indians (Herman-Stahl et al., 2003) used language as one of
eight cultural indicators. They found that less American Indian oriented individuals were more than
four times as likely to be heavy drinkers than American Indian oriented adults, and bicultural
individuals three times more likely.

•

A study of mental health and suicidal thoughts among Inuit in Greenland and Denmark (Bjerregaard
& Curtis, 2002) included questions of ability in Inuit and Danish languages. In Greenland, Indigenous
Language was a significant predictor of mental health when considered alone, but not in a model
that included age since the two variables are partially confounded (the percentage of people
speaking Inuit was very high among elderly and very low among the young).

•

In New Zealand, Dyall et al. (2014) studied quality of life of Maori in aged care. They found that
greater language and cultural engagement was associated with higher quality of life for older Māori.

SUMMARY OF THE CONNECTION: EMOTIONAL HEALTH, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE,
AND WELL-BEING
•
•
•

Enforced loss of Indigenous languages through the processes of colonisation has resulted in
intergenerational trauma;
The use of Indigenous languages provides emotional resilience;
The use of Indigenous languages encourages culturally meaningful interventions.

INDICATOR: EMOTIONAL HEALTH, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE, AND WELL-BEING
•

Health providers’ use of Indigenous languages and/or associated cultural concepts in mental health
interventions and programs.

5.3.5 PHYSICAL HEALTH, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE AND WELL-BEING
The issue of health communication with speakers of Indigenous languages in Australia is discussed by
Amery (2017: 15) in terms of health literacy:
A refusal to take Aboriginal languages seriously not only results directly in less than optimal
medical outcomes, but also in mistrust and disengagement with the health sector and noncompliance with treatment regimens.

Vass et al. (2011: 36) point out that the communication issues are more than translations, and based on their
work with Yolŋu they advocate the importance of cultural literacy:
For non-Indigenous health staff, cultural literacy is an area in which there is a need for continual
improvement, particularly in relation to understanding Indigenous frameworks of health – both
traditional and contemporary. Some attempts have been made within mainstream health
services to incorporate the cultural differences of Yolŋu – many health clinics have separate men
and women’s areas; local people are employed as community liaisons, cultural brokers and
clinical assistants; and Indigenous artworks are commonly used in health promotional material.
However, it is the authors’ contention that until the depth of worldview and language issues are
recognised, non-Indigenous cultural literacy of the Indigenous worldview will remain limited.

In a New Zealand study of primary health care and Māori language, Pitama et al. (2011: 125) stressed the
health implications of reactions by staff to the use of te reo [Māori language]:
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When general practice staff ignored or reacted to te reo negatively (e.g. body language or verbal
commentary), participants took this as a sign that Maori perspectives were not valued, or seen
as valid. Furthermore, participants also perceived this as a strong message that general practice
did not want to develop a relationship with them. Such negative experiences had led some
participants to disengage with the health system for a period of time.

5.3.5.1 EMPIRICAL STUDIES: PHYSICAL HEALTH, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE AND
WELL-BEING
Language is often overlooked as a variable in studies of cultural interventions and health. For example:
•

A systematic review by MacLean et al. (2017) of quantitative Australian studies of health and wellbeing which included strategies to enable the expression of cultural identities of Indigenous
Australians. Eight out of eleven studies found significant improvements in at least one psychosocial,
behavioural or clinical measure. Language was included in their definition of culture but not identified
in the review analysis, and not included in reports of the studies.

•

An example of where the issue of language was overlooked as a potential major contributing factor
to the project’s success in promoting resilience and ultimately preventing chronic disease is in the
report of a quantitative study of health and well-being among five Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander singing groups (Sun & Buys, 2013: 308):
South East Queensland indigenous communities have a rich tradition of music, whereby
ceremonial performances using song, dance, body decoration, sculpture and painting are
part of their culture and customs. This musical tradition, including singing and songs, has
been used to express their love of and identification with country, loss of land and attempts to
return to one’s country. Given this context, it was appropriate that many of the songs were
chosen by the participant groups. However, no mention of the language of the songs is made
in the report.

Studies which do correlate physical health, Indigenous language and well-being take a variety of
approaches:
•

In a qualitative study with Aboriginal people in two rural Queensland communities, Strong et al.
(2015) found that pain was underreported due to communication issues and complex language used
by health professionals.

•

Flood & Rohloff (2018: 135) describe the Sumak Kawsay (“living well”) model of Indigenous wellbeing developed in Ecuador and Bolivia that go “beyond traditional intercultural approaches to
health”, in which Indigenous linguistics are central to its construction. (Details of the mixed method
studies described are only available in Spanish).

•

In a qualitative NZ study investigating health from 30 Māori patients’ perspectives, ability in Māori
language was found to be a core cultural competency for primary health care staff, allowing them to
respond appropriately to patient-led use of Māori (Pitama et al., 2011). This was a small qualitative
study; language was not asked about specifically, but came up in results.

See Appendix 1 for further details and evaluation of the following studies:
•

In a US study investigating the influence of “traditionalism” on health risks such as smoking,
consumption, and obesity among Hopi women, Coe et al. (2004) included language use in their
measure of native culture. They found that traditionalism provided protective behaviours.

•

A mixed method Canadian study investigating “cultural continuity” measured by traditional
Indigenous language knowledge and diabetes among Alberta First Nations people found lower levels
of diabetes with higher cultural continuity. (See the previous section for other studies of cultural
continuity, developed from Chandler and Lalonde (1998)).
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SUMMARY OF THE CONNECTION: PHYSICAL HEALTH, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE,
AND WELL-BEING
•

Communication issues based on language and culture may affect interactions of Indigenous people
and the health system. It has been found that the use of a Traditional Language can be a cultural
strength and can act as a protective factor against illness.

INDICATOR: PHYSICAL WELL-BEING
•
•

Indigenous people’s knowledge and use of Indigenous language referring to cultural concepts of
physical health;
Health care staff ability to respond appropriately to patient-led use of Indigenous language.

5.3.6 EDUCATION, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE, AND WELL-BEING
The advantages of education in Indigenous languages are now widely acknowledged at the international
level. For example, the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (2018: 5) states:
Nearly all regions exhibit an increased recognition of the right of indigenous peoples to what is
referred to as intercultural bilingual education (IBE), that is, education that is adequate culturally
and linguistically. Available evidence across regions indicates that intercultural bilingual
education leads to improved educational outcomes and enhanced self-esteem, and helps
overcome discrimination and related social problems.

In Australia, the Our Land Our Languages report (Commonwealth of Australia, 2012: vii) emphasizes the
importance of Indigenous languages for facilitating children’s learning:
Language work is close to the heart of many Indigenous Australians. The important role that
Indigenous languages play in terms of a connection to culture, kinship, land and family was
highlighted during the Committee’s inquiry, as was the devastation to communities that results
when language is lost. Indigenous languages are the foundation upon which the capacity to
learn, interact and to shape identity is built.

In a lecture on ‘red dirt curriculum’, Katrina Tjitayi (see Lester et al., 2013: 12) identifies the advantages of
teaching children in their Traditional Indigenous Language:
Teaching in our own language, teaching Anangu culture and teaching the children to read and
write in Pitjantjatjara / Yankunytjatjara will also open up their spirits (down deep in their roots)
because this will give them the courage to try new things for themselves. It will help their
confidence also when they have someone close by and continually supporting them.
In Canada, Morcom (2017: 377–378) studied the self-esteem effects of language immersion for kindergarten
children and concluded:
The data presented here suggests that strong immersion holds great promise for the
development of high personal self-esteem in kindergarten children….
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[The results] indicate that by bringing culture and language into the classroom in a meaningful
way and reinforcing their value and sophistication, Aboriginal children can blossom in personal
and cultural pride and a love of learning.

In another Canadian study, Guèvremont & Kohen (2012: 19) point out the advantages of Aboriginal children
being taught an Indigenous language by an Aboriginal teacher:
… children taught an Aboriginal language by an Aboriginal teacher may share cultural values
and experiences with the teacher, further enhancing the educational process but also providing
more appropriate learning experiences, tools, and assessments resulting in better academic
outcomes.

This also relates to the issue Williams (2011: 83) highlights for Australia about who directs the process of
Indigenous language revitalization:
… significant tensions between how we Aboriginal peoples conceptualise the growth, use and
direction of our own language and culture revitalisation projects and ambitions, and how
academic and government institutions may seek to define or otherwise compartmentalise the
teaching and learning of our Indigenous languages and cultures for revitalisation.

However, new Indigenous languages and their place in language ecologies, and therefore in education, are
often not well understood, a fact remarked on by Angelo et al. (2019: 35):
Even though language contact has been very widespread across the continent and had such a
defining role in shaping modern Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander language ecologies,
contact languages are under-represented in language data, language curriculum and national
conversations about Indigenous languages generally.

This indicates a need for education about the role of these languages in speakers’ everyday lives and their
possible roles in education.

5.3.6.1 EXEMPLARS: EDUCATION, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES AND WELL-BEING
In this section we provide three examples of educational responses to the roles of Traditional and New
Indigenous Languages in speakers’ everyday lives in different phases and stages. Exemplar 1 looks at
preschool, Exemplar 2 describes an initiative for school years, and Exemplar 3 illustrates engaging family
and community with literacy and education.
EXEMPLAR 1. EARLY CHILDHOOD: FOUNDATIONS FOR SUCCESS
Foundations for Success is a set of guidelines for early childhood settings (preschool, pre-prep and/or
kindergarten) in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities in Queensland. They are unique in
Australian early childhood curriculum, because they state explicitly how early childhood educators should
work intentionally with Indigenous children’s first languages (i.e. their mother tongue). These guidelines were
first developed in 2007-8 by the Queensland Department of Education, Training and the Arts (DETA, 2008)
and were independently evaluated in 2011 by the Research Institute for Professional Practice, Learning and
Education Charles Sturt University (Perry, 2011), which found their language perspective to be a defining
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feature of their effectiveness. An updated version was produced in 2013 (Qld DETE, 2013), in response to
the national Early Years Learning Framework (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009).
Foundations for Success refers specifically and inclusively to the diverse range of Indigenous children’s first
languages (i.e. their mother tongue):
Some children will acquire SAE [Standard Australian English] as a first language. However, many
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are likely to have first languages that are:
• traditional languages — Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages that originated prior to
European colonisation and which continue to be spoken by children today in a few areas of
Queensland;
• contact languages — new languages that have formed since colonisation. These include several
creole languages which are spoken in Queensland (DETE Qld, 2013: 9)

Educators are guided, again explicitly, about how to intentionally foster Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children’s existing language repertoires as well as how to augment these:
Educators build successful language learning bridges when they […]
• implement a kindergarten program that:
– supports children to use and strengthen their first languages
– supports children who are learning SAE as an additional language to use
and strengthen their proficiency in SAE as well as their first language; and
– involves adults who speak the same language/s as the children
• develop respectful, reciprocal cross-cultural relationships that encourage families, community and
co-workers to play an active role in children’s language learning
• recognise that, although children may not be proficient in a traditional language, they may strongly
identify with one or more languages that are part of their heritage (DETE Qld, 2013: 9).

The independent evaluation of Foundations for Success notes the critical importance of languages for the
development of young Indigenous children’s personal and cultural identities. On-site visits and interviews
showed that this was of “particular relevance to Indigenous educators, who often had experienced quite the
opposite in their own education” (Perry, 2011: 25).
The honouring and celebration of both Home Language and Standard Australian English is not only
educationally sound, but is the single most important defining feature of a program informed by
Foundations for Success. (Perry, 2011: 71)

Increased student confidence, engagement and learning, ease of parental communication, agency of local
staff and community pride were amongst the evaluation report findings that were attributed to the
foregrounded role for children’s languages in the Foundations for Success guidelines.
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EXEMPLAR 2 SCHOOL SUPPORT: THE WARLPIRI EDUCATION AND TRAINING TRUST (WETT)
Warlpiri is one of the Traditional Languages being learned by children as their first language, and is the
language of everyday communication for its speakers. Yet it is highly endangered and constantly under
threat from English. It receives little support from government institutions.
The Warlpiri Education and Training Trust (WETT), funded by royalties from Newmont Mining, operating on
Warlpiri country in the Northern Territory, was set up in 2006 by the Central Land Council Community
Development Unit to “promote Warlpiri aspirations for learning, education and training”, in response to a
request from Warlpiri educators and community members. Maintenance of Warlpiri as the first language of its
speakers is an integral part of this. An independent evaluative review of WETT was undertaken by Disbray
and Guenther (2017) and informs this case study. Governance of WETT is by the trustee, Kurra Aboriginal
Corporation, who are traditional owners of the mining area, and a Warlpiri WETT Committee who make
funding decisions, with oversight by the Central Land Council Community Development Unit. In other words,
WETT is designed, implemented and governed by Warlpiri. In the first ten years of operation many
community-based learning programs have been implemented.
Warlpiri language, land and culture are central to WETT, and WETT supports the Warlpiri-patu-kurlangu Jaru
‘Warlpiri language’ organisation to implement their aspirations. In consultations the Warlpiri emphasised the
need for direct support to teach Warlpiri law and traditions to young people. Some practical ways of doing
this include funding participation in ‘country visits’ – planned educational 2-4 day excursions to important
sites for active on-country traditional teaching and learning. Warlpiri language is integral to the visits through
e.g. story-telling, singing, learning botanical knowledge, and socio-cultural language, such as the
relationships of people and places. Warlpiri schools all use both Warlpiri and English as the languages of
instruction, and WETT supports quarterly and annual professional development workshops for Warlpiri
educators. Other projects include providing training in radio, TV and internet use as well as print media in
Warlpiri and English. WETT supports a youth development program in which community elders engage with
young people and teach them aspects of language and culture. It partners with Charles Darwin University
and Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education to provide community-based adult education and
training. This formal training is not usually in Warlpiri but is included to show the value Warlpiri place on
access to English education and employment. At the other end of the age range WETT also funds early
childhood programs to support young families.
The review found that WETT’s achievements included, among other things, maintenance of Warlpiri culture
and language, increased self-determination and power, increased social capital and economic capacity,
increased skills and knowledge for individuals and the community, and increased youth leadership and
wellbeing. WETT was the winner of the 2018 Indigenous Governance Award, supported by Reconciliation
Australia and BHP.
The case study of WETT illustrates how Warlpiri people, who speak their Traditional Language as their
everyday language of communication, take effective action to strengthen their connection to land, language,
and law in the face of consistent pressure to weaken these areas.

EXEMPLAR 3 FAMILY AND COMMUNITY: OTHER PATHWAYS TO LANGUAGE LEARNING
The State Library of Western Australia’s Better Beginnings Read to me-I love it! Program aims include
supporting a) early literacy and language development, and b) strategies that lead to school readiness (Kral,
2018: 10). They recognise that parents and the home environment are essential to the early teaching of
reading, and that children are more likely to continue to be readers in homes where books and reading are
valued. They are cognisant of the national and international literature that shows a significant connection
between family literacy practices and school literacy achievement. Furthermore, that booksharing in the
home impacts positively on children’s communication, language, literacy and cognitive development,
regardless of socio-economic background (Burnett et al., 2014). Drawing on this literature the SLWA
recognises that children’s language and literacy development in first and second language(s), and the extent
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and quality of parental support, are influenced by many factors including the availability of resources within
the home and community (Kral, 2018: 4).
For these reasons the Read to me-I love it! (Better Beginnings program for remote Aboriginal communities)
has, since 2010, engaged with more than 120 remote communities in Western Australia to deliver culturally
appropriate learning resources for caregivers and their young children, primarily in English. The communities
cover a wide spectrum of families and language ecologies ranging from those where English is used as the
first language with children, to others where the mother tongue of children is a Kriol (in many of the
Kimberley communities), to those in locations such as the desert communities where the heritage mother
tongue of children may be one or more of the Western Desert dialects. The SLWA recognises the
importance of affirming and supporting the oral development of Indigenous languages and creating print and
digital resources, as well as fostering access to these resources. In a recent Review of the RTMILI program
the inclusion of more West Australian Indigenous languages in the texts provided for children and families
was recommended (Kral, 2018: 6). SLWA affirm this, however as the Review further concluded responding
to this recommendation is complex: ‘in trying to provide a program that meets the needs of families and
communities that are diverse in terms of location, languages, literacy competence and home literacy
practices’ (Kral, 2018: 92).
Without a doubt supporting local governments, NGOs as well as libraries to provide Aboriginal language
resources and support for families and children in the home and community context are initiatives that would
have a huge impact on Indigenous language maintenance and revival. Examples of such local initiatives
include:
•

Talking books in Gija/Mirawoong have been produced by Mirima Dawang Woorlab-gerring Language
and Culture Centre and available for loan at Kununurra Library and through the Home Interaction
Program for Parents and Youngsters (HIPPY) program in Kununurra.

•

Mowanjum Art Centre where resources in Ngarinyin have been developed and are available for
purchase and for reading on-site.

•

The Indigenous Literacy Foundation has produced Wanytjatja Spotnga? (‘Where’s Spot?’) and other
popular children’s books in Ngaanyatjarra (in print and as an e-book), in collaboration with the
Ngaanyatjarra Early Years Program.

•

Remote Indigenous Media Organisations in association with Indigenous Community Television
(ICTV) in Alice Springs have been making a series of traditional bedtime stories in Indigenous
languages.

However responding to this articulated need requires a whole-of-government national response and
committed funding to support Indigenous language development, maintenance and revival in the childhood
years in settings outside of schools and language centres.

5.3.7 EMPIRICAL STUDIES: EDUCATION, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE AND WELLBEING
See Appendix 1 for further details and evaluation of the following studies:
•

A Canadian study (Guèvremont & Kohen, 2012) using parent reports found that speaking an
Aboriginal language was associated with positive school outcomes for young children, but adults
were less likely to have completed high school. The authors suggest (2012: 10) that possible
mechanisms for the positive influences include child self-esteem, enhanced cognitive development
related to speaking more than one language, enhanced cultural identity, and/or impacts on parents
such as parental involvement.

•

In a follow-up study to investigate the reasons that young Aboriginal adults who spoke an Indigenous
language were less likely to have completed high school, Guèvremont & Kohen (2017a) found that
the effect was not apparent after they controlled for family educational experiences, duration of
language instruction, and school attendance on reserve.
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•

In a further study Guèvremont & Kohen (2017b: 10) also found that parents reported that their
children speaking an Aboriginal language (and having teachers help with the language at school),
was associated with school outcomes independently of Aboriginal cultural activities.

•

A South African study (Taylor & Coetzee, 2016) using longitudinal national data found that mother
tongue instruction significantly improved English language acquisition.

•

In Australia, the Footprints in Time study (McLeod et al., 2014: 118; and see 7.1.5) found that:
Indigenous Australian children have rich cultural and linguistic traditions and their speech and
language competence is promoted through family, community, and educational experiences.

SUMMARY OF THE CONNECTION: EDUCATION, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE, AND
WELL-BEING
•
•
•

Learning and Indigenous languages are interrelated, providing cognitive and social strength;
Learning occurs best through children’s first language or the language of their culture;
Indigenous people govern language-learning activities.

INDICATOR: EDUCATIONAL WELL-BEING
•
•

Indigenous languages are incorporated meaningfully into the curriculum, as medium of instruction,
as a subject, or with symbolic/identity roles.
Communities are involved in directing how the Indigenous language is taught.

5.3.8 ECONOMICS, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE AND WELL-BEING
Indigenous languages provide access to employment in a range of ways, as described in 4.3 Languages and
Livelihoods, and illustrated in the case studies, particular Case Study 2 Ngukurr. There has, however, been
little work investigating this.
In a study in Canada, Whitney-Squire (2016: 1156) explored how Indigenous languages operate within
tourism settings in Canada, Hawaii and New Zealand. In these language revival contexts, she found that in
Canada the Haida had developed tourism initiatives that were economically, culturally, and environmentally
sustainable, with:
… the vital role of language relationships as foundational to supporting culturally appropriate,
culturally relevant language use within community based tourism and tourism related initiatives.

In a further qualitative study based in Canada, Whitney-Squire et al. (2018: 187) carried out visitor interviews
about language, with a focus on cultural rather than economic benefits of tourism:
In contrast to conventional approaches wherein Indigenous tourism, merely by its existence, is
purported to be a tool for revitalization, language-based tourism programming is re-positioned as
a strategic and intentional method in which the tourist becomes an active participant –
contributing directly to the goals of language revitalization.

Altman (2009) theorises a “hybrid economy” model to explain how the members of an Australian Aboriginal
community shift between sectors of the economy, e.g. part-time work and traditional activities. He suggests
(2009: 325) that this fits well with emerging cultural tourism enterprises. Koenig et al. (2011) investigate
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Indigenous livelihoods and art income, and although the language community influenced the amount of art
produced, this seemed to be a function of community rather than language itself.
The services sector is an area in which there is considerable opportunity for employment, when services are
more broadly construed to include collaborative research (e.g. on financial literacy), and evaluation of policy
implementation, as well as negotiation of the provision of services and access routes through traditional
lands (Spencer et al., 2017). However, as they note:
The significant potential of ‘soft infrastructure’ – the knowledge, languages and cultures of
Aboriginal people living on country – is largely unacknowledged in discussions and policy work
around ‘developing the north’. (Spencer et al., 2017: 3).

Positive implications of Indigenous languages for employment in areas ranging from environmental
employment to the arts sector and tourism are highlighted in some submissions made to the Our Land Our
Languages report (Commonwealth of Australia, 2012). These included:
Ecological work: Indigenous sea and land management (e.g. use of fire in the tropical savannahs)
has involved Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and, pivotally, their languages and
ecologically significant concepts worded through them. This contributes not only to Indigenous wellbeing through paid employment (with a potential career pathway) on country and in cultural
maintenance activities, but also through the recognition by wider Australia of the deep and rich
knowledge and cultural heritage of Indigenous Australians. In a time of increased environmental
concerns, the value placed on maintaining this Indigenous knowledge is only likely to increase.
Media: Wherever an Indigenous language is spoken by community members, then the ability to
speak it adds significantly to an employee’s ability to communicate and carry out their work. The
mass media is a source of considerable employment opportunities for speakers of Indigenous
languages, with 300-400 media workers.
Education: the education sector may overtly seek speakers of Indigenous languages, either as
languages of communication (i.e. for mother tongue speakers) or as target languages, where
students are learning the language in any context, from language revival through to language
maintenance.

5.3.8.1 EMPIRICAL STUDIES: ECONOMICS, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE, AND WELLBEING
See Appendix 1 for further details and evaluation of the following studies:
•

An examination of the association between Aboriginal language skills and well-being in 25 Canadian
First Nations communities found that the ability to understand or speak an Aboriginal language is
negatively associated with well-being at the community level (Capone et al., 2013). However, the
authors do not appear to have a good understanding of language issues, and so for example they
state (2013: 73):
One possible explanation for the stronger association between Aboriginal language skills
and education involves the notion that the ability to speak a traditional language may
interfere with the ability to speak the dominant language
This claim is not supported in the literature, since multilingualism is common across the world (see
also the findings from Taylor & Coetzee, 2016).

•

In Bolivia, Chiswick et al. (2000) investigated the effect of Indigenous language skills on labour force
participation. They found that Spanish was more likely to be the only language used by those active
in the labour force, which suggests barriers for speakers of traditional languages.

•

In a study of inequality among ethnic groups in Vietnam, Nguyen et al. (2017: 145) found that:
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removing language barriers would significantly reduce inequality among ethnic groups,
narrowing the ethnic gap, and especially so through enhancing the gains earned by
minorities from education.

SUMMARY OF THE CONNECTION
•
•
•
•

Fluency in an Indigenous language and a language of wider communication can provide
employment through building ‘soft infrastructure’ and cultural brokerage opportunities, which cover a
wide range of services from negotiation, to assisting implementation, to evaluation, to tourism.
Tourism validates Indigenous language use, which, in cultural tourism, may itself be part of the
attraction;
With tourism and art production Indigenous language remains culturally relevant.
Cultural tourism and employment in caring for country or ranger work are intertwined areas of economic
development that benefit from language knowledge and use.

INDICATOR: ECONOMIC WELL-BEING
•

Knowledge and use of the Indigenous language gives opportunities to engage in the culture-based
market economy.

5.3.9 LAW AND WELL-BEING
The relationship between law and Indigenous well-being is complex. On the one hand, international and
national law provide some grounds for asserting language rights (the right to speak one’s own language, the
right to receive information about government services in a language one understands, and the right to have
one’s children educated in their first language) (Freeman & Staley, 2018; Simpson, 2018). It is often
assumed that if Indigenous people’s language rights are respected this will result in their increased wellbeing (Williams, 2011), and this is discussed in the next section. On the other hand, dispossessed and
colonised people, also encounter the operation of the colonisers’ law in detrimental ways.
The issues around language fall into two main types. The first, and mostly widely discussed, relates to the
right to receive information about government services in a language one understands. People facing the
justice system, whether as plaintiffs, defendants or witnesses, need to be able to give and receive
information in a language they understand? The problems relating to lack of communication have long been
recognised (e.g. Eades, 1995) but we have been unable to find empirical studies on outcomes when
adequate interpreting services are provided. However, as Heske (2008) points out, Indigenous people who
do not speak English are highly disadvantaged in courts because they do not have a legal right to an
interpreter, and the high rate of incarceration of Indigenous people in the Northern Territory includes many
people with limited English. This then leads to the second issue related to language, what happens when
Indigenous people are incarcerated, or vulnerable to being incarcerated. Terrill & Robertson (2014) and
Terrill et al. (2014) discuss programs for addressing the vulnerability of Māori in gaol, and cultural programs
for rehabilitation in prisons, which include learning Māori language as an integral part, based on a case study
of 3 offenders. For people who do not speak an Indigenous language as a first language, learning an
Indigenous language, especially their heritage language may be beneficial. There are culture and language
programs in Australia that are intended as diversionary or rehabilitation programs such as “Yiriman”
(Thorburn & Marshall, 2017), and some reflective discussion of these programs such as Palmer’s (2013)
evaluation of Yiriman, but there appear to be no empirical studies of the outcomes of these programs.
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SUMMARY OF THE CONNECTION
•
•

Giving and receiving information in a language one understands increases the chances of better
interaction with the justice system.
Greater connection with one’s culture may be achieved through language learning.

INDICATOR: WELL-BEING WITH RESPECT TO ENGAGEMENT WITH THE JUSTICE
SYSTEM
•
•

Providing better interpreting services may give better outcomes for plaintiffs (more successful
cases), for defendants and for expert witness (fairer trials).
Providing more language learning opportunities as part of rehabilitation or diversionary programs
may reduce incarceration and recidivism.

5.3.10 LANGUAGE, RECONCILIATION AND WELL-BEING
A number of researchers have emphasised the importance of language maintenance and revival in Australia
as an act of reconciliation. Some Indigenous leaders have also demanded this, for example Williams (2011:
59):
For me, as an Indigenous person, I see that dominator cultures have a clear-cut moral and
ethical obligation towards us and our languages, which they have played a key role in
destroying.

The national obligation for the preservation of Indigenous languages was stated by McConvell & Thieberger
(2001: 29):
It is not only part of the Australian nation’s duty of care to the Indigenous population to make
every effort to help them maintain their heritage, it is also part of the national responsibility to
preserve the languages as part of the nation’s cultural heritage. In years to come this heritage
will be valued highly – governments and bodies which failed to make every effort to conserve it
will be judged harshly.

The Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (United Nations, 2007) is consistently cited within
academic discourse around legal bases for protecting and revitalising Indigenous languages:
Article 13.1
Indigenous peoples have the right to revitalise, use, develop and transmit to future generations
their histories, languages, oral traditions, philosophies, writing systems and literatures, and to
designate and retain their own names for communities, places and persons.
Article 14.3
States shall, in conjunction with indigenous peoples, take effective measures, in order for
indigenous individuals, particularly children, including those living outside their communities, to
have access, when possible, to an education in their own culture and provided in their own
language.

Although Australia was one of four countries that initially voted against the Declaration, the Australian
Government announced its support in 2009.
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Indigenous languages are also important to the wider Australian community. This was highlighted in a
number of submissions to Our Land Our Languages, for example that by Reconciliation Australia
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2012: 15):
Building the recognition and appreciation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages will
also contribute to the national pride of all Australians. The concept of shared pride in the
histories and cultures of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians is a key part of
reconciliation in Australia.

SUMMARY OF THE CONNECTION: RECONCILIATION, INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE, AND
WELL-BEING
•
•

Acknowledging the role colonisation had in weakening Indigenous languages is important for the
well-being of Indigenous people;
Engaging in reconciliation to restore and /or support Indigenous languages is an important step.

INDICATOR: RESTORATIVE WELL-BEING
•

5.4

Use of Indigenous languages is promoted.

SUMMARY

A summary of indicators, studies and practices of well-being is given in Table 4.
Table 4. Summary: Indicators, studies and practices of Indigenous languages and well-being
Indicators

Relationship between
Indigenous languages
and Well-being

1. Land-based

• Land and language are
interrelated

Practice

Literature

Biddle & Swee (2012)
• Indigenous people
know and use language Chandler & Lalonde (1998)
Douglas (2011)
relating to country
• Indigenous languages
Morelli (2017)
include cultural
• Indigenous people
Oster et al. (2014)
knowledge of ecology
know and use songs,
Reid et al. (2016)
and geography
stories, dance, etc.
Rumsey (1993)
relating to country
Schultz et al. (2018)
• Story, songs, dance, etc.
Commonwealth of Australia (2012)
link language landscape
Williams (2011)
and culture
• Well-being occurs when
the relationship is strong

2. Spiritual

• Link to the spirit world is
fundamental to many
Indigenous people’s
worldviews
• There are often specific
language genres to link
to the spirit world

• Indigenous people’s
use and knowledge of
language which
connects to the spirit
world

Grieves & the Cooperative Research
Centre for Aboriginal Health Australia
(2009)
Bracknell(2017)
Poroch et al. (2011)
Williams (2011)
Commonwealth of Australia (2012)
Lewellan (2016)
McIvor et al. (2009)
Houkamau & Sibley (2010)

• Indigenous people’s
use and knowledge of

Archibald & Aboriginal Healing
Foundation Canada (2011)

• These genres have
developed to meet
changing environments
3. Cultural identity

• Interconnectedness of
language, culture and
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Indicators

Relationship between
Indigenous languages
and Well-being

Practice

Literature

identity emphasised by
Indigenous people

Indigenous language in Browne (2019)
cultural practices
Chandler & Lalonde (1998)
Collard et al. (2016)
• Use of Indigenous
• Indigenous people’s
Dockery (2010)
languages leads to
use and knowledge of
Houkamau & Sibley (2010)
engagement in culturally
Indigenous language in Marmion et al. (2014)
responsive organisations
cultural networks and
Oster et al. (2014)
organisations
Reid et al (2016)
• Language is part of
Walsh (2018)
cultural continuity which • Organisations using
Williams (2011)
contributes to well-being
Indigenous languages
as part of culturally
responsive approach
4. Emotional health

• Enforced loss of
• Health providers’ use of
Indigenous languages
Indigenous languages
has resulted in
and associated cultural
intergenerational trauma
concepts
• The use of Indigenous
languages provides
emotional resilience
• The use of Indigenous
languages encourages
meaningful interventions

5. Physical health

• Communication issues
based on language &
culture may affect
interactions

•

• Use of a Traditional
Language reflecting
cultural strength can be
protective
6. Educational

• Learning and Indigenous •
languages are
interrelated, providing
cognitive & social
strength
•
• Learning occurs best
through children’s first
languages or the
language of their culture
• Indigenous people
govern language
learning initiatives

7. Economic

• Tourism validates
Indigenous language
use
• With tourism and art
production Indigenous
language remains
culturally relevant

8. Restorative

• Acknowledgement of
role of colonisation in
Indigenous languages
• Engaging in
reconciliation to

•

Bjerregard & Curtis (2002)
Chandler & Lalonde (1998)
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission (1997)
Dyall et al. (2014)
Fiedeldey-Van Dijk et al. (2017)
Haggarty et al. (2008)
Hallet et al. (2007)
Herman-Stahl et al. (2003)
Morice (1978)
Nagel & Thompson (2007)
Opai (2017)
Whitbeck et al. (2002)
Whitbeck et al. (2004)
Williams (2011)
Amery (2017)
Indigenous people’s
Chandler & Lalonde (1998)
knowledge and use of
Coe et al. (2004)
Indigenous language
Flood & Rohloff (2018)
referring to cultural
MacLean et al. (2017)
concepts of physical
Pitama et al. (2011)
health
Strong et al. (2015)
Sun & Buys (2013)
Vass (2011)
United Nations Permanent Forum on
Indigenous languages
Indigenous Issues (2018)
are incorporated
Commonwealth of Australia (2012)
meaningfully into the
Lester et al. (2013)
curriculum
Wigglesworth & Billington (2013)
Communities are
Morcom (2017)
involved in governing
Guèvremont & Kohen (2012)
Indigenous language
Williams (2011)
teaching
Guèvremont & Kohen (2017b)
Guèvremont & Kohen (2017a)
Taylor & Coetzee (2016)
McLeod et al. (2014)
Angelo & Poetsch (2019)
Carter et al (2020)
Knowledge and use of Altman(2009)
Capone et al. (2013)
Indigenous language
Chiswick et al. (2000)
gives opportunities to
Koenig et al. (2011)
engage in the culturebased market economy Nguyen et al. (2017)
Whitney-Squire (2016)
Whitney-Squire et al. (2018)

• Use of Indigenous
languages is promoted

McConvell & Thieberger (2001)
Commonwealth of Australia (2012)
United Nations (2007)
Williams (2011)
Angelo, Fraser & Yeatman (2019)
Angelo & Poetsch (2019)
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Indicators

Relationship between
Indigenous languages
and Well-being

Practice

Literature

restore/support
Indigenous languages is
important
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6

6.1

ILLUSTRATING LANGUAGE ECOLOGIES: SNAPSHOT SCENARIOS & INDEPTH CASE STUDIES

SNAPSHOT SCENARIOS

These illustrative scenarios have been devised in response to requests put to us, asking for clarifications
about everyday ramifications of language ecologies, and what “a day in a life” might involve for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait islander people living in different language ecologies. Each scenario involves imaginary
people and events, but the settings and use of language are typical for that context.

REAWAKENING A TRADITIONAL LANGUAGE: COASTAL NORTHERN NEW SOUTH
WALES

On Gumbaynggirr country, the Gumbaynggirr language is being revived, learned and taught
to others (as an additional language). Englishes (standard and local versions) are spoken
across all generations from birth (as a first language).

Joey is up early for kindy. He and his mum get ready for the day, chatting in English in the same way that
Aboriginal people around here talk. They live on Gumbaynggirr country and they are Gumbaynggirr people
too.
At the Aboriginal run kindy, Joey and the other children play together. They speak English the same way as
Joey because all their families are from this area too. One of Joey’s kindergarten teachers has been studying
Gumbaynggirr with the Muurrbay Language Centre. (Her parents remember their Elders speaking
Gumbaynggirr when they were growing up on a mission. They didn’t learn it back then, as it was strictly
forbidden.) Joey’s teacher has done two certificate courses with Muurrbay and she is passing what she
learns onto the gamambi, who know a lot of Gumbaynggirr words now too. All the kindy gamambi have
learned songs in Gumbaynggirr from her. Joey’s favourite is the Giinagay song… But maybe today it’s the
one about Gami’s place, because that’s where his mum is taking him and his baby brother after kindy. Joey
and the other gamambi chat (and occasionally argue) their way through their morning, in English. At lunch
they all wash their marla, and then they sit and chat with the kindy teachers, again talking English.
After kindy, Joey’s mum takes him and his little brother to the shops where they do some shopping (in
English) for their Gami. Then they drive over to her place. Joey loves his Gami. She tells him stories (in
English, but often, he is beginning to realise, she throws a few Gumbaynggirr words in). Today he tells her
about his new favourite song and she gives him the biggest hug when he sings it for her. His Gami and his
mum get dinner ready talking quietly in English, while Joey watches some television (in English) and baby
boy sleeps. Over dinner, mum and his Gami have lots of funny stories to tell (in English with some
Gumbaynggirr in there too) and they get Joey to tell stories too. After dinner, he’s so tired that he drifts off to
sleep straight away, with the sound of mum and his Gami still laughing and talking (in English with a bit of
Gumbaynggirr) in the background.
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REAWAKENING A TRADITIONAL LANGUAGE, RECOGNISING A NEW LANGUAGE:
ABORIGINAL COMMUNITY, FAR NORTH-EASTERN QUEENSLAND

In this community, the Gunggay language is being revived, learned and taught to others (as
an additional language). In addition, in this community, people have many different language
backgrounds because their families were removed from their lands and brought here. Locals
speak a New Language, a creole called Yarrie Lingo, from birth and as their main language.
Standard Australian English is learned as an additional language when children go to school.

Alice is telling her three boys to get up (Youfulla bedda git up!). She’s talking Yarrie Lingo, a creole (a New
Language, not a Traditional Language). It’s how people here have been talking to each other for several
generations. The name “Yarrie Lingo” was only settled on about a decade ago.
All in Yarrie Lingo: They have breakfast and get ready for school. Her eldest son always wakes up slowly,
and only just gets out the door on time when she tells him she can see the bus coming down the street (Bus
dere la!). Alice walks over to the clinic where she works. She speaks English to the Migaloo nurse there and
Yarrie Lingo to local staff. When the clients come in, she breaks down the English the nurse uses into Yarrie
Lingo so they all understand and feel comfortable.
Alice pops over to the school before lunch. She tells the Migaloo Principal (in English) that she’s dropping off
the boys’ lunches. She stops to tell a quick bit of juicy gossip (En laaa…) to another mum (Wots dat Alice?)
in Yarrie Lingo. Her youngest son has a great local Aboriginal teacher who speaks Yarrie Lingo and English.
Her eldest has a lovely Migaloo teacher and a wonderful local Aboriginal Teacher Aide who explains things
in Yarrie Lingo for the students and in English for their teacher. Right now, her son’s class is with the
Gunggay teacher. Together with Gunggay Elders, his own university studies and research plus linguist
assistance, he has researched Gunggay, the language of the country where the community is located, and is
helping to reawaken it by teaching it across the school. People in this community have around 40 other
languages in their heritage. Alice herself has picked up a lot of words in Yidiny from her family over the years
and she passes them onto her sons.
After school the whole family goes on a shopping trip to Cairns Central, where they speak an occasional
phrase or two of English to shop assistants, but Yarrie Lingo amongst themselves and to any other family
they see there. They grab something to eat (in English) and get home pretty late, talking Yarrie Lingo all the
way. Not too long after they’re all in bed, asleep and dreaming in Yarrie Lingo.
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REVITALISING TRADITIONAL LANGUAGES, SPEAKING A NEW LANGUAGE:
ABORIGINAL COMMUNITY IN SOUTH-EASTERN ARNHEM LAND

In this community, community members are affiliated with one or more of the 8 Traditional
Language groups associated historically with this place. These languages are spoken to
varying extent down the generations, and so are all being revitalised, learned and taught here
with the assistance of the local Aboriginal language centre. Locals speak a New Language, a
creole called Kriol, from birth and as their main language, which is also spoken throughout
the region. Standard Australian English is learned as an additional language when children
go to school.

As soon as Emma gets up in the morning, she’s helping her mums, making sure the little kids all have a feed
and telling them to get ready for kindy and school, in Kriol. She walks to school with three friends (who she
calls sista, mami and gagu in Kriol) and they tell each other the gossip from around the community, again in
Kriol. On the way, her mami sees her elderly gagu and they chat in Wubuy for a minute or so – Emma and
her other friend can pick up on this (Traditional) Language a bit, as they hear it spoken quite a lot in some
families.
At school, the Munanga staff all speak English. The Blekbala staff all speak Kriol and English and they know
a lot or a bit (depending on their families) of some of the main Traditional Languages that are represented in
the community. Her Munanga teachers try hard, but many kids get tired and bored probably because they
don't always understand school English right through and sometimes they get restless. This annoys Emma
and she growls them hard, in Kriol. Her anti goes to the school once a week and teaches the little kids
lessons in Marra, one of the main Traditional Languages. Her anti explain anything they can’t understand in
Kriol.
After school Emma and her friends catch up on the day’s events in Kriol while they walk to the store (where
they say a few words of English to the Munanga there at the counter), then they walk around town for a bit. A
few people handsign to the girls about where they’re headed and what they’ve got (and they signal ‘dijei en
najing’ back). The girls get a lift out to a nearby fishing spot with family (everybody telling stories all the way
in Kriol). They fish and cook their catch on the coals. Emma knows ‘language’ names for many fish and
plants, because that’s what they’re called in Kriol nowadays, but many came from Marra, originally. Emma
gets dropped back home afterwards. Some of her family are watching a video (it’s in English) and
commenting on it (in Kriol). But Emma sits outside and tells her three mami about the fishing trip (in Kriol).
They have a good laugh about some of the funny things she saw and heard.
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THE ELDERLY AND SHIFTING LANGUAGE USE ACROSS THE GENERATIONS:
REGIONAL TOWN IN CENTRAL AUSTRALIA

The languages spoken and understood by each generation, while they overlap to some
extent, are changing even in remote Australia. The language repertoires of older people often
include proficiency in several Traditional Languages due to their family networks and where
they lived throughout their lives. In areas where language use has been shifting, older
people’s languages contrast with the language repertoires of younger people. Older people’s
language facility may become more restricted with some medical conditions and might not
match younger family members.

Napanangka is 80 years old and she lives in an old age home in a remote town. When she was young she
grew up in a Kaytetye-speaking community, and, when she visited family living in Anmatyerre communities
she also learned their languages. She married Jupurrula who was Warlpiri and learned his language. The
government made them live in a mission on Alyawarr country, along with lots of people from different
communities, speaking different languages. A New Language emerged which didn’t have a name, but
sometimes people called it ‘Camp English’. Napanangka and Jupurrula used to speak different languages to
their children, but the children usually spoke Warlpiri and Camp English to them.
When the children grew up, they moved to town, and spoke Camp English more often. They got married to
people from other language groups, and Napanangka’s grandchildren grew up speaking English, Camp
English and some Warlpiri. After Jupurrula died, Napanangka moved to town to be closer to her family and
to good medical care. But then she had a stroke, and got dementia. Very reluctantly her family moved her to
the local nursing home. She has been gradually losing her languages, and now only speaks and
understands Kaytetye. None of the staff speak Kaytetye, and this is very frustrating for Napanangka. Her
family feel very sad when they visit her, because, while her children understand Kaytetye, and speak it
slowly, her grand and great grandchildren don’t understand Kaytetye at all.
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MULTILINGUAL IN MULTIPLE TRADITIONAL LANGUAGES, SPEAKING A NEW
LANGUAGE: LARGE REGIONAL PILBARA TOWN

In this linguistically diverse remote town in the Pilbara region of north-western Western
Australia, Aboriginal people speak and understand a variety of Traditional Languages,
predominantly from the region which the town services, and depending on their age and the
historical, social and personal/family factors. Most people speak a New Language, a “heavy”
kind of Aboriginal English (distant from Standard Australian English), as their first language
and start acquiring Standard Australian English at school.

Lizzie, a 46-year-old woman, is a great communicator who speaks many different languages. She wakes up
as the first rays of sunlight filter through the trees by the house. She is staying at the camp of her kamayi,
her ‘aunt’, in a large town in the Pilbara region of Western Australia. She usually stays in her hometown, a
few hours’ drive east, but has been spending the last two weeks here with her nyirti, her ‘youngest child’.
She makes her way to the fire and busies herself with preparing breakfast with the other women.
As they work, each of the women speaks her own language, as they all understand each other’s languages.
Lizzie can’t speak any of these languages fluently, but she can understand everything they say and answers
back in a mix of Yindjibarndi and Nyangumarta, two of the other languages of the region, and a ‘heavy’
Aboriginal English. (‘heavy’ is a way of indicating a variety quite different from Standard Australian English).
She doesn’t speak her own language, Ngarluma, to these women, as they don’t understand it as much as
some other languages of the Pilbara. She wakes up nyirti and tells him in English to come and eat.
After breakfast, she learns that some of the mob ‘people’ she’s camping with are going to the shops. It’s
much too hot to walk to the shops, and Lizzie can’t drive, so she takes the opportunity and she and nyirti join
them. She runs into many of her family and friends there, and speaks to them in Nyangumarta, Martu
Wangka, and her Aboriginal English. When she buys her food from the supermarket she speaks Standard
Australian English to the checkout assistant, as he is a non-Aboriginal and does not understand the variety
of English she is more comfortable using.
As she passes the bakery outside, she sees her uncle. He is a senior man in the Ngarluma community, and
he speaks to her in Ngarluma. She understands what he says, but is shy to say too much in return, as she
feels she is not as good at the language as he is. But she knows that he wants to speak to her in their
language, as he has no one else in town to speak to in Ngarluma, and only his wife speaks it as well as he
does these days. He also speaks to nyirti in Ngarluma, who understands a little bit of the language but
answers in her (Aboriginal) English. Nyirti is complaining about being hungry, so Lizzie says goodbye to her
uncle and gets on with her day.
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SPEAKING A TRADITIONAL LANGUAGE EVERYDAY: WESTERN DESERT
COMMUNITY

In this Western Desert community, local people of all ages speak Ngaanyatjarra, and/or a
closely related language from the Western Desert, as their first and main languages.
Extended family from town also speak Ngaanyatjarra, as well as a local kind of Aboriginal
English so everybody learns this to some extent too. Standard Australian English is learned
as an additional language, usually starting from when children go to school, but is rarely
used outside the classroom.

Nuni is 9 years old and he lives in a desert community with his extended family. On this day he gets up
slowly even though mother has been telling him in Ngaanyatjarra to get up and get ready for school for ages.
She gives him some money so he can grab something for breakfast on his way to school. At the store he
chooses some hot food from behind the counter, which he has to order in English from the store worker who
Nuni knows is Māori from New Zealand. When he arrives at school just a bit late, his teacher, a nonIndigenous newcomer to the community, asks him where he has been, using Standard Australian English.
He doesn’t really want to tell her that he slept in and got held up at the shop, so he mentions helping his
mother. But his cousin is also in the class and he hears the conversation and using traditional sign language
he does the hand sign for ‘wiya – no’ and with his tongue gestures the sign for ‘liar’ too. (The teacher doesn’t
notice this interchange and the students know she doesn’t understand any sign language). Once in class
Nuni talks to his friends in Ngaanyatjarra, about their schoolwork and everything else. At lunchtime they are
all out on the oval, the girls are playing softball and the boys are playing football and all the while they talk to
each other in Ngaanyatjarra. After lunch it is a science lesson and as usual in English. Nuni and his friends
aren’t following and are bored because they weren’t taught the English content language used in the lessons
first. On this day the local teaching assistant sees what’s happening and helps them by explaining the lesson
on the life cycle of frogs in Ngaanyatjarra.
After school Nuni returns home to find that his auntie from Kalgoorlie is visiting, she is not fluent in
Ngaanyatjarra, but understands it. Nuni chats to her using the kind of English that they speak in Kal, which
he knows is not the same English that the classroom teacher speaks. After dinner Nuni goes around to visit
his grandfather. He likes spending time with him because he tells lots of tjukurrpa dreaming stories. This time
he tells the story about the man with a hollow log. Nuni only half understands as his grandfather uses some
hard words that he has never heard before. His grandfather doesn’t explain, because that is the way some
stories are told to children and Nuni is used to this. After he goes home Nuni soon falls asleep telling his
mother, in Ngaanyatjarra, that tomorrow he will really try and get up early for school.
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6.2

IN-DEPTH CASE STUDIES

CASE STUDY 1: ON GUMBAYNGGIRR COUNTRY
Prepared by: Denise Angelo, Susan Poetsch, Michael Jarrett

LANGUAGE ECOLOGY: TRADITIONAL LANGUAGE L2, ENGLISHES L1 )
In Gumbaynggirr country on the mid-northern New South Wales coast, the Gumbaynggirr language is being
re-learned by adults, as a second language, in a revival context. In this context, Gumbaynggirr language
resources have been rebuilt with the community from historical materials, including from Elders who are
language rememberers and from research through archives. Foundational for Gumbaynggirr revival efforts
have been the research for the dictionary and grammar (Morelli, 2008, 2015) and more recently a set of
traditional narratives (Morelli et al., 2016), all coordinated through Muurrbay Aboriginal Language and
Culture Co-operative. Gumbaynggirr adults have relearned Gumbaynggirr language through informal
interactions (for example through activities associated with community organisations like Bularri Muurlay
Nyanggan Aboriginal Corporation (BMNAC)) or through more formal courses like TAFE Certificates I, II and
Muurrbay’s Certificate III in Gumbaynggirr Language and Culture Maintenance. Gumbaynggirr people are
once again teaching each other and their children, across various settings, including informal, on-country
and/or classroom settings. Some Gumbaynggirr language and culture teaching and learning includes people
of non-Gumbaynggirr heritage. Aspects of Gumbaynggirr people’s decades of ongoing efforts to revive their
language have been documented (Ash, et al., 2010; Poetsch et al., 2018; Poetsch et al., 2019; Walsh,
2001).
English is acquired as a first language by Gumbaynggirr people nowadays. English is used for most
interactions between Gumbaynggirr people and with the rest of the community. The English used by
Gumbaynggirr people can contain Gumbaynggirr identity markers such as Gumbaynggirr words. English
proficiency is not perceived as a barrier to Gumbaynggirr people accessing government services.

LANGUAGE AND WELL-BEING
The Gumbaynggirr language is interwoven with the well-being of Gumbaynggirr people in highly complex
and interdependent ways. For this reason, it is difficult to tease apart the various areas of well-being which
are influenced by an interplay with Gumbaynggirr language. However, in order to contribute to the discussion
of Aboriginal languages and well-being, we attempt to show some of the ways Gumbaynggirr people have
spoken about language and various aspects of their well-being.

GUMBAYNGGIRR LANGUAGE AND BEING GUMBAYNGGIRR
Identity: Learning and speaking Gumbaynggirr language is strongly associated with a sense of identity and
pride in being Gumbaynggirr. Gumbaynggirr language is an important dimension to Gumbaynggirr identity. It
has been spoken of as a loss that can be regained, for example: “It was like something that was missing…
and it’s filled that hole for me” (Clarke Webb, NITV interview, Jul19, 2017) and “Reviving the language and
getting into the culture helped me a lot”, “I sort of found myself and my connection. I have a sense of
belonging now.” (Amy Marshall Jarrett, 2003: 18-22)
Culture: The connection between language and culture is constantly expressed by Gumbaynggirr people
(see Amy Marshall Jarrett above). The community organisation, BMNAC, holds as a central tenet a
connection between Gumbaynggirr language, cultural strength and success in education:
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“Bularri Muurlay Nyanggan translates to ‘two path strong’ in the Gumbaynggirr language which sets
the tone for the goals and vision of our organisation. The programs that we deliver are designed to
ensure that Aboriginal youth are strong in terms of both cultural identity and educational success.”
Gumbaynggirr community & family: A number of community organisations bring community members
together through their focus on Gumbaynggirr language learning and teaching, for example Muurrbay, which
is a Registered Training Organization, and BMNAC. Muurrbay, in addition to language research,
documentation and teaching efforts which engage various groupings of Gumbaynggirr community members,
also supports social and cultural events and practices such as dance and art groups, song writing and
musical performances that involve family and community. Individual Gumbaynggirr people also express the
importance of their language work in the eyes of their old people, family and community. For example, in
interviews of Gumbaynggirr people on First Languages Australia’s Gambay Map, Ricky Buchanan tells how
making his grandparents proud is an important motive for him in learning and teaching Gumbaynggirr.
Michael Jarrett refers to the Gumbaynggirr Elders and activists who he has looked up to and who have
paved the way for his language learning.
Country: The connection between Gumbaynggirr language, land and culture is a constant: Gumbaynggirr
language and culture has its roots in Gumbaynggirr country. Many Gumbaynggirr language activities are
carried out on-country, informally (between family and community members) and semi-formally through
organised tours or school excursions. Ongoing connections between Gumbaynggirr country and
Gumbaynggirr language were formally recognised as a factor contributing to the successful Gumbaynggirr
Native Title Land Claim which noted that the native title claim group continued to “speak and teach
Gumbaynggirr language” (Kee, 2014: Section 190B(5)(c)). Country also has a vital role in fostering
Gumbaynggirr language and culture. The Gumgali Track2, an interpretive walking track to the edge of the
escarpment, was a collaboration between NSW Forestry Corporation and Gumbaynggirr Elders and artists,
which is particularly well-suited for sharing stories as it overlooks important story sites.
Public recognition and reconciliation: Gumbaynggirr people are using Gumbaynggirr language for public
occasions, formal and informal, and in public spaces. For example, in an episode of Custodians for viewers
around Australia about Nambucca Heads and surrounding country, Larry Kelly uses Gumbaynggirr language
to introduce himself and where he is and to name some significant places (Custodians, Season 1, Episode
14). Gumbaynggirr language and culture has featured elsewhere in the media, as in Backroads3 on the ABC.
In Gumbaynggirr country, use of Gumbaynggirr language on signs or dual language signage is becoming
more common, as for instance in the naming of the new National Park, Gaagal Wanggan4 (South Beach), a
practice supported by Aboriginal management. Many in the community hold the view, that teaching and
learning Gumbaynggirr language to everybody is a means for achieving recognition and reconciliation. For
example, Michael Jarrett ‘strongly believes in keeping his language and culture alive and proudly teaches
anyone who wants to learn’ (Jarrett. State Library NSW Website5).
Health: Gumbaynggirr language is often used to name important Aboriginal health initiatives. This use of the
Gumbaynggirr language projects the message to Gumbaynggirr community members that the service or
program is seeking to involve and benefit them, as in Galambila Aboriginal Health Service, which
prominently displays Gumbaynggirr on their home page: Ngiyaa Ngiimba Minya Ngiinda Julu-Ngarraangi ‘We
all ask what you think’.

2

https://www.forestrycorporation.com.au/about/releases/aboriginal-interpretive-walk
https://www.facebook.com/ABCIndigenous/videos/gumbaynggirr-platypus-and-emu-dreamingstory/2094800613895949/
4
https://www.nationalparks.nsw.gov.au/conservation-programs/gaagal-wanggaan-south-beach-national-park-jointmanagement-program
5
https://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/story-told-gumbaynggirr
3
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GUMBAYNGGIRR LANGUAGE AND LIVELIHOODS
Gumbaynggirr language can be associated directly and indirectly with the livelihoods of Gumbaynggirr
people in terms of mainstream work opportunities, alternative working and earning opportunities and cultural
means of supporting families.
Gumbaynggirr language knowledge assists Gumbaynggirr people to have ongoing or renewed access to
traditional food and medical resources from their country. This contributes to a sense of belonging and wellbeing in country, of continuity and connection, of being able to provide for family, and being provided for by
country.
Gumbaynggirr language work has provided a source of employment for many Gumbaynggirr people over
many years. Gumbaynggirr people are employed in various directing, administration, research and teaching
roles at Muurrbay Aboriginal Language and Culture Co-operative. For instance, they have recently finished a
co-designed research project resulting in a collection of Gumbaynggirr dreaming stories (Morelli, Williams &
Walker (eds) 2016). Michael Jarrett could see that multiple opportunities – employment, personal and
connectedness – opened to him thanks to Gumbaynggirr language learning and teaching experience:
Work opportunities are still coming at me hard and fast, Board of Studies, DET, Muurrbay,
TAFE, universities and other language organisations. It has opened up many doors in my
Gumbaynggirr language journey across all facets of my life and has given me back my pride as
an Aboriginal man. I am passing on my knowledge and skills to other Aboriginal people so they
can feel the way I feel. I feel more connected to my language, my homeland, my people, the
spirits of my homeland and most of all to my ancestors.
Michael Jarrett (2016) Bellingen writers festival author.
The Gumbaynggirr Language and Culture Nest6 (one of five in Language and Culture Nests in NSW) has
provided employment opportunities for numerous Gumbaynggirr teachers/tutors since its inception in 2014.
Overall these school programs are overwhelmingly welcomed. There is some community debate about their
implementation and capacity to staff so many school sites so quickly has been challenging, as has funding
for secure and stable teacher/tutor positions, supplying teaching resources and training for the
Gumbaynggirr teacher/tutors (Katz et al., 2018).
A number of initiatives focus on developing language and cultural capital for Gumbaynggirr people outside of
a mainstream education zone. To this end, BMNAC offers Goori Learning Centres7 which are after-school
programs for Aboriginal students and weekly community-based Gumbaynggirr language revitalisation
classes8 which include trips for learning on-country.
Muurrbay has recently launched an online course9 in Gumbaynggirr It is designed for Gumbaynggirr adults,
living off country or unable to attend classes on-site, but it is already clear that there is interest in using it for
whole families, or in senior school classes.
Gumbaynggirr language and culture are at the forefront of a number of Aboriginal tourism ventures.
Promotional material, such as the Coffs Coast Gumbaynggirr Showcase10, often features Gumbaynggirr
language, country and culture. For instance, Gumbaynggirr Culture Shows11 are run at the Sealy Lookout
every month by an Aboriginal community organisation, and include a tour, food available from the
Nyanggann Gapi van and art and craft from the Giingan Markets. Tourism is considered by some as a

6

https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/aec/language-culture-and-communities/gumbaynggirr-nest
https://education.nsw.gov.au/teaching-and-learning/aec/language-culture-and-communities/gumbaynggirr-nest
8
https://bmnac.org.au/programs-services/gumbaynggirr-language-revitalisation/
9
https://muurrbay.org.au/publications-and-resources/online-courses/
7

10

https://www.facebook.com/events/coffs-harbour-district-lalc/our-future-our-community-gumbaynggirr-languageshowcase/234541217463020/

11

https://www.coffscoast.com.au/event/giingan-gumbaynggirrr-cultural-show/
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potential source of sustainable self-funding to support Gumbaynggirr language and culture programs, as in
the Wajaana Yaam Adventure Tours12.

WEBSITES
Bularri Muurlay Nyanggan Aboriginal Corporation [Website]: https://bmnac.org.au/
Certificate III in Gumbaynggirr Language and Culture Maintenance [Website]:
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Certificate II in Gumbaynggirr Language and Culture Maintenance (expired) [Website]:
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https://wajaanayaam.com.au/
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CASE STUDY 2: NGUKURR, NORTHERN TERRITORY
Prepared by Denise Angelo, Greg Dickson, Jackie van den Bos & the Ngukurr Language Centre

LANGUAGE ECOLOGY: TRADITIONAL LANGUAGES L2, NEW LANGUAGE L1
Traditional Languages
In the community of Ngukurr in southern Arnhem Land, community members are affiliated with a number of
Traditional Languages from the region, including Alawa, Mangarrayi, Marra, Ngalakgan, Ngandi, Wubuy,
Rembarrnga, Ritharrngu/Wägilak and Warndarrang. Most Ngukurr residents have family connections to
many of these Traditional Languages, and possibly to others further afield too. In Ngukurr, Traditional
Languages are usually learned as “additional” languages, by people gradually and continually adding
knowledge of these Traditional Languages to their language repertoires. This knowledge of Traditional
Languages augments their first and main language Kriol. (Kriol is the main language of the community, as it
is spoken by most local people as their everyday language and is acquired as their first language, from
birth.)
Traditional Languages are a part of the fabric of life in the Ngukurr community in terms of community
members’ cultural affiliations and words from many of these languages also occur in Kriol. In Ngukurr,
Traditional Languages are learned through casual face-to-face interactions with older family or community
members, semi-structured experiences like trips, excursions and culture camps on-country and more formal
activities like classroom lessons (when these can be negotiated with school or other education providers).
The Ngukurr Language Centre has existed, as a result of community lobbying, for almost two decades now,
and has provided a focus for recording, documenting and teaching Traditional Languages of the community,
and preparing accessible resources. In this community it is usual for Traditional Languages to be shared, so
a language and culture camp run by the Ngukurr Language Centre with Elders that is focusing on a specific
language would be open to participation by all interested community members: Continuity of all Traditional
Languages is valued by everybody.

New Language
Kriol is the language of everyday communication between Ngukurr residents and consequently Kriol is
learned as a first language by children here. Kriol has a long history in Ngukurr (formerly the Roper River
Mission) with children recorded using Kriol since 1918. Kriol is largely accepted as a language in its own
right in Ngukurr and Kriol resonates positively and proudly within the community as the local way of talking.
The Ngukurr Language Centre includes Kriol as one of the local Aboriginal languages it serves, although not
specifically funded for. As the primary everyday medium of communication in this community, Kriol is the
language spoken in family and community circles, the language through which children learn about their
world and are taught their culture and their Traditional Languages too. As with any language spoken from
birth with family and community, Kriol too also reflects a person’s sense of identity. There are recognisable
ways of speaking Kriol that flag a speaker is from Ngukurr, is speaking in the style of a younger person etc.
Despite Kriol being spoken community-wide, and Kriol being Australia’s largest contemporary Aboriginal
language, residents at Ngukurr cannot rely on accessing services in Kriol, their first language, not even in
high stakes interactions. Typically Kriol speakers who wish to discuss matters in Kriol rely on informal
arrangements with family and community members, not purposefully appointed Kriol-speaking staff who are
responsible for ensuring clear communication of vital information. Government services do not have and/or
implement a policy about purposefully employing Kriol speakers here (or in other Kriol speaking
communities), nor do they insist on the use of accredited Kriol-English interpreters (through the Aboriginal
Interpreting Service), nor are there accountabilities to drive the provision of Kriol-based services. Where
service providers gain some awareness of the role Kriol plays in disseminating information for the Ngukurr
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community (e.g. through the Kriol Awareness Course run through the Ngukurr Language Centre), there
seem to be no active training and accreditation options or job descriptions for Kriol speakers in order to
progress awareness of Kriol into actions for the benefit of Kriol speakers. Strengths-based approaches
suited to this language ecology, such as Kriol speaking proficiency certification (Ngukurr residents would
excel at this) and Kriol literacy (this too), have not been developed or have been very inconsistently
implemented. Against this trend, note the new Meigim Kriol Strongbala13 (Making Kriol Strong) initiative (see
below). Generally, however, professional training and employment pathways for Ngukurr residents with KriolEnglish bilingual capabilities like Kriol-English translation or interpreting are not easily accessible.

English
In Ngukurr, English is effectively a foreign language, because it is not the medium of communication in the
community: By definition, in a foreign language learning context, the foreign language cannot be acquired
automatically just through everyday interactions, say with family or in the community. To learn a foreign
language in a foreign language context requires targeted intentional teaching of the foreign language. When
most young Ngukurr children commence their schooling, they are in very early stages of learning English.
However, there is no English as a second/foreign/additional syllabus or curriculum at the NT or National
level, no required teacher training pre-requisite for teaching English here, no mandatory reporting of English
language learning progress to parents etc. As a result of these systematic inadequacies, Ngukurr residents
have a wide range of proficiency levels and confidence with understanding, speaking, reading and writing in
the English language. Access to all mainstream services, government and private, is mediated through
English. Service providers do not feel obliged to accommodate the language ecology at Ngukurr and do not
as a matter of course respond to an individual’s language repertoires. As a result, there is no requirement to
ensure a Kriol speaking client has successfully accessed information through English, except perhaps in the
delivery of the police caution, prior to a police interview (Bowen 2017). The Aboriginal Interpreting Service
(AIS) has very low uptake by service deliverers in Ngukurr. So vital educational, health, safety, emergency,
financial and legal information might not be imparted fully to Ngukurr clients who speak Kriol with full
proficiency as their first language but varying amounts of English as a foreign language (see for example
Ashton 2019, about lack of emergency information translations).

KRIOL: L1 NEW LANGUAGE FOR COMMUNICATION, ENGAGEMENT AND ACCESS
Family and community communication
In Ngukurr, Kriol is the language of everyday interactions within the family and out in the community, so it is
the language used for raising strong, proud and resilient children, instilling family values and delivering
cultural continuity. Kriol is the medium for discussing ordinary life. It is the language for raising children,
including socialising them in culturally valued ways of interacting, from telling stories and joking around, to
serious matters of passing on cultural and historical knowledge. Kriol is the language for participating in
community internal plus inter-community events in the region. The community’s appreciation for the role of
Kriol in Ngukurr was expressed eloquently, decades ago, in the following extract from a 1994 letter with 79
Ngukurr signatories rebutting the anti-Kriol sentiments expressed by a letter to a leading Australian
periodical.
“Kriol is part of our culture here at Ngukurr; by that we mean we speak it everywhere–at home,
health clinic, office, hunting, communicating with nearby communities and at school as a language of
instruction. At public meetings it is used to explain the difficult issues discussed by politicians.” Letter
signed by 79 Ngukurr residents rebutting a letter from G.K. Aalborg, Launceston, Tasmania,

13

https://meigimkriolstrongbala.org.au/rop/
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published in The Bulletin 2 August 1994; Reproduced in the Pidgins and Creoles in Education
(PACE) Newsletter, no. 614.
More recently, examples of just some of the varied uses of Kriol can be found in the Ngukurr Story Project15,
a collaboration between the Ngukurr Arts Centre and the Ngukurr Language Centre, where local people are
telling the stories they want in the language they want. Maritza Roberts uses Kriol to impart cultural
knowledge about “Ol kain wei bla yusum stringibak tri” (the multiple uses of stringybark) and “Maindimbat
kantri garra faiya” (using fire for land management). She also presents scientific information about dealing
with Mimosa pigra using Kriol: “Digimat det bujinbalawan plent burru det Phelp Riba eriya” (controlling a
noxious water weed on the Phelps River).

Accessing everyday community services in Kriol
While the role for Kriol in family and community life in Ngukurr is abundantly clear, there are almost no
discernible intentionally staffed services that ensure meaningful service provision to Kriol speakers across
most areas that would be considered core business for the increasing Indigenous well-being, such as the
suite of Closing the Gap policy initiatives in early childhood, education and training, health, employment,
social services, housing, finance, justice and governance. In spite of this lack of policy responsiveness, a
strength that Ngukurr residents derive from their language ecology is that the whole community shares Kriol
as their dominant language.
An exciting new initiative at Ngukurr, “Meigim Kriol Strongbala”, flies in the face of this generalisation. This
project, hosted by Yugal Mangi Community Council and funded by the department of Prime Minister and
Cabinet through Stronger Communities, seeks to strengthen the place of Kriol in a number of area including
early childhood, school and adult training.
Otherwise, local staff or community volunteers can provide an element of Kriol-English speaking expertise,
and so in Ngukurr there is occasional use of Kriol in signage (at the local swimming pool) or as flags to pique
Kriol speakers’ curiosity and engagement, for example in the adult education flyer for the Guluman Centre16:
“Gaman la Guluman Senta” (Come to the Guluman Centre). However, without a purposeful policy, KriolEnglish language expertise might be unavailable (and not required in terms of accountability or inclusive
policy measures), the relevant staff member(s) might not have this aspect of their role or their skill set
acknowledged etc. There may also be power differentials between local Kriol speaking staff and incoming
English-speaking professionals or managers, which can prove to be a barrier for well-resourced Kriol
language medium access to services.
Religion is one area where Kriol has played a constant and an active role. Many Kriol-English translators
were trained through their work on the Kriol “Holi Baibul” (Holy Bible) translation. Church services, hymns
and preaching, have been conducted in Kriol for decades.
There are some examples of websites that cater to Kriol speakers, although it is noteworthy that these
belong to groups already actively engaged with Aboriginal languages and their speakers. For example, the
Ngukurr Language Centre17 provides information bilingually in Kriol and English, or sometimes in multiple
languages in posts on their facebook site18 (e.g. trilingually, in a Traditional Language, Kriol and English). On
the Friends of Bilingual Learning19 (FOBL) website, users can select Kriol from amongst a list of Aboriginal
languages for navigating through the site. Although a small accommodation, this adaptation at the very least
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http://www.hawaii.edu/satocenter/pace/pace_news/6-special.htm
https://ngukurrarts.com/projects/story-project/
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https://web.ntschools.net/w/ngukurr/newsletter/2017 Newsletters/Newsletter 22.pdf
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http://www.ngukurrlc.org.au/
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https://www.facebook.com/Ngukurr-Language-Centre-170332173098441/
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https://fobl.net.au/
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acknowledges Kriol speakers. The “Meigim Kriol Strongbala” initiative is developing a new bilingual website
in Kriol20 and English21.

Support for high stakes interactions
The Northern Territory’s Aboriginal Interpreter Service (AIS) can book a phone or face to face interpreter,
presumably also for in situ use in Ngukurr, but this would generally involve some or considerable delay.
There is a video option which might be workable if technology is available. However neither option has been
used for Ngukurr-based residents to the best of the author’s understanding. There appears to be a problem
with the National Accreditation Authority for Translators and Interpreters (NAATI) online database, as it
displays no accredited interpreters in Roper Kriol and English. Yet there are accredited interpreters in Roper
Kriol and English or Kriol and English: Ngukurr community members were part of the first cohort in 1995 with
a Diploma in Interpreting through Batchelor College and accredited through NAATI and many community
members have participated in interpreter training opportunities when available.
The lack of comprehensible emergency warning information in Kriol during preparations for Cyclone Trevor
in 2019 is reported to have increased uncertainty and panic in the community22.

Training, accreditation and employment opportunities
Training opportunities through Kriol-medium do not exist officially, but in practice occur to some extent
because of peer to peer, or mentor instruction by other Kriol speaking community members. In employing
staff for local organisations, Kriol fluency is not an overt criteria. For employment purposes, being a local
seems to imply all manner of can-do skills and knowledge, but fails to acknowledge the specific role that
local language(s), especially Kriol, play in this.
In terms of well-being, Kriol emphasises family and community ties including intergenerationally. However, it
is not harnessed as a medium of communication by service providers, and largely not seen as valuable
knowledge in terms of accreditation or employment.

TRADITIONAL LANGUAGES FOR BEING
Identity, connection and purpose
Ngukurr community members have long espoused the importance of Traditional Languages in their lives, the
existence of the Ngukurr Language Centre23 being just one testament to this. Grant Mathumba Thompson, a
Ngandi language worker with the Ngukurr Language Centre, explained this depth of feeling in an ABC
interview recently: ”Knowing, learning the languages has saved my life in a way I couldn't think of. It's given
me responsibility. It's given me so much to look forward to." (ABC News, 17 April 201724). At Ngukurr,
working with Traditional Languages is often seen as an endeavour that is personally fulfilling, but which is for
a purpose larger than oneself – for the community, for Elders, for country. Angelina Joshua25 saw it as a
personal calling to carry on for her grandmother, a fluent Marra speaker and dedicated language worker:
“Then I was like ‘it’s my responsibility to learn Marra and teach Marra. That’s what I have to do now.’”
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https://meigimkriolstrongbala.org.au/rop/
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24
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-04-16/future-of-endangered-ngandi-language-rests-with-youth/8446414
25
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Culture and Country
Cherry Daniels, a Ngukurr Elder and OAM, who passed away this year, worked tirelessly for language,
culture and country throughout her life. In her work in the award winning “Wi stadi bla kantri”26 project (We
study the country), she assisted in documenting flora, fauna and country in eight Traditional Languages
associated with Ngukurr. She explained how this work maintains cultural knowledge and fosters the wellbeing of the community and the country: "We are not doing it for ourselves. We are doing this for our country
and for our people and for the sake of our culture, keeping our culture alive and strong."

TRADITIONAL LANGUAGES AND PRESENT DAY LIVELIHOODS
Rangers, land and sea management
Members of the award winning “Wi stadi bla kantri”27 research project (We study the country) have
undertaken language and scientific work on “species new to science, new populations of threatened species,
preserved culturally-significant wetlands, and documented the community’s plants and animals” and gained
the 2017 winner of the Australian Museum Department of Industry, Innovation and Science Eureka Prize for
Innovation in Citizen Science28. Participating in this research has led to some younger team members
enrolling in the Education and Science Foundation Course29 (going into Environmental Management) at
Macquarie University.

Art and cultural production
The Ngukurr Story Project30, a collaboration between Ngukurr Arts and Ngukurr Language Centre, has given
community members an opportunity to tell their stories in their languages. It has provided training in
researching, scriptwriting, editing, presenting and sound production and paid roles to 20 community
members in areas such as writer, director, assistant director, presenter, performer or camera operator. As an
example, the film Lil Bois31 directed by Grant Mathumba Thompson was showcased in the 2018 Darwin
International Film Festival32. He describes it as a story about “survival of culture and language” which is told
in Ngandi and Kriol, languages from Ngukurr. In addition to the proven skills and employment opportunities
for the community, he sees great potential in film to be beneficial educationally. In a number of interviews, he
emphasises the deep connection of his Traditional Language, Ngandi, between people, country and story
and song.33 34

Language work
Community members work at the Ngukurr Language Centre in various roles, but especially as language
workers, language researchers, language teachers and language speakers. In addition, there have been
opportunities for Ngukurr Language Centre staff to utilise their skillsets in projects such as Angelina Joshua’s
collaboration in the My Grandmother’s Lingo project with SBS35. In addition to Traditional Language work,
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the Ngukurr Language Centre runs a Kriol Awareness Course four times a year, which attracts professionals
from across the Katherine Region.
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CASE STUDY 3: TRADITIONAL LANGUAGE AS L1: WARLPIRI EDUCATION
Prepared by: Carmel O’Shannessy and Emma Browne
This case study is about education in a Traditional language as L1, English as L2 ecology,
specifically bilingual education in both the Traditional Language, Warlpiri, and the second language,
English.

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF WARLPIRI PROGRAMS
Warlpiri people in the Northern Territory mostly live in four remote communities in the Tanami desert,
Willowra, Yuendumu, Nyirrpi and Lajamanu. There is a considerable Warlpiri diaspora (Burke, 2013), but this
case study is about primary and secondary school education in the remote communities. The focus here is
on the Traditional Language part of school education, as it is the Traditional Language that is marginalised in
the education system and receives by far the least support.
In 1974, a bilingual education program in Warlpiri and English was instigated in Yuendumu Community, and
in the other communities soon after. Linguists and educators worked across the communities with the
Department of Education to develop resources, curriculum and pedagogy. Warlpiri teachers participated in
the Remote Aboriginal Teacher Education (RATE) program, first offered by Deakin Institute, and
subsequently by Batchelor College (later Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education BIITE). The
RATE program implemented a feasible structure where instructors and tutors lived in remote communities
and offered most of the courses onsite, reducing the need for local teachers to interrupt their family and
community commitments to further their education. The teacher training qualifications of local teachers were
scoped to apply to remote education contexts. In agreement with the Department of education, teachers
were released from face-to-face teaching in classrooms to work on their teaching qualification with
RATE/Batchelor instructors. Local pedagogies, involving local languages and cultural perspectives, were
developed. Some people gained full teaching qualifications, enabling them to be independent classroom
teachers, others gained Teaching Assistant qualifications, enabling them to teach in partnership with a nonlocal qualified teacher.
Schools with Bilingual Programs were allocated a bilingual curriculum and pedagogy specialist by the NT
Department of Education, to work with teaching teams. The NT Education Department established Literature
Production Centres in some of the larger schools to develop and produce resources, and one was
established at Yuendumu. Over 500 titles have been developed in Warlpiri (see, e.g. the Living Archive of
Aboriginal Languages https://livingarchive.cdu.edu.au/).
From 1984 Warlpiri teachers and community members in the four communities have met annually for a
week-long workshop on curriculum and pedagogy, called the Warlpiri Triangle workshop, supported by the
Department of Education (Purdon, 2010). In these the teachers and engage in professional learning, peer
networking, intergenerational learning, curricular planning and materials development and advocacy. In 1999
the Warlpiri-patu-kurlangu-jaru organisation was established, as an independent organisation to oversee
education, and advocate independently of the Education Department. In 2005 the Warlpiri Education
Training Trust (WETT) was established with mining royalties, and now joins the NT Department of Education
in supporting the Warlpiri Triangle workshop, as well as smaller, complementary workshops held 4 times per
year, called Jinta-jarrimi ‘Becoming one’ workshops.
Since the first implementation of the programs they have faced efforts by successive governments to close
them down, most overtly in 1998 and 2008 (Devlin, 2016: 186). Levels of support were high in the 1970-80s,
and somewhat in the 1990s, but have been very inconsistent since. School principals are often not tasked
with building up or supporting the Warlpiri part of the program. Non-local teachers are not always informed
that the school they are going to is a bilingual school. Professional development in team teaching methods
rarely occurs, and for several years there was no professional development at a systemic level for teachers
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involved in bilingual programs. Similarly, non-local teachers are often not given training in how to teach
English as a Second Language, or even in how the sounds and structures of English and Warlpiri differ. In
recent years BIITE has not focused resources on teacher education in remote communities, and few Warlpiri
teachers are undertaking training to replace those who have now retired or are close to retirement.
Despite this, at a local level in each community, educators have worked to maintain the programs, with levels
of success varying accordingly. When the programs are working well and are well-supported, outcomes can
be good, in terms of both child and adult education. But as Devlin (2016) reports, evidence supporting claims
of positive benefits of bilingual education outcomes for English literacy and mathematics has not been
systematically collected, measured or interpreted.
Following each Warlpiri Triangle workshop a report is written, and the following points in relation to language
and wellbeing come from these reports. The term wellbeing is not one that would be well known to the
educators, and certainly was not in vogue until recently, so the term is not mentioned explicitly. But it is clear
from the following points that language and cultural maintenance through teaching and learning in Warlpiri is
seen as essential to intellectual, social and emotional wellbeing. Themes emerging from the workshops are
mostly in the WILE framework category of Languages for Being. Following this information is given about
Languages and Livelihoods and Languages for Engagement and Access.

MAJOR THEMES RELATING TO LANGUAGE AND WELLBEING

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Equity and control around Warlpiri and English bilingual education
Rights based discourses on language learning
Warlpiri language as central to identity and language maintenance
Having strong literacy and learning in Warlpiri for intellectual benefit, intergenerational learning and
collaboration
Collaboration and connectedness
Indivisibility of language and identity
“Language keeps our culture strong, without our language we are nothing” (Warlpiri Triangle Report
1999)
“Warlpiri jaru manu jukurrpa yungulu tarnngaku mardarni waja-waja maninja-wangulu” ‘They tell
them stories and teach them their law so they will have it forever and never lose it.’ (Warlpiri Triangle
Report 1999: 4)

Collaboration and connectedness
Three types of working together are mentioned in every report:
1) collaboration across Warlpiri communities
2) collaboration between kardiya (non-Indigenous) and yapa (Indigenous), and
3) collaboration across different stakeholders, expressed in a 2010 report, “We want to run our school
smoothly, kardiya, yapa and elders” (Warlpiri Triangle Report, 2010: 7).
Collaboration between non-Indigenous and Warlpiri was framed within a discourse of working “both ways” or
“two way learning” linked to respect and a rights agenda. As one elder from Nyirrpi stated in a 2011
submission to the House of Representatives: “'two way' learning is about respect, we respect English, they
have to respect our language, they say 'two way' but they don’t learn two way they don’t respect Yapa way.
We all need to learn two way, Kardiya and Yapa because we are both equal.” “Warlpiri and English are equal
- “two way”, team teaching, both ways, ceremony and city life” [are important] (Warlpiri Triangle Report 2012:
45).

Well-being & Indigenous language ecologies (WILE): A strengths-based approach | 77

It was also important that Warlpiri have control over their children’s education which was framed within a
discourse of rights linked to the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007: 5)
“We have the right to teach our children in their own language. It says so in the United Nations Declaration
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples” (Warlpiri Triangle Report 2011: 10).

Intergenerational learning
This emerged as a very significant theme in all reports with educators discussing not only the importance of
learning from elders, but also parents and other community members. Elders are viewed as an important
part of the program, in particular for imparting cultural knowledge and modelling “strong” forms of Warlpiri
language. The importance of elders was addressed in 2007 (p. 27), as they are teachers at home and at
school, possessing knowledge about storytelling, culture, discipline, mentoring yapa teachers, and using
strong Warlpiri words.

Intellectual and learning benefits
The need for education in first language as a path to an alert mind is agreed. “Nginyi-nginyi rirrinypa”
(Warlpiri Triangle Report, 2017)
Over the decades, educators have continuously negotiated curricula for student learning that were
consolidated into a Warlpiri Theme Cycle. These documents are shared on a Warlpiri education website.
They include learning outcomes in terms of key concepts, vocabulary, stories, places, dances and so on,
that Warlpiri children need to know. They are linked to the relevant NT curriculum documents of each time
period. They are currently being re-negotiated this year and next.
From the very first workshops centring around mathematics concepts, the Warlpiri have explicitly articulated
an interest in teaching an integrated curriculum content through Warlpiri (1984-2009) (but this theme was not
in reports between 2009 and 2014). Reading and writing through Warlpiri was a consistent goal for the
bilingual program and emerged in every report across the decades. “Children learn much quicker through
their own language. We understand our first language best and communicate with each other about what we
were taught, and communicate about our culture.”

SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL WELLBEING
In 2017 there was a session devoted to social and emotional wellbeing. Major themes that emerged are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

All aspects of wellbeing exist in an interrelated network. Pirlirrpa ‘spirit’ is a complex concept that
incorporates at least spiritual and emotional wellbeing.
In pictorial representations of wellbeing, the stomach is associated with spiritual and emotional
wellbeing. The brain is associated with mental wellbeing. The entire external body is associated with
physical wellbeing.
The need for an open mind for understanding anything that you may have lost “Nginyi-nginyi
rdilypirrpa purda-nyanjaku nyiya-kanti-kanti yangka kujanpa waja-waja-mani.”
Having family, and listening “Warlalja mardarninjaku manu purda-nyanjaku”
Mobility and connectedness to family “Yaninjaku warlalja nyanjaku nguru-karirli” ‘families go and see
other places to stay’
Understanding the past
Understand kinship
Understanding Warlpiri ways of thinking
Children learning strong Warlpiri so they can keep their language really strong
Connection to land - children knowing where their grandfather’s country is.
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In terms of Languages and livelihoods and Languages for engagement and access, bilingual schools
generally employ more local people than non-bilingual schools, as local people are employed as teachers
(including as assistant teachers) and in other positions. When an institution is seen by a community as a
positive work environment, it usually draws more local people to work there. The type of education provided
also acts as a motivation for individuals to strive to achieve high levels of formal education.
A very important factor is that the bilingual teachers become highly skilled bilingual and bicultural individuals,
and are then in high demand by many organisations that interact with communities. They not only
understand both Warlpiri and non-Warlpiri languages and cultures well, they are able to communicate
effectively with individuals from both cultural groups in intercultural communication contexts. Teachers and
former teachers are often spokespeople for organisations, interacting with the media and government. They
are very often sought to be on advisory boards and to participate in a myriad of less-formalised advisory
positions. Many go on to other positions requiring intercultural communication once leaving work in the
schools.
Similarly, upon completing high school education, the students who have been taught in bilingual programs
are often also employed in local and nonlocal organisations, and often have high intercultural skills and high
levels of skill in literacy in both languages.
The Aboriginal Interpreter Service includes Warlpiri interpreting, and provides the bulletins for the daily ABC
news in Warlpiri https://www.abc.net.au/news/indigenous-news-service/. There is an increasing number of
services provided online in Warlpiri, e.g. by agencies in the Northern Territory Government, and the Northern
Australian Aboriginal Justice Agency.
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CASE STUDY 4: LIGHT WARLPIRI, AN EXAMPLE OF A NEW LANGUAGE
ECOLOGY.
Prepared by: Carmel O’Shannessy

LANGUAGE ECOLOGY: NEW LANGUAGE L1, TRADITIONAL LANGUAGE ALSO L1, ENGLISH L2
This case study is about a New Language as L1 ecology. This specific language ecology is a little unusual
because the speakers of the New Language, Light Warlpiri, also learn the Traditional Language, Warlpiri, as
another L1, although the New Language is their stronger language. They learn English as their L2, second or
subsequent language. This ecology is included to show that there is variation in language ecologies, and to
provide an example of how a New Language can emerge. The main WILE framework category relevant here
is Languages for being.
We start with the forced relocation of Warlpiri from their traditional lands to the site that is now Lajamanu
Community (formerly Hooker Creek), beginning in 1948. The site is 600kms (and more) from the other
Warlpiri communities, so the Warlpiri who were moved there were, and are, considerably isolated from their
family and wider kinship networks. Under duress, they stayed and created a new community. The area of
Lajamanu is in a cattle-station belt, and people worked for rations on the stations for many years, with the
accompanying loss of agency of Aboriginal people at that time. On the stations, they interacted with
speakers of other Indigenous languages, and a variety of Kriol was most likely their common way of talking
with each other. With each other, they appear to have mixed Kriol and English in with Warlpiri (called codeswitching). Later, in the community in the 1970s and 80s, when adults spoken to very young children, they
mixed the languages in a specific pattern. The (then) children, isolated from other Warlpiri communities, grew
up speaking the mixed way as one of their main languages, with the other being traditional Warlpiri. The
mixed way of talking, now called Light Warlpiri, is of a technical type known as a Mixed Language, and is
now spoken by people aged about 40 and younger. It has become a way of signalling being young people
from this community.
Light Warlpiri has an unusual combination of languages. Most of the verbs and the word-endings that are
part of verbs are from Kriol and English, and most of the word endings that are a part of nouns are from
Warlpiri. The overall grammar is from Warlpiri, so it is essentially a new kind of Warlpiri.
Light Warlpiri speakers also learn and speak traditional Warlpiri. Therefore it is appropriate to teach
traditional Warlpiri to the children in the school bilingual education program. In fact, it is more important than
ever, because the children need to hear traditional Warlpiri spoken as much as possible, to maintain their
knowledge of both the Traditional Language and the newer language. Hearing and speaking the Traditional
Language probably helps to keep Warlpiri words and grammatical patterns in the New Language, preventing
further language loss.
The maintenance of both the Traditional Language and a newer language is unusual. In most instances of
New Languages as L1, the Traditional Language is not known well, but may be being learned by the
speakers of the New Language.
Light Warlpiri does not yet play a large role in Languages and livelihoods, or Languages for engagement and
access, because it has emerged recently and so far does not have official recognition. It may be that in time
it will be active in both of those areas. Light Warlpiri speakers access services in Warlpiri and English.
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7

APPENDICES

APPENDIX 1. STATISTICAL SUMMARY OF PREVIOUS QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH
INTO INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE & WELL-BEING (SMITH & HASLETT)

This appendix has been produced for ANU’s Pillar 2 research team by Hilary Smith and Stephen Haslett,
Director Statistical Consulting Unit, ANU. It could be cited as:
Smith, Hilary & Haslett, Stephen (2019). Statistical summary of previous quantitative research into
Indigenous language and well-being (Appendix 1). In D. Angelo et al. Well-being & Indigenous Language
Ecologies (WILE): A strengths-based approach. Literature Review for the National Indigenous Languages
Report, Pillar 2 (pp. 81-115). Canberra: The Australian National University. doi
10.25911/5dd50865580ea. http://hdl.handle.net/1885/186414.

This appendix provides a brief overview and assessment of key quantitative studies which have addressed
the relationship between Indigenous language and well-being. It systematically examines this research with
a view to understanding the language ecology/ecologies in which it was undertaken and categorises it
according to the types below.

NOTE: Where possible the type of language ecology is indicated:
TL – Traditional Language
NL – New Indigenous Language
ENG – English
L1 – first language (i.e. mothertongue)
L2 – second or subsequent language(s)
GEN – General, meaning across language ecologies and repertoires
NIA – No Information Available
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7.1

BIDDLE & SWEE (2012)

Title

The relationship between Wellbeing and Indigenous land, language and
culture in Australia

Country

Australia

Paper abstract

A consistent finding in the literature on Indigenous peoples is the importance of the
sustainability of land, language and culture. All three are related, with the
maintenance of one helping to protect the others. This paper uses a nationally
representative, cross-sectional survey of the Indigenous Australian population to
look at the factors associated with individual measures of sustainability. Geography
matters for those in remote areas who are much more likely to have participated in
hunting, fishing and gathering than those in non-remote areas and somewhat more
likely to be learning an Indigenous language. However, those in remote areas are
somewhat less likely to have participated in Indigenous cultural production.
Participation in the mainstream economy is not necessarily a barrier to these
aspects of well-being as those with high levels of formal education were more likely
to speak, understand or be learning an Indigenous language. While important in
their own right, such aspects of sustainability also have the potential to directly
contribute to narrower measures of social and emotional well-being. A positive
relationship was found between the sustainability of Indigenous land, language and
culture and an Indigenous person’s subjective emotional well-being.

Language
ecology

GEN (Traditional Languages and New Indigenous Languages are not
disaggregated in the NATSISS data).

Well-being
measures

Measures of land, language, and cultural sustainability as “measures of well-being
in their own right” (p. 230), as well as subjective emotional well-being measures of
self-reported happiness and sadness.

Age

15+

Gender

Results are gender disaggregated

Sample size

“about 7,800 Indigenous adults”; 6,532 for analysis of language.

Design

2008 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (NATSISS) Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), analysed by authors

Comment on
method

The paper analyses unit record (i.e. individual level) data from NATSISS. Summary
statistics are provided, plus probit analysis of three dependent variables including
“currently learning an Indigenous language”. The probit analyses include a wide
range of possible explanatory (i.e. auxiliary) variables from the survey, but only
interactions between age and sex are considered. This is important because the
effect of a variable (e.g. education) on whether someone is currently learning a
language may not be the same at different levels of another variable (e.g. “lives in
remote Australia”). The probit models fitted are not able to accommodate such
differences. The authors misinterpret their probit analyses by claiming to “present
results as marginal effects or the difference in the predicted probability after
changing that particular characteristic (but holding all else constant)”. However the
probit analysis coefficients are not probabilities, but represent a suitably scaled
changes in z-scores (which require an inverse normal transformation to provide
probabilities). This is more than a minor technical point because the extent to
which an auxiliary variable in the model changes the probability that someone is
currently learning an Indigenous language is not constant as the authors claim, but
depends on the level of the explanatory variable. Probability is used in the paper in
a number of different senses. In the Figures, probability is used as a synonym for
percentage. Figures are presented without any indication of statistical accuracy. In
the analyses the data are weighted, as they should be, so as to represent the
Australian Indigenous population, but the authors mention no accounting for the
stratification and clustering in NATSISS in the analysis, so that statistical
significance of effects (i.e. auxiliary variables) indicated in the paper is nominal and
likely overstated. This means that effects found statistically significant in the paper
may not be significant. Specialised statistical software is required to analyse
complex survey data such as NATSISS if significance tests are to be accurate, and
there is no evidence the authors have done so. The probit analyses have also
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been repeated by the authors using a logit transformation (logistic regression) with
similar results, but there is no indication that either type of analysis has allowed for
the complex survey design. In summary the data source is sound, coming from the
Australian Bureau of Statistics, but at least parts of the statistical analyses are not.
Comment on
conclusions re
language

The survey design and data used are from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, and
there are useful questions raised in the paper. Nevertheless the conclusions about
language that the authors draw from their analyses should be treated with caution
because the statistical models given in the paper are too simple, and the statistical
significance levels are overstated given that the analysis has not allowed properly
for the complex survey design.
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7.2

BJERREGAARD & CURTIS (2002)

Title

Cultural change and mental health in Greenland: The association of
childhood conditions, language, and urbanization with mental health and
suicidal thoughts among the Inuit of Greenland

Country

Greenland

Paper abstract

In Greenland, the rapid sociocultural change of the last 50 years has been
paralleled by an epidemiological transition characterized by a reduction in
infectious diseases, an increase in cancer and cardiovascular diseases, and an
increased prevalence of mental health problems. During 1993–94 and 1997–98,
two health interview surveys were conducted among Inuit in Greenland and Inuit
migrants in Denmark. The response rates were 71 and 55%. Information on mental
health was obtained from 1388 and 1769 adults. As indicators of mental health, the
prevalence of potential psychiatric cases according to the General Health
Questionnaire (GHQ-12) and the prevalence of suicidal thoughts were studied in
relation to childhood residence and father’s occupation, current residence, and
language. The statistical methods included logistic regression and graphical
independence models. The results indicated a U-shaped association in Greenland
of GHQ-cases with age and a high prevalence of suicidal thoughts among young
people; a low prevalence of GHQ-cases among those who were bilingual or spoke
only Danish; and a high prevalence of suicidal thoughts among migrants who grew
up in Denmark and among residents of the capital of Greenland. In Greenland,
women were more often GHQ-cases and had suicidal thoughts more often than
men. The association between language and GHQ-cases is presumed to operate
through socioeconomic factors. It is necessary to modify the common notion that
rapid societal development is in itself a cause of poor mental health: as a result of
successful integration into the modern Greenlandic society, some population
groups have better mental health compared to other groups.

Language
ecology

TL1 – Greenlandic spoken in homes, with Danish in public sphere.

Well-being
measures

Mental health (suicidal thoughts)

Age

18+

Gender

M & F, results are gender disaggregated

Sample size

1728; response rate 71%

Design

1993-4 Health Interview Survey in Greenland. (The study also includes a further
survey of immigrants to Denmark which is not covered here.)

Comment on
method

Population registers were used to draw the sample (p. 36), “survey of 17 towns
and 21 randomly selected villages.” Respondents chose the language in which
interview and questionnaire were completed (Greenlandic or Danish). Analysis
used SAS, SPSS and MIM. The survey design is both stratified and clustered. The
analysis included producing a model-based census constructed from the survey
data. It is unclear from the paper if this or the survey data was used for the
statistical analyses. If the survey data was used, whether analysis incorporated
weighting of responses or software suitable for analysis of complex survey data is
not indicated in the paper. If a model-based census was used, specification of
actual sample size is required so as not to markedly overstate statistical
significance; it is also not clear if several such data sets were created to allow for
the modelling error in construction or whether the analysis assumed this data
contained neither construction nor measurement error. Thus whatever data was
used, statistical significance of results may be overstated; not all results flagged in
the paper as statistically significant are likely to be so. Figures are presented
without indication of accuracy (e.g. confidence intervals). The statistical analyses
include logistic regression (logit) models and graphical models. The logistic
regression models are not explicitly stated to include the required weighting of
responses, which is the minimum requirement for the estimates to be correct even
if the confidence intervals are not. The graphical models fitted using MIM are
provided as conditional independence diagrams in the paper, but without indication
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of strength or statistical significance of each relationship shown by the arrows.
Nevertheless, The odds ratio in the paper for the mitigating effects of bilingualism
as a predictor of potential psychiatric cases is very strong, so may still provide
indication of a real benefit. The corresponding result for the benefits of language
skills on suicidal thoughts was not found statistically significant.
Comment on
conclusions re
language

Statistically based conclusions need to be used with caution because statistical
significance is likely overstated.

Well-being & Indigenous language ecologies (WILE): A strengths-based approach | 85

7.3

CAPONE, SPENCE & WHITE (2013)

Title

Examining the association between Aboriginal language skills and well-being
in First Nations communities

Country

Canada

Paper summary
(p. 62)

The aim of this study is to examine the correlation between Aboriginal language
skills and well-being in ninety-five First Nations or reserve communities across
Canada. Drawing on data from the 2001 Aboriginal Peoples Survey (APS), a
community language skills score is provided for each reserve by calculating the
proportion of community members who understand or speak an Aboriginal
language. In addition, this study relies on existing data of well-being scores for
each of the ninety-five reserve communities; these existing scores have been
calculated using the Community Well-Being (CWB) Index. As an amalgam of
census data on income, education, housing, and labour-force conditions, the CWB
serves as a highly valuable tool in measuring well-being at the community level. A
Pearson Product-Moment Correlation was run to assess the relationship between
community language skills and the CWB Index and its components, revealing a
negative association.

Language
ecology

GEN (see design and method below)

Well-being
measures

Community Well-Being (CWB) Index (amalgam of census data on income,
education, housing, and labour-force participation)

Age

All ages.

Gender

M&F, results not gender dis-aggregated.

Sample size

95 communities

Design

2001 Canadian Community Well-Being Index (CWB) and the 2001 Canada
Aboriginal Peoples Survey (APS). The CWB was constructed from the 2001
census. The APS is a post-censal survey with a cross-sectional design. “The target
population includes adults and children residing in private dwellings throughout the
country who are North American Indian, Métis, or Inuit, and/or are Treaty Indian or
a Registered Indian as defined by the Indian Act of Canada, and/or are members
of an Indian Band or First Nation and/or who have Aboriginal ancestry” (p. 65).
Some on-reserve communities chose not to be involved in the study.

Comment on
method

CWB is “is operationalized by examining education, labour force, income, and
housing conditions as provided by census data. These four indicators of well-being
are equally weighted” (p.66). The Indigenous language skills score is defined for
each reserve as “the proportion of community members who understand or speak
an Aboriginal language”. Descriptive statistics are presented at community level as
are Pearson correlations of language with income, education, housing, labour force
and the CWB measure itself. Because these data are generally ordinal rather than
interval or continuous, Spearman correlations would have provided a better
measure; significance levels for Pearson correlations given in the paper require
(continuous) normal distributions. The language measure has nominally significant
negative Pearson correlations with income, education, housing, labour force and
the CWB measure. Scatterplots present the data for the correlations; these
indicate that analyses more detailed than simple correlations may be useful. No
multivariate analysis is presented, so the paper’s finding that increased language
skills are correlated negatively with income, education, housing, labour force and
the CWB measure needs to be interpreted very carefully. The complication is that
the analysis presented may suffer from ignoring confounding or interceding
variables, so that the direction of an effect (such as income, education, housing,
labour force and the CWB measure) may have been reversed in comparison with
the effect if it were part of a multivariate model and/or conditional correlation
measures were used. In particular, there is no evidence presented in the paper
that deceasing language skills would lead to improvements in income, education,
housing, labour force and the CWB measure. For example, the issue may be that
communities that have high language skills are those that are more isolated and
consequently have complications with income, education, housing, labour force
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and the CWB measure that are due principally to that isolation. Put more
succinctly, in the limited statistical analysis used in the paper, language skill may
be acting as a proxy measure of isolation. This has not been tested. As the authors
note (p. 74), “further research is required to determine whether Aboriginal
language skills and community well-being are causally related. In addition, it is
important to consider other variables when exploring this issue, as Aboriginal
language retention per se may not be responsible for the poor socio-economic
conditions within these communities; rather, there may be other factors, such as
isolation, which may be the root cause”. In addition, the authors note implicitly,
there is also the ecological fallacy to consider: that collapsing individual data to
community level may have induced effects of the opposite sign to those that apply
at individual level.
Comment on
conclusions re
language

Findings need to be interpreted very carefully indeed, as analyses are univariate
only. No confounding or mediating variables are considered, so one variable may
be acting as a proxy for another. It is possible that the apparent effects in the
model would be reversed in a multivariate statistical analysis that made the
required adjustment for other effects or influences.
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7.4

CHANDLER & LALONDE (1998)

Title

Cultural continuity as a hedge against suicide in Canada’s First Nations

Country

Canada

Paper abstract

This research report examines self-continuity and its role as a protective factor
against suicide. First, we review the notions of personal and cultural continuity and
their relevance to understanding suicide among First Nations youth. The central
theoretical idea developed here is that, because it is constitutive of what it means
to have or be a self to somehow count oneself as continuous in time, anyone
whose identity is undermined by radical personal and cultural change is put at
special risk of suicide for the reason that they lose those future commitments that
are necessary to guarantee appropriate care and concern for their own well-being.
It is for just such reasons that adolescents and young adults — who are living
through moments of especially dramatic change constitute such a high-risk group.
This generalized period of increased risk during adolescence can be made even
more acute within communities that lack a concomitant sense of cultural continuity
which might otherwise support the efforts of young persons to develop more
adequate self-continuity-warranting practices. We present data to demonstrate
that, while certain indigenous or First Nations groups do in fact suffer dramatically
elevated suicide rates, such rates vary widely across British Columbia’s nearly 200
aboriginal groups: some communities show rates 800 times the national average,
while in others suicide is essentially unknown. Finally, we demonstrate that these
variable incidence rates are strongly associated With the degree to which British
Columbia’s 196 bands are engaged in community practices that are employed as
markers of a collective effort to rehabilitate and vouchsafe the cultural continuity of
these groups. Communities that have taken active steps to preserve and
rehabilitate their own cultures are shown to be those in which youth suicide rates
are dramatically lower.

Language
ecology

GEN Arranged into the “remarkably diverse” 16 language groups by an academic
expert in First Nations languages (p. 203).

Well-being
measures

“Cultural continuity”, measured by proxy variables (p. 209) “(a) evidence that
particular bands had taken steps to secure aboriginal title to their traditional
lands;(b) evidence of having taken back from government agencies certain rights
of self-government; (c) educational services; (d) police and fire protection services;
and (e) health delivery services; and finally (f) evidence of having established
within their communities certain officially recognised ‘cultural facilities’ to help
preserve and enrich their cultural lives.

Age

All

Gender

M&F

Sample size

Census or register data

Design

“Basic population data were obtained from Statistics Canada for the Canadian
census years 1986 and 1991. The British Columbia Ministry of Health, Division of
Vital Statistics provided adjusted provincial population estimates for non-census
years. Health and Welfare Canada provided further age-graded Native and
Non-Native population figures for British Columbia. Comparative suicide data
for the years 1986-1990 for the population of British Columbia were provided
by The Canadian Centre for Health Information. At our narrowest level of
regional analysis, we obtained age-graded population figures concerning First
Nation bands and tribal councils using the Indian Registry and Band
Governance Database provided by Indian and Northern Affairs Canada” (p.
201).

Comment on
method and
results

“In spite of a long history of government suppression of Native language, the First
Nations of British Columbia form a remarkably diverse linguistic community
representing 16 distinct language families” (p. 203).
“The categorization of bands in terms of their placement along a dimension of
increasing urbanization, for example, similarly counts as a demonstration of
intraband variability, as does the fact that major differences in suicide rates also
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characterize the 16 different language communities that cut across the
provinces' various bands” (p. 207).
A strong feature of this paper is the careful examination of definition, for example
of what constitutes “native”, “identity”, self-concept” and “language”.
Comments on
conclusions re
language

The statistical analysis is relatively straightforward focusing on graphs and
univariate analyses, but this is accompanied by a nuanced understanding of the
complexities of interpretation and connections between the various measures.
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7.5

CHISWICK, PATRINOS & HURST (2000)

Title

Indigenous language skills and the labor market in a developing economy:
Bolivia

Country

Bolivia

Extract from the
paper
introduction

In recent years there has been a growing interest in the role of indigenous peoples
and linguistic heterogeneity, as the new nation states feel more secure, democratic
principles and institutions are more firmly established, and the development
process is spread from selected centers to the broader population. The research in
this area, however, remains quite thin in large part because of the scarcity of data
on language use. The purpose of this article is to expand the research base on
linguistic minorities in developing countries through an analysis of data from a
1993 household survey conducted in Bolivia. Section II provides a brief review of
the literature on the labor market implications of limited dominant language
proficiency in developing economies, focusing on the research in Latin America.
The data set analyzed for this study is described in Section III. Section IV presents
the analyses of the determinants of dominant language skills, and the determinants
of labor-force participation and labor-market earnings among men and women,
with an emphasis on the effects of language skills on these labor-market
outcomes. The article closes with a summary and conclusion.

Language
ecology

TL1 “A little understood but widespread feature of many developing countries is the
existence of population groups whose members do not speak the dominant
language (or languages) of the country, that is, the language that predominates in
the modern or formal sector of the economy” (p. 149).
The model adopted for the analysis of dominant language skills among Bolivia’s
population has been developed and tested for immigrant linguistic minorities in
several developed countries” (p. 353), i.e. a different language ecology from its
application here.

Well-being
measures

Labour force participation.

Age

15+

Gender

M (5,574) & F (3,941); results are gender disaggregated.

Sample size

9,515

Design

The analysis uses the “Encuesta Integrada de Hogares (Integrated Household
Survey), a 1993 household survey of Bolivia conducted by the Instituto Nacional de
Estadistica (National Institute of Statistics). The survey was conducted in the
capital cities of the nine ‘departments’ (states) of Bolivia, including the national
capital, La Paz” (p. 151).
Details of stratification and clustering in the design (apart from its restriction to
urban areas) are not given.

Comment on
method and
analysis

The survey uses the language question to identify Indigenous people. The survey
is urban only, so no Indigenous people living in rural areas are included in the
sample. Although it is noted that “survey conducted only in department capital
cities, and many of the respondents, in particular indigenous language speakers,
are from rural areas, several geographic variables are created” (p. 352). The
survey is very restricted in scope.
“The model adopted for the analysis of dominant language skills among Bolivia’s
population has been developed and tested for immigrant linguistic minorities in
several developed countries. The model is based on three conceptual variables—
exposure to the dominant language, efficiency in the acquisition of dominant
language skills, and economic incentives to acquire these skills. It is hypothesized
that in Bolivia Spanish language proficiency would be less among those who have
less exposure to Spanish, who are less efficient in learning language skills, and
who have less of an economic incentive to acquire Spanish-language proficiency.
Exposure would be less among those born in rural areas that are populated almost
exclusively by people who speak the indigenous languages. It would also be less
among those who have more recently migrated to a department capital city”( p.
353).
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Statistical summary information is given. Multivariate logit analysis is used to
model language usage (Spanish only, mixed, and Indigenous only), but
interactions are not included in the models so they are difficult to interpret because
there may be differential effects for different subgroups defined by the auxiliary
variables. These logistic models are translated from coefficients to probabilities but
care is needed because these probabilities only apply to the reference person
used for the analysis. There are also multiple regression analyses of log earnings
per capita. “Language patterns in Bolivia are found to be consistent with the model
of language proficiency based on exposure, efficiency, and economic incentives.
Spanish is more likely to be the only language used by those who are more active
in the labor market (men and women with fewer children), those with more
exposure to Spanish as distinct from indigenous languages (born in an urban area
or having resided in the city for a longer duration), and those more efficient in
acquiring language skills (moved to the city at a younger age)” (p. 364).
Comments on
conclusions re
language

Statistical tests do not take account of the complex design, so significance levels
are nominal. The population considered are urban only and consequently not
nationally representative.
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7.6

COE ET AL. (2004)

Title

Traditionalism and its relationship to disease risk and protective behaviors
of women living on the Hopi reservation

Country

USA (Arizona)

Paper abstract

The fundamental aim of this study was to identify factors crucial for the
development of effective cancer prevention programs for American Indian (AI)
populations. Toward that end, we developed an instrument to assess the influence
of traditionalism on health risks such as smoking, consumption, and obesity. A
population-based survey was conducted among 559 randomly selected women
living on the Hopi reservation aged 18 years and older, from July through
December 1993. To construct a traditionalism score, we conducted focus groups in
the community. A multidimensional approach was adopted by assessing three
dimensions of native culture: language usage; cultural participation, or participation
in such activities as Hopi ceremonies; and percentage of life spent off-reservation.
A mean score of the three dimensions was computed for each respondent. High
levels of traditionalism were significantly associated with disease protective
behaviors, such as practicing traditional Hopi activities to keep healthy (OR =
3.07), and significantly inversely associated with disease risk factors such as
smoking (OR = 0.26) and obesity (OR = 0.60) independent of age, marital status,
and education. As these data provide a strong rationale for the promotion of
traditions in public health programs aimed at decreasing rates of chronic disease
among AI women, we conclude this paper with a discussion of the importance of
traditionalism and how it might be accurately assessed.

Language
ecology

TL2 (assumed). Hopi is a non-written language (p. 395), questions written (and
presumably administered) in English.
67% of respondents said they spoke Hopi very well (p. 400).

Well-being
measures

Three subdimensions of “traditionalism”: language usage, cultural participation,
and percentage of time off-reservation.

Age

18+

Gender

Female only

Sample size

559 on Hopi reservations

Design

Healthy Hopi Women Survey 1993-4. Household based random design in 12 Hopi
villages, i.e. a cluster design of villages using proportional to size sampling within
selected villages. This is not an efficient cluster sampling scheme. Households are
multigenerational rather than nuclear.

Comment on
method and
analysis

The paper’s focus is on “traditionalism” as a cancer prevention strategy. “The
traditionalism score for Hopi women was composed of six questions related to
Hopi language usage, two questions regarding participation and attendance at
Hopi ceremonies, and one question pertaining to time spent living off reservation”
(pp. 395-396). So language received high emphasis.
Follow-up interviews were run for 10% of the sample to check concordance.
“STATA Release 3 … was used for all data analyses. In addition to simple
descriptive statistics, comparisons of categorical variables were analyzed by 2
tests and comparisons of continuous variables by Student’s t test. Stepwise logistic
regression analyses were conducted, adjusting for potential confounders using the
method of maximum likelihood estimation. Variables with a p value of 0.20 or less
were retained in the model” (p. 399). However, although STATA contains the
relevant “svy” procedures, no allowance was made in the analysis for the complex
survey design. It is also not clear from the paper if villages were selected randomly
and if so with what probability.

Comments on
conclusions re
language

“High levels of traditionalism were significantly associated with disease protective
behaviors and significantly inversely associated with disease risk factors such as
smoking and obesity, independent of age, marital status, and education” ( p. 392).
However the analysis contains no statement that significance levels are adjusted
for the complex survey design and so should be viewed with caution.
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7.7

DYALL ET AL. (2014)

Title

Cultural and social factors and quality of life of Māori in advanced age. Te
puāwaitanga o ngā tapuwae kia ora tonu – Life and living in advanced age:
A cohort study in New Zealand (LiLACS NZ)

Country

New Zealand (Rotorua and Bay of Plenty)

Paper abstract

Aim To establish 1) the socioeconomic and cultural profile and 2) correlates of
quality of life (QOL) of Māori in advanced age.
Method A cross sectional survey of a population based cohort of Maori aged
80–90 years, participants in LiLACS NZ, in the Rotorua and Bay of Plenty region
of New Zealand. Socioeconomic and cultural engagement characteristics were
established by personal interview and QOL was assessed by the SF-12.
Results In total 421 (56%) participated and 267 (63%) completed the
comprehensive interview. Māori lived with high deprivation areas and had
received a poor education in the public system. Home ownership was high
(81%), 64% had more than 3 children still living and social support was present
for practical tasks and emotional support in 82%. A need for more practical help
was reported by 21%. Fifty-two percent of the participants used te reo Māori me
ngā tikanga (Māori language and culture) daily. One in five had experienced
discrimination and one in five reported colonisation affecting their life today.
Greater frequency of visits to marae/sacred gathering places was associated
with higher physical health-related QOL. Unmet need for practical help was
associated with lower physical health-related QOL. Lower mental health-related
QOL was associated with having experienced discrimination.
Conclusion Greater language and cultural engagement is associated with
higher QOL for older Māori and unmet social needs and discrimination are
associated with lower QOL.

Language
ecology

TL1 and TL2 - “The level of te reo Maori fluency among the LiLACS NZ
participants was high with 52% using te reo Māori for everyday conversation,
compared with on average 27% of Māori adults in New Zealand speaking the
language at least fairly well” (p. 72).

Well-being
measures

Quality of Life (QOL) measured by international SF-12 tool, giving mental healthrelated and physical health-related scores.
The authors note (p. 65): “The best instrument to assess quality of life for
indigenous people is not known as most measures have been developed from a
western dominant cultural perspective.”

Age

80-90

Gender

M (42%) & F(58%), gender disaggregated results.

Sample size

421 Māori (45% of total LiLACS NZ sample)

Design

Cross sectional survey of a population based cohort of Māori aged 80–90 years,
participants in Life and living in advanced age (LiLACS NZ) in 2010, in the
Rotorua and Bay of Plenty region of New Zealand.

Comment on
method

The paper provides summary statistics, and simple linear regression or analysis
of variance for each variable that may affect quality of life. The simple regression
models were not presented in the paper. Auxiliary variables were included where
nominal statistical significance in the simple regression against quality of life
reached p=0.2 in a multiple regression model fitted by backward elimination.
Language was as a consequence not included in the candidate variables for the
multiple regression. The more usual statistical modelling process would be to
include all variables and allow the multiple regression fitting procedure to decide
which were relevant on a conditional rather than a marginal basis. The survey
has a complex design (stratification, clustering, weighting) and it is unclear from
the paper if (and if so how) these were allowed for in the simple and multiple
regression analyses.
“Spent time on or visited marae” may be acting as a surrogate for speaking
Māori.
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Comment on
conclusions re
language

The multivariate statistical modelling procedure is somewhat non-standard.
There are possible complications in interpretation both because some variables
may be acting as proxies for others and also because relevant variables may
have been excluded from the multivariate analysis. For example, “Spent time on
or visited marae” may be acting as a proxy for speaking Māori.
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7.8

FIEDELDEY-VAN DIJK ET AL. (2017)

Title

Honoring Indigenous culture-as-intervention: Development and validity of
the Native Wellness Assessment

Country

Canada

Paper abstract

There is a need for Indigenous-centered research to appraise culture’s role in
wellness. Researchers described the development and validity of the Native
Wellness Assessment (NWATM). The NWA has culture-as-intervention at its apex.
Wellness, culture, and cultural intervention practices (CIPs) are explored from an
Indigenous perspective. Indigenous clients completed matching self-report and
observer versions of the NWA at three time points during addictions treatment.
Statistically and psychometrically, the NWA content and structure performed well,
demonstrating that culture is an effective and fair intervention for Indigenous
peoples with addictions. The NWA can inform Indigenous health and communitybased programs and policy.

Language
ecology

NIA Pilot included First Nations, Metis and Inuit – authors note that participants
skewed disproportionately toward First Nations.

Well-being
measures

Development of the Native Wellness Assessment (NWATM), to measure well-being
from an Indigenous perspective and support cultural interventions for addiction:
includes physical, mental, spiritual, and emotional quadrants of wellness.

Age

Unclear – sample drawn from a program with clients from age 13 to 63.

Gender

Unclear – some comments are made about gender differences, but gender is not
included in results.

Sample size

177

Design

55 treatment centres in the National Native Alcohol and Drug Abuse Program
(NNADAP) and the Youth Solvent Abuse Program (YSAP) system across Canada,
of which 12 treatment centres agreed to participate. Final sample had 26%
response rate within these 12 centres and a sample of overall size 177.

Comment on
method

Native Wellness Assessment (NWA) “contains 66 randomly ordered concurrence
related cultural statements” (p. 191), each assessed on a 5 point Likert scale. The
sample is essentially non-random and has a low response rate, both of which
severely limit the utility of statistical analyses. The design is also clustered so even
if statistical analyses are undertaken, some consideration must be given to the
complex design. The statistical analyses used put aside these considerations. The
Likert scales were assumed normally distributed (which they cannot be as they are
categorical and ordinal). Some chi-square analyses (for which the normality
assumption for the original counts is not required) were also used. Internal
consistency, and structural and content validity were considered for the NWA, but
again some caution is required given the non-randomness of the sample and the
low response rate. Pearson correlations which assume normality were used rather
than non-parametric measures such as Spearman correlations. Partial correlations
were also considered, as a method of looking at the conditional effect of particular
variables given the others. Tables of nominally significant effects for changes over
time for variables in the NWA are given. Factor analyses were undertaken and five
factors identified. Again given the nature of the sample and the small sample size
caution in interpretation is recommended.

Comment on
conclusions re
language

The authors note (p. 210.) that, “clients [in NNADAP) and YSAP] with Indigenous
language dominance consistently reported higher overall wellness, especially in
the Spiritual quadrant. This emphasizes the benefits of language-based initiatives
as an important contributor to culture-as-intervention.”
Given the community refusal rate, the nature of the non-random sample, the small
sample size, and low response rate, caution in statistical interpretation is strongly
recommended, particularly for the factor analysis.
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7.9

GUÈVREMONT & KOHEN (2012)

Title

Knowledge of an Aboriginal language and school outcomes for children and
adults

Country

Canada

Paper abstract

This study uses data from the child and adult components of the 2001 Canadian
Aboriginal Peoples Survey to examine what factors are related to speaking an
Aboriginal language and how speaking an Aboriginal language is related to school
outcomes. Even after controlling for child and family factors (age, sex, health
status, household income, number of people living in the household, and living in
an urban or rural area), speaking an Aboriginal language was associated with
positive school outcomes for young children aged 6-14 years old if they learned the
language in school, but a lower likelihood of having completed high school for 2034-year olds. Possible reasons for this difference between child and adult results
are discussed.

Language
ecology

TL1 Authors note (p. 5): “Since preliminary analyses reported few Métis speaking
an Aboriginal language (6% of adults and 3% of children in our sample), this study
focuses on Inuit and First Nations peoples.”
“For this study, respondents who spoke their language with effort, relatively well, or
very well were considered as speaking an Aboriginal language. Respondents who
spoke only a few words, or who responded that they did not speak or understand
an Aboriginal language were considered as not speaking an Aboriginal language.
A similar measure (ability to converse in an Aboriginal language) has been used by
the Census of Canada (Statistics Canada 2009)” (p. 7).

Well-being
measures

Education – school outcomes. Child outcomes: doing well in school, liking school,
having repeated a grade, and having been suspended or expelled; adult outcomes:
completed high school, completed post-secondary education.

Age

6-14 & 20-34

Gender

M&F, gender disaggregated results

Sample size

1,532 children, 13,075 adults.

Design

Canadian Aboriginal Peoples Survey APS 2001 conducted by Statistics Canada.
Subsample of Inuit and First Nations children and young adults.

Comment on
method and
results

The authors note (p. 9): “Descriptive analyses (percentages) were used to describe
the characteristics of Aboriginal language speakers, who helps children learn an
Aboriginal language, and where adults use their Aboriginal language. Differences
between the characteristics of non-language speakers and language speakers
were assessed with t-tests. Multiple logistic regression was used to examine the
association of knowledge of an Aboriginal language, having been taught an
Aboriginal language in school, and school outcomes. All models controlled for
gender (male, female), age (6-8, 9-11, 12-14), health status (excellent/very good
vs. good/fair/poor), household income (lowest, middle, high computed for each
group, Inuit, First Nations on and First Nations off reserve separately), number of
people living in the household (2-4, 5-6, 7+), and living in an urban or rural area.
These socio-demographic variables are associated both with speaking an
Aboriginal language and with school outcomes. For the descriptive analyses,
certain categories were grouped together based on sample size considerations.
Analyses were all weighted in order to be nationally representative, except for First
Nations on selected reserves that were weighted to represent the sampled
reserves. The bootstrap method was used to account for the complex sampling
design used by the survey.”
These methods are statistically sound and based on a well-designed survey from a
national government statistical agency (Statistics Canada). For the children, there
are tables of sample size by respondent characteristic, and of odds ratios
associated with use of and support for Indigenous language in relation to school
success. The analyses controlled for (i.e. conditioned on) child and family factors.
Both the sample design and the statistical analyses are well-founded and the
statistical significance levels provided in the paper conform to the requirements for
sound analysis of well-designed complex sample surveys.
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“The adult component of the 2001 APS asked respondents if they could speak or
understand an Aboriginal language. The child component asked parents if their
child could speak or understand an Aboriginal language. The survey also asked
respondents how well they (or their child) spoke their primary Aboriginal language.
For this study, respondents who spoke their language with effort, relatively well, or
very well were considered as speaking an Aboriginal language. Respondents who
spoke only a few words, or who responded that they did not speak or understand
an Aboriginal language were considered as not speaking an Aboriginal language.
A similar measure (ability to converse in an Aboriginal language) has been used by
the Census of Canada (Statistics Canada 2009).” p7. For both the Inuit and First
Nations children on reserve speaking an Aboriginal language and help from
schoolteachers for that language both added to the probability of success at
school, The school results for off reserve First Nations children were similar
regardless of whether they spoke the Indigenous language or had schoolteacher
help.
“Inuit adults who spoke an Aboriginal language, both those who were and were not
taught the language at school, were less likely to have completed high school…
than Inuit adults who did not speak an Aboriginal language. However, for Inuit who
had successfully graduated from high school, speaking an Aboriginal language
(whether learned in school or not) was not associated with the likelihood of
completing post-secondary school. These associations were over and above child
and family factors. Similarly, for First Nations adults living on selected reserves,
those who spoke an Aboriginal language were less likely to have completed high
school than those who did not speak an Aboriginal language. This was true for
both First Nations adults who were and were not taught the language in school,
although on-reserve FN adults who had been taught the language in school were
more likely to have completed high school than those adults who had not learned
the language in school. However, of adults who had graduated from high school,
those who spoke an Aboriginal language were no less likely to have completed
post-secondary levels of schooling than adults who did not speak an Aboriginal
language. For First Nations adults living off reserve, those who spoke an Aboriginal
language but were not taught the language in school were less likely to have
completed high school, as compared to those who did not speak an Aboriginal
language. However, similar to Inuit adults and First Nations adults living on
selected reserves, if they had graduated high school, speaking an Aboriginal
language was not negatively associated with completing post-secondary school
compared to those not speaking an Aboriginal language” (p. 15).
there is an apparently anomalous result, possibly linked to this being a crosssectional rather than a longitudinal study, namely that in comparison with
Aboriginal young adults who did not speak the language (whether they were taught
the language in school or not) young adults who spoke an Aboriginal language
were less likely to have completed high school. The finding remained even after
allowing for socio-demographic differences
“To our knowledge, this study is the first to report positive associations of speaking
an Aboriginal language with school outcomes using population-based data” (p. 15).
“Although the knowledge and use of Aboriginal languages is declining, particularly
for children, this study demonstrates that parental influence is important and that
being taught in an Aboriginal language may have positive school outcomes for
children who speak an Aboriginal language.”
Comment on
conclusions re
language

The data are of a very high standard and the statistical analysis very well
structured. Substantive conclusions drawn have a sound statistical basis.

Well-being & Indigenous language ecologies (WILE): A strengths-based approach | 97

7.10 GUÈVREMENT & KOHEN (2017A)
Title

Aboriginal language and school outcomes: Investigating the associations for
young adults

Country

Canada

Paper abstract

Being taught an Aboriginal language at school has generally been associated with
positive school outcomes for Aboriginal children but not adults. This study
attempted to understand this discordance by examining three possible
explanations: (a) confounding variables, (b) a cohort effect, and (c) differences in
the timing and duration of Aboriginal language instruction. Confounding variables
(school attendance on reserve, parental education, and family residential school
attendance) and duration of Aboriginal language instruction (six of more grades)
were important contributors; whereas the presence of a cohort effect and the
timing of Aboriginal language instruction were not found to be significant. Future
studies of Aboriginal language instruction should consider family educational
experiences, location of schooling, and the duration of Aboriginal language
instruction.

Language
ecology

Definitions for speaking an Aboriginal language reflected those in Guèvremont &
Kohen (2012).

Well-being
measures

Educational – school outcomes, measured by questions for three variables “In or
completed high school”, “Mainly ‘A’s”, “Family school involvement”.

Age

6-14, 17-25.

Gender

Numbers of M&F not specified. Gender included in models but results not gender
disaggregated.

Sample size

11,940 children 6-14 years of age and 6,222 First Nations children living off
reserve.

Design

Canadian Aboriginal Peoples Survey APS 2012 conducted by Statistics Canada.
Subsample of Indigenous children and young adults.

Comment on
method and
results

This study was to investigate the apparently anomalous finding in (Guèvremont &
Kohen, 2012) that, when compared with Aboriginal young adults who did not speak
the language, young adults who spoke an Aboriginal language were less likely to
have completed high school. The possible explanations considered are
confounding variables, cohort effects and differences in the timing and duration of
the Aboriginal language instruction. The survey design is sound and the analysis
methods used are suitable for statistical analysis of complex survey data.
Summary tables for sample size within subgroups and logistic regression and odds
ratios from models predicting young adults’ school outcomes are provided.
Confounding variables: “when we controlled for ever having attended school on a
reserve, parental education, and family residential school attendance, speaking an
Aboriginal language was not significantly associated with school outcomes,
suggesting that Aboriginal language learning per se was not associated with
negative school outcomes”( p. 12); “confounding variables and duration of
language instruction may contribute to the different findings for children and adults.
Negative associations of being taught an Aboriginal language were not apparent
after controlling for confounding variables, including family educational experiences
and school attendance on reserve, which were not included in previous studies” (p.
17).
Cohort effect: “cannot conclude that the differing findings for children and young
adults were due to a cohort effect” (p. 17).
Duration of language instruction and timing: “duration was important, but not
timing. Being taught an Aboriginal language for six or more grades was associated
with more positive educational outcomes for young adults” (p. 17).
“Future studies examining the association between speaking an Aboriginal
language, being taught an Aboriginal language in school, and school outcomes
should consider family educational experiences, location of the school, and the
duration of Aboriginal language instruction” (pp. 17-18).
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Comment on
conclusions re
language

Consideration of confounding variables when considering the relationship between
Indigenous language and school outcomes in this study was generally required.
There was no evidence for a cohort effect. In future studies, family educational
experiences, location of the school, and the duration of Aboriginal language
instruction should be considered when considering associations between speaking
an Aboriginal language, being taught an Aboriginal language in school, and school
outcomes.
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7.11 GUÈVREMONT & KOHEN (2017B)
Title

Speaking an Aboriginal language and school outcomes for Canadian First
Nations children living off reserve

Country

Canada

Paper abstract

The importance of learning an Aboriginal language has been documented, yet
associations with positive educational outcomes are inconclusive. Previous
research in the area has been limited by small sample studies, lack of
comparison groups, and the omission of the consideration of socio-demographic
factors and cultural activity participation. This study uses the Canadian
population-based Aboriginal Peoples Survey 2006 to examine the relationship
between speaking an Aboriginal language, learning it in school, and educational
outcomes for First Nations children living off reserve. Compared to children who
did not speak an Aboriginal language, children who spoke an Aboriginal
language and had school teachers help them learn the language at school were
more likely to be rated as doing very well at school and had higher parent ratings
of the importance of a post-secondary education, with no difference in the
likelihood of being the appropriate age for grade, even after controlling for sociodemographic factors and participation in other cultural activities. These results
suggest that learning an Aboriginal language in school is associated with
positive outcomes for children who speak an Aboriginal language. Future
research on this topic is needed including longitudinal studies and inclusion of
direct measures of educational outcomes.

Ecology

Definitions for speaking an Aboriginal language reflected those in Guèvremont &
Kohen (2012).

Well-being
measures

Educational – four school outcomes, based on parental reports of how well their
children were doing at school, parental importance of post-secondary education,
parental satisfaction with the school environment, and a proxy for grade failure.

Age

6-14

Gender

Numbers of M&F not specified, but gender included in models.

Sample size

6,222 First Nations children living off reserve. The overall survey response rate
was 80.1% for the entire survey of n=61,041. The response rate for the First
Nations children living off reserve is unspecified but must have been sufficiently
high for Statistics Canada to release the data for the study.

Design

Canadian Aboriginal Peoples Survey APS 2006 conducted by Statistics Canada.
Subsample of Indigenous children.

Comment on
method and
results

Weighting of survey data was used along with standard error and confidence
interval information via the bootstrap that properly allows for the complexities
(e.g. stratification and clustering) in the survey design.
Conclusions include, “Children who spoke an Aboriginal language and whose
teachers helped them learn the language were more likely to be doing very well
in school compared to children who did not speak an Aboriginal language. This
association remained significant when controlling for both socio-demographic
factors and Aboriginal activity participation. However, children who spent time
with elders once per week or more were more likely to be rated as doing very
well in school. Children who spoke an Aboriginal language and had teachers
help them learn the language were more likely to have parents who thought it
was very important that they obtain more than a high school level of education.
This association remained significant when controlling for both sociodemographic factors and Aboriginal activity participation. The odds ratio for the
association of speaking an Aboriginal language and learning it in school with
parents’ educational aspirations increased when socio-demographic factors
were added to the model, with parents who had more than a high school
education more likely to think post-secondary education was very important.
However, the odds ratio decreased when Aboriginal activity participation was
added to the model, with children who had participated in an Aboriginal early
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secondary education was very important. This means that some of the
associations between speaking an Aboriginal language, learning it in school, and
parental education aspirations were explained by participation in Aboriginal early
child development programs” (pp. 7-8).
Comment on
conclusions re
language

Both survey design and analysis are statistically sound.
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7.12 HAGGARTY, CERNOVSKY, BEDARD & MERSKEY (2008)
Title

Suicidality in a sample of Arctic households

Country

Canada (Nunavut)

Paper abstract

We investigated the association of suicidal ideation and behavior with depression,
anxiety, and alcohol abuse in a Canadian Arctic Inuit community. Inuit (N=111)
from a random sample of households completed assessments of anxiety and
depression, alcohol abuse, and suicidality. High rates of suicidal ideation within the
past week (43.6%), and suicide attempts within last 6 months (30%) were reported.
Ideation was more frequent among younger persons, whereas those favoring local
native language were less likely to report a wish to die. Higher overall suicidality
scores were associated with higher anxiety, and alcohol abuse, but not with
depression or gender. Implications for future research are discussed.

Ecology

TL1 Canadian Arctic Inuit (Nunavut). In the hamlet under study over were 90%
Inuktitut speaking, with 60% bilingual in English (p. 700).

Well-being
measures

Mental health (suicide ideation and attempts)

Age

14-77, average 35.5.

Gender

M&F, 58% women, results gender disaggregated.

Sample size

111

Design

Cluster sample of households in one hamlet with all eligible 14+ year olds
interviewed in the selected households. Response rate unspecified.

Comment on
method and
results

Information of sample and various subsamples. Odds ratios for the effect on a
measure of suicidal behaviour for a range of variables including language.
Language related results (which appear not to control for other factors as they are
tabulated as “unadjusted factors” ) are difficult to interpret due to what seems like a
typesetting problem in Table 2. In multivariate regressions, only English language
preference (defined by choice of questionnaire language) associated with wish to
die reached statistical significance. “Those who chose the Inuit (Inuktitut) version of
the survey had 65% lower odds of reporting a wish to die in the prior 6 months” (p.
703).

Comment on
conclusions re
language

The conclusions are based on a small sample size and are subject to the issues
raised under design and methods.
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7.13 HALLET, CHANDLER & LALONDE (2007)
Title

Aboriginal language knowledge and youth suicide

Country

Canada (British Columbia)

Paper abstract

This brief report details a preliminary investigation into how community-level
variability in knowledge of Aboriginal languages relate to “band”-level measures of
youth suicide. In Canada, and, more specifically, in the province of British
Columbia (BC), Aboriginal youth suicide rates vary substantially from one
community to another. The results reported demonstrate that not only did this
simple language-use indicator prove to have predictive power over and above that
of six other cultural continuity factors identified in previous research, but also that
youth suicide rates effectively dropped to zero in those few communities in which
at least half the band members reported a conversational knowledge of their own
“Native” language.

Language
ecology

GEN - the study uses an index of Aboriginal language in British Columbia, based
on community-level knowledge of Indigenous language knowledge from 2006
census data. This is divided into two - above and below 50% “language
knowledge”.

Well-being
measures

Mental health (suicide rates)

Age

Unspecified.

Gender

Unspecified.

Sample size

Not given for survey.

Design

Data from 1996 Canadian census – Statistics Canada; Survey data from Chandler
& Lalonde (1998).

Method and
results

The intent is to assess the effect of Indigenous language separate from other
cultural factors when considering suicide. Factor analysis has been used yielding a
one factor model. A correlation matrix is provided linking language to five other
variables, but no clear indication is given in the paper on how these are defined, or
whether the analysis uses the census or the survey data. Bands (groups of First
Nations people) with “higher levels of language (i.e. more than 50%) had fewer
suicides than bands with lower levels”. It is not clear what adjustment if any was
made for band size. The claim is made that in bands with less than 50% of
individuals having conversational knowledge of Indigenous language, suicide rates
were six times higher; this analysis does not include confidence intervals.

Comment on
conclusions re
language

Statistically based conclusions should be interpreted with caution.
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7.14 HERMAN-STAHL, SPENCER & DUNCAN (2003)
Title

The implications of cultural orientation for substance use among American
Indians

Country

USA (South Dakota, Rapid City)

Paper abstract

American Indians were interviewed about their participation in traditional culture
and their substance use behaviors. Analyses indicated that cultural orientation
differed by age and employment status. Bicultural or less Indian oriented
individuals were more likely to misuse alcohol than their more Indian oriented
counterparts. The implications of cultural orientation for substance use behaviors
are discussed. The need for more precise conceptualization and measurement of
acculturation is recommended.

Language
ecology

TL1 and TL2 (assumed)

Well-being
measures

Mental health (substance use)

Age

18+

Gender

M (39.9%), F (60.1%), weighted in the model, some results gender disaggregated.

Sample size

2,449

Design

Population was all 18+ year old American Indians in South Dakota as well as in
Rapid City. Simple random sample of 500 housing units within each of ten strata;
3481 eligible housing units identified; 2588 adults interviewed; response rate
74.3%. Rapids City sample (n=139) dropped because focus was on Indigenous
reservations. Final sample size was 2449. One adult interviewed per selected
household, so sample survey weighting of variables for individuals required. The
authors say (p. 52), “weights were adjusted to compensate for different response
rates and coverage within gender and age groups”, but it is not clear if the required
weighting adjustment for sample size has been made. Analysis via Sudaan will
make the required adjustments for the complex survey design given the correct
weights, plus stratification information; there is no clustering.

Comment on
method and
analysis

Various summary statistics are provided as well as odds ratios from logistic
regression with heavy drinking, alcohol abuse and/or dependence, and illicit drug
use and/or dependence analysed separately as dependent variables. Cultural
orientation which includes language, but is not based on language alone, is used
as an auxiliary variable. Conclusions are focused on this construct, which the
authors note needs further development; no language specific conclusions are
drawn.

Comment on
conclusions re
language

Limited to discussion within a general cultural measure. Although there has clearly
been an effort made to analyse the data correctly given the complex sample
design, Insufficient information is provided in the paper on statistical methods to be
certain the statistical conclusions are valid.
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7.15 MCLEOD, VERDON & BENNETTS KNEEBONE (2014)
Title

Celebrating young Indigenous Australian children’s speech and language
competence

Country

Australia

Paper abstract

World-wide it is important to recognize Indigenous children’s speech and language
competence and their language learning environments. Indigenous Australian
children participated in the child cohort of Footprints in Time: Longitudinal Study of
Indigenous Children, a national study supported by Indigenous Australians and the
Australian Government collected annually (in waves). There were 692 3–5-year-old
children in wave 1, and two years later, 570 5–7-year-old children were in wave 3
(77.0% of children in wave 1 were also in wave 3). Data were obtained via parent
interviews and direct assessment. The children spoke between one and eight
languages including: English (wave 1: 91.2%, wave 3: 99.6%), Indigenous
languages (wave 1: 24.4%, wave 3: 26.8%), creoles (wave 1: 11.5%, wave 3:
13.7%), foreign languages (non-Indigenous languages other than English) (wave
1: 2.0%, wave 3: 5.1%), and sign languages (wave 1: 0.6%, wave 3: 0.4%).
Children who spoke an Indigenous language were more likely to live in moderate
to extreme isolation than their English-speaking counterparts. Parental concern
about speech and language skills was similar to data for non-Indigenous children
with approximately one quarter of parents expressing concern (wave 1: yes =
13.9%, a little = 10.4%). Children’s language environments were rich, with many
family members and friends telling oral stories, reading books, and listening to the
children read. Almost a third of families wanted to pass on their cultural language,
and many indicated that they would like their child to learn an Indigenous language
at school. Overall, Indigenous Australian children have rich cultural and linguistic
traditions and their speech and language competence is promoted through family,
community, and educational experiences.

Ecology

GEN
Wave 1 – 81.8% of children were reported to speak English as their dominant
language; 24.4% spoke at least one Indigenous language; Kriol was the main
language of 5.3%, Torres Strait creole was the main language of 3.9%.
Wave 3 – 84.1% English or Aboriginal English as their main language; 26.8%
spoke at least one Indigenous language; Kriol was the main language for 4.7%,
Torres Strait Creole the main language by 6.3%.

Well-being
measures

Language environments of the children and parental concern about speech and
language. The study also considered the related issue of children’s language
competence.

Age

Wave 1 - children 3-5; adults 18-65. Wave 3 – children 5-7, adults 19-68.

Gender

Wave 1 –children 51.2% male, adults 98.3% female; Wave 3 – children 51.1%
male, adults 97% female. Analysis included gender, but results presented were
generally not gender disaggregated, except where informants’ gender was obvious
(e.g. “mother”, cf. “friend”).

Sample size

1,687 children were recruited in Wave 1. The study considers 692 children aged 35 in Wave 1 and 570 children aged 5-7 in Wave 3 (of whom 533 were also in Wave
1). There are also adult informants for each of the children.

Design

Footprints in Time: The longitudinal study of indigenous children (LSIC); “Nonrepresentative purposive sampling design... implemented across 11 sites with
approximately equal representation of urban, regional and remote areas.” The
study is longitudinal with three waves mentioned in the paper. Only waves 1 and 3
are considered in the paper.

Method

The analyses provided, while generally summary measures only, are extensive,
with sample sizes and characteristics within subgroups well-specified. The study
aims are exploratory:
1 “To describe the languages spoken by Indigenous Australian children as
reported by parents.
2 To describe the speech and language competence of Indigenous Australian
children as reported by parents and direct assessment.
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3 To describe the language environment of Indigenous Australian children as
reported by parents.
4 To identify the extent of parental concern about Indigenous Australian
children’s hearing, speech, and language skills.”
Statistical tests are consequently limited to descriptive statistics, chi-square
analyses, t-tests and Analysis of Variance. However, even the validity of these
relatively simple tests are predicated on having a random sample (which the LSIC
is not) so statistical significance levels given in the paper need to be treated with
considerable caution.
Comment on
conclusions re
language

The summary tables are useful although caution is required even for these
because the sample is not designed on sound statistical principles. The statistical
tests do not meet minimum requirements for statistical validity.
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7.16 NGUYEN, KOMPAS, BREUSCH & WARD (2017)
Title

Language, mixed communes, and infrastructure: Sources of inequality and
ethnic minorities in Vietnam

Country

Vietnam

Paper abstract

This paper re-examines the sources of inequality in Vietnam, a transitional
economy with large reductions in poverty from recent and dramatic economic
growth, but vastly unequal gains across ethnic groups. Using a decomposition
approach to disentangle factor endowments and returns by ethnic group, we draw
four key conclusions. First, removing language barriers would significantly reduce
inequality among ethnic groups, narrowing the ethnic gap, and especially so
through enhancing the gains earned by minorities from education. Second,
variations in returns to education exist in favor of the majority in mixed communes,
suggesting that either the special needs of minority children have not been
adequately addressed in the classroom, or unequal treatment in favor of the
majority exists in the labor market. Third, in contrast to recent literature, there is no
difference in the benefits drawn from enhanced infrastructure at the commune level
across ethnic groups. Finally, we find little evidence to support the established
views that the ethnic gap is attributed largely to differences in the returns to
endowments. Overall, our research highlights the importance of considering
language barriers and the availability of infrastructure for ethnic inequality.

Language
ecology

GEN The authors note (p. 161):“The language barrier here refers to the inability to
speak Vietnamese… Vietnam encompasses seven major language families but
102 distinct languages. Vietnamese, the language of the Kinh, is the majority and
official language.”
The focus in the paper is not so much on the benefits of Indigenous languages but
on the economic disadvantage of not speaking Vietnamese.

Well-being
measures

Economic welfare, measured by “real household expenditure per person” (p. 148).

Age

All

Gender

M & F, included in model but not gender disaggregated results.

Sample size

“(T)hree households were randomly selected from a single census enumeration
area in each commune, making up 9,189 households, living in 3,063 communes,
630 districts, and [all] 64 provinces” (p. 147).
“[T]he rural sample used for this paper has 5,391 majority households and 1,168
minority households in 2,187 communes (in 566 districts, 64 provinces). Using
information from income data, 1,611 communes (in 434 districts, 58 provinces)
have observations only from the majority group and 243 communes (in 134
districts, 36 provinces) have observations only from the minority. On the other
hand, 559 majority households and 439 minority households are found in 253
(163) and 214 (134) mixed communes (mixed districts), respectively, in 49
provinces” (p. 147).

Design

Vietnam Household Living Standards Survey 2006. Complex survey design with
stratification, clustering and survey weighting of responses. The sample size is
relatively large and spread across all 64 provinces, but not all households sampled
were relevant to the study and the sample sizes of relevant groups were smaller
and in rural areas only. Given the large number of distinct ethic minority groups
formally recognised (52 in total) and the sample size within each, some care in
interpretation is required because different ethnic groups may be in rather different
situations and contexts.

Comment on
method and
results

Using econometric models and instrumental variables, the paper “examines what
drives the gap in the living standard between the majority and minority groups,
measured by differences in household expenditures per person. In particular, we
investigate the role of language barriers 1 and how they may hinder minority
households from taking advantage of their acquired skills and attributes; whether
commune infrastructure, a key instrument used by the Vietnamese Government to
narrow the ethnic gap, works for or against the minority; and to what extent
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preferential treatment and differences in endowments, as opposed to returns to
endowments, explain the ethnic gap in expenditures” (pp. 145-146).
Both household-level and commune-level (contextual) variables were used in the
analysis. The econometric emphasis on heteroscedasticity in statistical models is
apparent as is used of instrumental variables to adjust for correlation between the
main measure of interest (log expenditure) and the auxiliary variables of interest.
The model used is a mixed linear model, with household, commune, and district
random effects intended to model the survey design. The fitting does not use
survey weights but weights are used when combining subpopulation estimates.
The approach to fitting the survey data is then model rather than design based and
uses econometric rather than statistical theory. This is perhaps not surprising given
the main variable of interest is expenditure per person with household size use as
a (linear) effect in the models. There is considerable additional technical discussion
in the paper. The presentation of results considers separate groups such as mixed
and non-mixed communities (Table 5), and difference by groups determined by
language ability (Table 3).
“Community and social effects, along with language skills and the ability to ‘social
network’, are important indicators of differences in living standards and potential
changes in the poverty rate” (p. 160).
Comments on
conclusions re
language

The wide variety of ethnic groups (52 formally recognised in all) makes
interpretation of results difficult. It leads for example to the comment that to
address “the problem of a lack of common support, violating a key identification
assumption…. we restrict our attention to a sub-sample of language competent
households” (p. 158). The paper then is both econometrically complicated and
somewhat difficult to interpret. However great care has been taken with the
analysis in this context and substantive conclusions about language are generally
well justified.
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7.17 OSTER, GRIER, LIGHTNING, MAYAN & TOTH (2014)
Title

Cultural continuity, traditional Indigenous language, and diabetes in Alberta
First Nations: A mixed method study

Country

Canada (Alberta)
Introduction: We used an exploratory sequential mixed methods approach to study
the association between cultural continuity, self-determination, and diabetes
prevalence in First Nations in Alberta, Canada.
Methods: We conducted a qualitative description where we interviewed 10 Cree
and Blackfoot leaders (members of Chief and Council) from across the province to
understand cultural continuity, self-determination, and their relationship to health
and diabetes, in the Alberta First Nations context. Based on the qualitative
findings, we then conducted a cross-sectional analysis using provincial
administrative data and publically available data for 31 First Nations communities
to quantitatively examine any relationship between cultural continuity and diabetes
prevalence.
Results: Cultural continuity, or “being who we are”, is foundational to health in
successful First Nations. Self-determination, or “being a self-sufficient Nation”,
stems from cultural continuity and is seriously compromised in today’s Alberta
Cree and Blackfoot Nations. Unfortunately, First Nations are in a continuous
struggle with government policy. The intergenerational effects of colonization
continue to impact the culture, which undermines the sense of self-determination,
and contributes to diabetes and ill health. Crude diabetes prevalence varied
dramatically among First Nations with values as low as 1.2% and as high as
18.3%. Those First Nations that appeared to have more cultural continuity
(measured by traditional Indigenous language knowledge) had significantly lower
diabetes prevalence after adjustment for socio-economic factors (p =0.007).
Conclusions: First Nations that have been better able to preserve their culture may
be relatively protected from diabetes.

Language
ecology

NIA

Well-being
measures

Physical health (diabetes)

Age

20+ (quantitative study).

Gender

Qualitative study- 7 males, 3 females; no gender information in quantitative study.

Sample size

Qualitative study – 10 people via Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development
Canada (AANDC) website.
Quantitative study – 31 First Nations communities, 2005 Alberta Health register
data

Design

The sample design for the quantitative study is not well specified, but even if it
were sound in principle may be too small to provide a basis for statistical inference.
Much depends on definition of Indigenous community and whether all communities
meeting the definition were included and analysed. If so, the set of communities is
complete, the data constitute a census and the analysis is sound based on the
authors’ definition of Indigenous community.

Comment on
method

The study measures cultural continuity via traditional language and then considers
the relationship between diabetes and language. Mixed methods are used. The
sample size for the qualitative study, while able to provide a range of interesting
material, is insufficient for any meaningful statistical analysis. The sample is also
non-random. Published prevalence rates were used for 31 of 585 communities,
identified as First Nations on the basis that 80% or more of the community being
First Nations people. Simple linear regressions using this secondary data identified
only Indigenous language as a statistically significant predictor of diabetes rate. No
multivariate analysis has been undertaken.

Comment on
conclusions re
language

The quantitative analysis used only 31 communities but if these were all the
communities in Canada that met the selection criterion, this is a census of such
communities. Nevertheless, the statistical conclusions are marginal only, as there
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is no analysis in the paper that uses conditional models to look at the effect of
confounding or mitigating variables.
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7.18 REID, VARONA, FISHER & SMITH (2016)
Title

Understanding Maori ‘lived’ culture to determine cultural connectedness and
well-being

Country

New Zealand (South Island & Ngai Tahu tribe)

Paper abstract

Māori tribal authorities have sought to measure the well-being of their people as a
baseline for determining the extent to which their economic, social, and cultural
goals are being achieved. In recent years, data from government-administered
social surveys and/or censuses have become a significant source of information.
Using the tribal authority of Te Runanga o Ngai Tahu (TRONT) as a case study,
this paper explores and compares data concerning Ngai Tahu well-being contained
in two recently completed TRONT reports: the Ngai Tahu State of the Nation 2015
report (a quantitative study derived from government-administered survey data);
and, the preliminary findings from the Ngai Tahu Whenua Project (a qualitative
study undertaken by TRONT). Both studies present similar results regarding levels
of tribal economic well-being, however, they show different results in regards to
levels of cultural well-being. The qualitative study reveals reasonably high levels of
cultural engagement among participants. Conversely, the quantitative study
demonstrates reasonably low levels of cultural engagement. The difference is
explained in each study’s approach to understanding culture. The quantitative
study viewed culture as engagement in ‘static’ cultural practices, whereas the
qualitative study viewed Maori culture as a ‘lived’ set of deep networks and
connections between individuals, their whanau (extended family), and places of
symbolic cultural importance (particularly land and water). It is argued that
measuring ‘lived’ culture would provide a better means of ascertaining cultural wellbeing. It is suggested that a useful means of measuring Māori lived culture would
be to determine the quality and depth of relational networks.

Language
ecology

TL2 (assumed)

Well-being
measures

Cultural well-being. Measures from the national census and Te Kupenga (national
post-census survey of Māori well-being) which were collated in a report “focusing
on data Ngai Tahu found crucial to their tribal development” (p. 36) in the areas of
economic and cultural well-being, are contrasted with a narrative approach:
“Cultural activities” are contrasted with “lived culture”.

Age

All ages (Census data); 21-85 (Ngai Tahu sample)

Gender

Female in Ngai Tahu sample - 63.7%.

Sample size

Sample - 80 in 8 whanau (extended families); Census - Entire relevant population.

Design

The analysis uses secondary data from the 1991, 1996, 2001, 2006 and 2013 New
Zealand censuses for Ngai Tahu from Statistics New Zealand. It also considers the
views of 80 community-selected Ngai Tahu members across five locations the
South island of New Zealand.

Comment on
method

Results from the census are presented as a series of tables for subgroups, for
example by age. Tables from other publications are also incorporated. There is
discussion on the issue that standard methods of questionnaire construction may
not be sufficient to incorporate or measure the range of relevant cultural activities.
There is no formal statistical analysis of the sample data, as appropriate since it is
not a random sample.

Comment on
conclusions re
language

The sample information includes questions about whether the 80 participants:
- Taught or shared Māori language with others
- Did something else that involved learning the Māori language or culture.
However no analysis has been carried out to relate this language information to
other variables. There is no specific mention of language in the summaries of
census data.
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7.19 SCHULTZ, ABBOTT, YAMAGUCHI & CAIRNEY (2018)
Title

Australian Indigenous Land Management, Ecological Knowledge and
Languages for Conservation.

Country

Australia (Western Australia and Northern Territory)

Paper abstract

Many Indigenous Australians hold cultural, ecological and language knowledge,
but common representations of Indigenous Australians focus on social
disadvantage and poor comparisons with other Australians in education,
employment and health. Indigenous Land Management works with Indigenous
people’s cultural, ecological and language expertise, employing Indigenous people
in activities contributing to biodiversity conservation. The Interplay research
surveyed 841 Indigenous people in remote communities. Those employed in land
management reported greater participation in cultural activities, language
knowledge, and belief that their land was looked after. These related assets
provide an opportunity for policy approaches based on Indigenous people’s
strengths and contribution to Australia.

Language
ecology

NIA

Well-being
measures

“Indigenous communities prioritised culture, empowerment and community, while
government representatives prioritised education, employment and health. Aspects
of these priorities were quantified through a survey developed by Indigenous
researchers, based on questions previously validated for Indigenous people in
remote communities” (p. 2).

Age

Adults, 15-34.

Gender

Male 81.5% among rangers, 44.7% of other employment, 39.4% of no
employment). Gender controlled for in analysis but results not gender
disaggregated.

Sample size

841 across four remote communities.

Design

Study is part of the Interplay project supported by funding from the Australian
Government Cooperative Research Centre Program through the Cooperative
Research Centre for Remote Economic Participation. Survey of four remote
communities in Northern Territory that have had previous relations with the
Research Centre for Remote Economic Participation. The survey is clustered and
the choice of communities non-random, severely limiting the range of feasible
statistical analyses.

Comment on
method

Results are tabulated. Differences between employment groups are tested for a
range of variables including use of Indigenous language. Analysis of covariance is
used for these statistical tests. Some differences between employment groups are
large, but statistical significance levels as tabulated remain nominal.

Comments on
conclusions re
language

All statistical analyses should be treated with caution.
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7.20 TAYLOR & COETZEE (2016)
Title

Examining the impact of language instruction in South African primary
schools; A fixed effects approach

Country

South Africa

Paper abstract

For many children around the world, access to higher education and the labour
market depends on becoming fluent in a second language. This presents a
challenge to education policy: when and how in the school programme should a
transition to the second language occur? While a large theoretical literature exists,
empirical evidence is limited by the difficulties inherent to measuring the causal
effect of language of instruction. In South Africa, the majority of children do not
speak English as their first language but are required to undertake their final
school-leaving examinations in English. Most schools offer mother-tongue
instruction in the first three grades of school and then transition to English as the
language of instruction in the fourth grade. Some schools use English as the
language of instruction from the first grade. In recent years a number of schools
have changed their policy, thus creating within-school, cross-grade variation in the
language of instruction received in the early grades. We use longitudinal data on
school characteristics including language of instruction by grade, and student test
score data for the population of South African primary schools. Simple OLS
estimates suggest a positive correlation between English instruction in the first
three grades and English performance in grades 4, 5 and 6. After including school
fixed effects, which removes the confounding effects of selection into schools with
different language policies, we find that mother tongue instruction in the early
grades significantly improves English acquisition, as measured in grades 4, 5 and
6. The significance of this study is twofold. Firstly, it illustrates the power of schoolfixed effects to estimate causal impacts of educational interventions. Secondly, it is
the first South African study (and one of a very few international studies) to bring
robust empirical evidence to the policy debate around language of instruction.

Language
ecology

GEN

Well-being
measures

Educational outcomes: For the ANA, “all children wrote a mathematics test and a
language test. For grades 1, 2 and 3 the language test was administered in the
language that the school taught as the First Language. In grades 4, 5, 6 and 9
English- and Afrikaans-speaking pupils wrote English or Afrikaans on the First
Language level, while pupils with a different First Language wrote a test for English
as a “First Additional Language" or Afrikaans as a “First Additional Language".
Consequently, the majority of children in poor, majority black schools wrote English
as a First Additional Language in Grades 4, 5, 6 and 9.

Age

School Grades 1, 2 and 3

Gender

Gender was included in the model, but results are not gender disaggregated.

Sample size

827,745 individuals in 9,180 primary schools

Design

Merged information from the Department of Basic Education's Annual Surveys of
Schools (ASS) from 2007 to 2011 with the Annual National Assessments (ANA)
data for 2012.
“The ASS is conducted on the first Tuesday of March every year. It is completed
by each school's principal and contains extensive administrative information about
the numbers of children enrolled in each grade and about the teachers in each
grade. The principal also indicates which language is used as the language of
instruction in each grade” (p. 9).
The ANA information detailed above is key. The ANA also includes several
individual characteristics, such as gender, age and population group” (p. 9).
The data and hence the range of possible statistical analyses are much richer than
in many other studies because actual test results for the entire school population
are available.

Comment on
method and
results

Various summary tables are provided. The analysis uses a statistical regression
model for the standardised test score of the English as First Additional Language
or mathematics test of each child in his/her designated grade and school. These
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standardised test scores are from the ANA tests written by Grade 3, 4 and 5
children in 2012. Since the model includes children in Grades 4, 5 and 6, grade
fixed effects are used to control for the differences in performance between
grades. The impact of exposure to English instruction is estimated using number of
years for which the child received instruction in English during their foundation
phase (i.e. Grades 1, 2 and 3). This variable takes on the values 0, 1, 2 or 3. In the
model, they also control for individual child characteristics by the inclusion of
individual child and school characteristics. To this model are added fixed effects
and other characteristics of particular schools to allow for possibly time-varying
quality differences between schools. The analysis fits fixed effects for schools
rather than random ones, because there is contextual information available for
each of them. Although it would also be possible to incorporate a random effect for
schools, the model used is still statistically sophisticated especially as it also
considers heterogeneity of variance for different areas within South Africa. The
interpretation of such models is usefully discussed in detail in terms of
interpretation rather than in a purely technical manner. The data sources are
exceptionally good, and the statistical analysis is also of a very high standard.
The authors conclude: “Mother tongue education in the early grades significantly
improves English acquisition” (p. 1).
“The current language in education policy { to encourage the use of Mother
Tongue instruction in grades 1, 2 and 3 but to allow schools the final decision is a
suitable approach. Our findings cannot, however, tell us what the impact would be
of extending Mother Tongue instruction in grades 4, 5 or 6” (p. 20).
“In addition, although our study confirms that the language of instruction is an
important contributor to the academic performance of South African children, it is
not in our view the main contributor. Factors such as community- and home-level
poverty, weak school functionality, weak instructional practices, inadequate
teacher subject knowledge, and a need for greater accountability throughout the
school system all represent much more severe constraints to achieving better
education in South Africa” (p. 20).
Comments on
conclusions re
language

As the authors note, “the [educational] significance of this paper is [that] it is the
first South African study (and one of a very few international studies) to bring
robust empirical evidence to the policy debate around language of instruction” (p.
20).
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7.21 WHITBECK, MCMORRIS, HOYT, STUBBEN, & LAFROMBOISE (2002)
Title

Perceived discrimination, traditional practices, and depressive symptoms
among American Indians in the Upper Midwest

Country

USA (Upper Midwest)

Paper abstract

American Indian adults are thought to experience significant depressive symptoms
at rates several times higher than adults in the general population, yet we know
very little about factors associated with depressive symptoms among this under
studied group. Many researchers have argued that depressive symptoms are
associated with conflicts between American Indian traditional cultural values,
practices, and beliefs and those of the majority culture. This report, based on a
sample 287 American Indian adults from the upper Midwest, takes into account
two measures of cultural effects: perceived discrimination, as one indicator of
culture conflict, and traditional practices, as a measure of cultural identification.
The results indicate that discrimination is strongly associated with depressive
symptoms among American Indian adults and that engaging in traditional practices
is negatively related to depressive symptoms. Moreover, interaction effects
between perceived discrimination and traditional practices indicate that engaging in
traditional practices buffers the negative effects of discrimination among those who
regularly participate in them.

Language
ecology

NIA (possibly TL2)

Well-being
measures

Mental health (depressive symptoms). Traditional practices as a measure of
cultural identification to buffer the effects of discrimination.

Age

Adults and their children in 5th-8th grades

Gender

Gender was included in the model, but not specified in results.

Sample size

287 adults with their children

Design

Sample survey in Midwest USA as part of the Three Village Project which covered
three villages on reservations in 1998-99; 220 families; with an 85% response rate.
The survey is a cluster design requiring specialised software for proper analysis,
except possibly for analyses within villages which will then have rather small
sample size.

Method

One of the measures of participation in traditional activities involved knowledge
and use of the tribal language, including questions regarding fluency and
understanding of the traditional language. Descriptive statistics are presented
including correlations with significance levels that are only nominal because the
data are not normally distributed and the sample is clustered. Similar comments
apply to the logistic regressions and odds ratios.

Comments on
conclusions re
language

The paper concludes that those who engaged in traditional practices of going to
powwows and speaking their traditional language, were less susceptible to
depressive symptoms. The strength of this conclusion may however be affected by
significance levels only being nominal.
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APPENDIX 2: OVERVIEW OF NEW INDIGENOUS LANGUAGES (ANGELO)
This appendix has been provided to the ANU’s Pillar 2 research team by Denise Angelo, from research
conducted as part of her PhD studies36. It could be cited as:
Angelo, Denise (2019). Overview of new Indigenous languages (Appendix 2). In D. Angelo et al. Well-being
& Indigenous Language Ecologies (WILE): A strengths-based approach. Literature Review for the
National Indigenous Languages Report, Pillar 2 (pp. 117-121). Canberra: The Australian National
University. doi 10.25911/5dd50865580ea. http://hdl.handle.net/1885/186414.
The appendix groups new Indigenous contact languages according to a type, ‘creole’ or ‘mixed language’.
Within each type, languages are separated according to whether or not they are listed by name in the
Australian Standard Classification of Languages (ASCL) (ABS, 2016). Language responses to the Census
questionnaire are allocated to named languages, but otherwise may be allocated to a generic category such
as ‘Australian Indigenous Languages, not further defined’.
The languages listed as creoles are predominantly English-lexified. To describe these languages, in lieu of a
specific name, speakers may refer to them as a ‘type of creole’ or a ‘type of English’. The languages listed as
mixed languages have clear input from a single traditional language, as well as from Kriol and/or Aboriginal
English(es). To describe these languages, speakers may refer to them as a type of the traditional language
(e.g. new, light, modern, young…) or a mix of traditional and new languages.
The unlisted creoles have received little recognition. They are grouped here on the basis of research that
shows their shared linguistic characteristics, areal contiguities and/or histories (Angelo, forthcoming):
•
•
•
•

North-eastern creoles affiliated with Yumplatok
Periphery of the Kriol sphere of influence: Eastern, Southern
Superdiverse Aboriginal Settlements in Queensland
Other potential varieties with creole status

CREOLES
Listed in the Australian Standard Classification of Languages (ASCL) (ABS, 2016)
Kriol (ASCL no. 8924, in category ‘Other Australian Indigenous Languages’)
General: Schultze-Berndt, et al. 2013; Fitzroy Valley Kriol: Hudson, 1985; Ngukurr & Bamyili/Barunga Kriol: Sandefur,1979

Yumplatok (Torres Strait Creole) (ASCL no. 8403, in category ‘Torres Strait Islander Languages’) aka
Torres Strait Creole, Broken
Shnukal, 1988, 1991

Unlisted in the Australian Standard Classification of Languages (ASCL) (ABS, 2016)
North-eastern creoles affiliated with Yumplatok
Cape York Creole (described in the Northern Peninsula Area of Cape York)
Crowley & Rigsby, 1979, with some commentary in Harper, 2001

Lockhart River Creole
Mittag, 2016

Napranum Creole
Community interviews, see for example Carter, Angelo & Hudson, 2020
36

Angelo, D. (forthcoming). Case studies from Australia’s shifting langscapes. In C. Bowern (Ed.), Handbook of
Australian Languages, Oxford University Press
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(CREOLES cont.)

Periphery of Kriol sphere of influence
• Eastern
Mornington Island Creole
suite of community texts e.g. Nancarrow 2014; Community negotiations, Language Perspectives 2015a

Kowanyama Creole
Angelo forthcoming; Community negotiations, Language Perspectives 2017

• Southern
Alyawarr English (potentially also categorised as a blended language
Dixon, 2017, 2018

Wumpurrarni English (potentially also categorised as a blended language)
Disbray & Simpson, 2004; Disbray 2008

Superdiverse Aboriginal Settlements in Queensland
Yarrie Lingo
Angelo forthcoming; Angelo Fraser & Yeatman 2019; Community-negotiated project, Language Perspectives 2009

Woorie Talk
Munro & Mushin 2016; Community-negotiated project, Language Perspectives 2015b

Cherbourg Talk
Mushin, Angelo & Munro 2016; Community-negotiated project, Language Perspectives 2009

Other varieties with potential creole status
Murdi Language (southwestern Queensland)
Community-negotiated projects, e.g. Language Perspectives 2009

‘heavy Aboriginal English(es)’ (e.g. north-western Western Australia)
e.g. McGregor (2004: 68-9) discusses varieties of Aboriginal English in the Kimberley; Hosokawa (1995: 503-506) discusses varieties
of Aboriginal English spoken in and around Broome

MIXED LANGUAGES
Listed in the Australian Standard Classification of Languages (ASCL) (ABS, 2016)
Light Warlpiri (ASCL no. 8508, in category ‘Northern Desert Fringe Area Languages’)
e.g. O'Shannessy, 2005, 2009, 2013 etc

Gurindji Kriol (ASCL no. 8506, in category ‘Northern Desert Fringe Area Languages’)
e.g. McConvell, 1988, 2002; McConvell & Meakins, 2005; Meakins, 2008b, 2010 etc

Unlisted in the Australian Standard Classification of Languages (ASCL) (ABS, 2016)
Modern Tiwi
Lee, 1987; Wilson, Hurst & Wigglesworth, 2018
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