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Abstract 

The current Indigenous language landscape in Australia includes new Indigenous contact 

languages as well as traditional Indigenous languages and Englishes. Even though some new 

Indigenous contact languages are estimated to have the largest speakership of any Indigenous 

language currently spoken in Australia, speakers of contact languages do not have 

commensurate visibility in policy and service provision. They are ‘misrecognised’. Through 

compiled publications, some collaborative, this thesis takes an interdisciplinary approach, 

using a range of methods, to present a contextualised analysis of the misrecognition of 

contemporary Indigenous contact languages in Australia. 

 

This investigation of the minoritised positioning of Indigenous contact languages pays special 

attention to the problem of misrecognition. Where the languages used by speakers of contact 

languages are not recognised and responded to appropriately, other languages are assumed in 

their stead, or else their significant communicative role in their language community is 

misjudged. As misrecognition involves other languages, a typology of contemporary 

Indigenous language ecologies is developed as a place-based tool for conceptualising 

common language configurations, a legacy of colonisation. This typology represents different 

language ecologies according to the main language type spoken as a community vernacular in 

a specific place, whether it is a contact language, a traditional language or a variety of 

English. Establishing the typology allows us to show what is distinctive about contact 

language ecologies in contrast to the other types of language ecologies.  

 

The on-the-ground dynamics of misrecognition are established in the thesis through case 

studies of contact language speaking areas. These make manifest the ramifications of 

(mis)recognition for effective policy and equitable services delivery for speakers of contact 
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languages. From this grounded foundation, it is possible to explore the issue via linguistics, 

education or community perspectives. A compilation of published studies in each of these 

domains illuminates different facets of misrecognition. In four linguistics studies, this 

includes identifying and differentiating the contact languages, their particular forms and their 

histories and ecologies and describing previously unrecognised language features. In three 

education studies, this encompasses the manner and extent to which speakers of contact 

languages are identified and provided for in first and second language learning classroom 

contexts. Two studies about community connections showcase innovative ways of working 

with speakers of contact languages to promote recognition of their language and its situation.  

 

This thesis makes three major contributions to the area of Indigenous languages and 

education. The first is the development of the typology of Indigenous language ecologies 

which has potential to assist with differentiating policies and service delivery needs for 

speakers of contact languages. Second, the thesis puts on the map the misrecognition of 

students with contact language backgrounds who are taught in mainstream English medium 

classrooms. This research identifies teacher awareness as a major issue. Third, the thesis 

introduces a co-designed process for creating vernacular language visualisations with a 

contact language speaking community. The goal of this process is an increase in contact 

language recognition and community language awareness, which has been reported 

observationally.  

 

In sum, as an outsider researcher in Indigenous communities yet an insider teacher-linguist it 

is my hope to foster recognition and counter misrecognition of speakers of Indigenous 

contact languages and their ecologies. The benefits of this are expected to be a more 
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consistent place for contact languages and their speakers in policy and delivery of services, 

including education. 
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1 Introduction 

Languages new to this continent now figure prominently in the daily lives of most First 

Nations1 peoples in Australia. Indigenous language ecologies have been altered profoundly 

by the imposition of English-speaking settler-colonial society on Indigenous peoples and 

their lands. This commenced with the first settlement on the traditional lands where the 

Dharug language was spoken, in present day Sydney in 1788. In the almost two and a half 

centuries of language contact since then, shifts in language use amongst Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples have occurred on a massive scale across much of the continent. 

English varieties play a dominant role in public institutions and are spoken by much of the 

population, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. However, in addition to 

English varieties on the one hand and original traditional Indigenous languages on the other, 

there is another type of language which features in the contemporary Indigenous languages 

landscape: contact languages, the new Indigenous languages2.  

 

 

1 I use the terms ‘Indigenous’, ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’ and ‘First Nations’ with respectful intent 

to refer to the original peoples of the Australian mainland and associated islands. Each term has additional 

emphases: ‘Indigenous’ aligns with terminology in international social justice initiatives as well as current 

commonwealth nomenclature, and is inclusive of both ‘Aboriginal’ and ‘Torres Strait Islander’ groupings of 

peoples. ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’ refers explicitly to the two broad ethnocultural groupings of 

First Nations peoples: Torres Strait Islanders’ homelands lie between the tip of Australia and Papua New 

Guinea, while Aboriginal peoples’ countries embrace the mainland and islands outside the Torres Strait. ‘First 

Nations’ reminds us that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are the original inhabitants who never 

ceded their lands. 
2 Terminology about Indigenous contact languages in Australia is unsettled, which impacts on terminology 

choices here. Recent policy moves employ ‘new’ to contrast with ‘traditional’. I opt to make reference to this 

initiative and use ‘new’ as well as ‘contact languages’ to acknowledge a generic linguistic type, sometimes 

worded all together, sometimes separately (see section 2.1.1.1 below for a detailed discussion).  
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New Indigenous contact languages have developed as a response to Indigenous communities’ 

post-colonial experiences of language contact and shift. They have a fusion of linguistic 

influences but are not automatically mutually comprehensible with any of their source 

languages. Such creoles and mixed languages are Indigenous languages as they are spoken 

almost exclusively by Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples, and they are 

indigenous to Australia as they are spoken nowhere else. The most populous of all the 

Indigenous languages, traditional or new, spoken nowadays are of this new language type 

(Department of Infrastructure Transport Regional Development and Communications 

(DITRDC), Australian Institute for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS), 

& Australian National University (ANU), 2020, p. 50). 

 

However, new Indigenous contact languages are unreliably recognised in Australia. At best, 

recognition is patchy, in which case speakers might sometimes be acknowledged in official 

documents and perhaps might be enabled to access a service in their language, for example 

through provision of an interpreter service. Often, however, new Indigenous languages can 

go entirely unrecognised, unnamed and unserviced. Misrecognition has real and wide 

ramifications. Recognition of a contact language is the precondition for a presence in 

policies: the language medium of services, such as education or health, cannot be 

intentionally synchronised with the actual language repertoires of community members if 

their vernacular is not recognised. Yet policies cannot be formulated to guide steps towards 

recognition if there is no acknowledgement of the overall issue. This is the chicken and egg 

situation which speakers of contact languages are often caught in. This thesis explores the 

mechanisms and ramifications of such misrecognition, as well as steps that counter it and 

thereby foster recognition.  
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1.1 (Mis)recognition, contact languages and language ecologies 

(Mis)recognition is the frame through which the focus issue of this thesis is viewed. It serves 

to illuminate the particular dynamics at play in the minoritisation of new Indigenous contact 

languages as well as the ramifications. (Mis)recognition has perceptual, socio-economic and 

political dimensions. The lens of (mis)recognition is thus well-suited to exploring the 

presence and positioning of Indigenous contact languages in policy and services, such as 

education, but also in linguistic research endeavours and their uptake. Research involving 

misrecognition may focus on the mistaken perception of one entity or phenomenon as 

another, with deleterious consequences (e.g. James, 2015). Indeed, at the perceptual level, 

contact languages can be misconstrued as their lexifier language because of the presence of 

(apparently) shared vocabulary, and any discernible differences may then be judged, 

improperly, as lesser or incorrect. Such misperceptions invisibilise the language community, 

so their policy needs cannot be considered, and devalue people speaking their own language.  

 

Writing on misrecognition has also focussed on factors that impede or foster social parity 

(e.g. Fraser, 2000). Failing to differentiate speakers of Indigenous contact languages in policy 

initiatives can have significant implications for their socio-economic inclusion, such as a 

failing to meet educational needs or to ensure effective and equitable communication of 

important information. In this thesis, recognitional processes involve changes at the level of 

individual and community awareness, such as for teachers and speakers, as well as at the 

level of policy and research initiatives which acknowledge contact languages and enable 

speakers’ participation on their own terms by addressing previous impediments.   

  

As this investigation shows, misrecognition has many layers, but wherever contact languages 

are misrecognised, there is an assumption of something else. So, to be recognised, a contact 
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language has to be distinguished from the languages otherwise assumed, either in an 

individual’s language repertoire on a personal scale or, on a wider scale, in a community’s 

language ecology. As Indigenous communities’ language practices shift to the use of a 

contact language vernacular, traditional languages are displaced from their former everyday 

communication function and English in its standard form or in any of its dialects is not taken 

on for this purpose either. Thus a requisite counterpart to recognising the community wide 

usage of a contact language is the consistent recognition of less community usage and 

proficiency in traditional languages and/or English varieties. These are likely misrecognition 

candidates. Most individuals learn them as languages additional to their vernacular, to the 

extent that informal or formal opportunities allow, so assumed mastery or even proficiency is 

problematic. Loss of fluent first language (L1) speakers is serious for small traditional 

languages and should not go unrecognised. Many First Nations work hard and seek support to 

maintain, revitalise or reawaken their languages which are viewed as a strength for culture, 

identity and well-being. An assumed command of Standard Australian English (SAE), the 

language of wider national communications and the default language of governance, legal, 

educational, health and financial matters, is deleterious as it blocks considerations of how 

equitable linguistic access it to be achieved. Misrecognition occurs when any of these 

language components and their relative proficiencies and functions is overlooked or 

misjudged.  

 

Recognition of contact languages thus requires the full picture of a contact language ecology, 

as this enables suitable language-based responses. Language communities, policy makers and 

service providers should be able to discuss, intentionally, how clear communications between 

service providers and community members is to be achieved. By way of illustration, 

recognition of a community contact language means that the fact that school-aged children 
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speak a first language (which is neither Standard Australian English nor their traditional 

Indigenous language) can then be acknowledged in their schooling. Recognition opens the 

door to the next logical step, discussing how to respond to the languages which are and are 

not spoken as part of the language ecology. This could be to consider using L1 medium of 

instruction or else using language teaching methodology to deliver the curriculum via a 

chosen second language (L2). If traditional languages are no longer the community 

vernacular, the community might want support for explicit teaching of traditional languages. 

Key is that an awareness of the local language ecology informs such discussions and 

decisions. Without this foundational information, there is a profound disjunct between the 

language proficiencies of Indigenous clients and the services they are meant to benefit from, 

such as schools. 

 

This thesis explores contact language misrecognition and recognition. It presents a language 

ecology framework for making contact languages visible and for putting other languages in 

the ecology in their place. The language ecology framework serves as a tool for 

understanding contact language ecologies by differentiating them from other ecologies, 

thereby counteracting some fundamental aspects of language misrecognition.  

 

1.2 Thesis Overview 

I have chosen to produce this thesis by publication. This format was suggested to me many 

times before I considered it as a serious proposition. One factor contributing to my hesitation 

is that it is a path less trod by postgraduate linguistics researchers. However, stepping outside 

the hurley burley of life in an Aboriginal language centre and then an education department –

see section 3– and taking up academic research gave me the opportunity to reflect more 



 

 24 

deeply on the current discourses about Indigenous contact languages in academic and 

national policy circles. Over time, I came to the realisation that my (ongoing) community- 

and education-based work experiences with colleagues had much to offer to the domains of 

linguistics and Indigenous language and education policy, just as I have employed the 

discipline of linguistics for the benefit of these other domains in my working life. Embarking 

on research as a mature age student, I grasped that a thesis by publication offered a ready 

pathway to bring this work to the academy, to communicate to and between these diverse 

audiences, with the tantalising potential for immediate impact too.  

 

The execution of this decision has posed some hurdles. In particular, I have truly wrestled 

with how to represent this body of work and its contributions. It is part of a continuous 

stream of linguistic, educational and activist endeavours and activism, which draws on 

concepts and practices I have been instigating and operationalising, theorising and 

reformulating for decades. I have sought to meet the formal academic institutional 

requirements by excising and presenting a coherent body of interdisciplinary work produced 

within the university’s permissible timeframes and according to regulation publication 

standards. A feature of this interdisciplinarity is also that much of this work is collaborative. 

While some publications are authored solely by me, others are co-authored, in which case 

percentages of co-authors’ contributions are shown in Appendix 1 along with co-authors’ 

confirmations in writing as the university requires. The publication date or status of each 

piece is also indicated in Appendix 1.The pieces whose status remains as in press are 

provided in their current form which includes edits in response to reviewers’ comments. 

Documentation from editors has been provided to the relevant university authorities to 

confirm this situation.  
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1.2.1 Structure 

The structure of a thesis by publication at the Australian National University requires an 

exegesis which explains how the published studies constitute a body of work and how they 

contribute to the relevant field(s). To achieve this, my exegesis document bookends the 

published studies, with introductory sections (1 - 5) and concluding sections (10- 11). The 

publications themselves constitute the middle four chapters: Overview studies (section 0), 

Linguistic Studies (section 7),  Education Studies (section 8) and Community Connections 

(section 9). Within this exegesis document, each of the publications sections has linking 

pieces in which I draw out the significance of the published studies for the overall thesis.  

 

Since it is customary in a thesis to include in the initial chapters discrete sections on 

methodology and a literature review, it should be noted that in a thesis by compiled 

publications, this information appears in each stand-alone publication. Some publication 

sections explicitly privilege a discipline and accordingly apply these methodologies. Overall, 

however, interdisciplinary perspectives required by the subject matter are drawn on in each 

individual publication. Likewise, each publication has its own reference list as per publisher 

guidelines. To refer to any of my (in press) publications which form part of this thesis, I 

employ section numbering of this document together with the number of the study, for 

example section 6.1 (Study 1). The reference list provided with the exegesis pertains only to 

the material in this exegesis document.  

 

The introductory material in sections 1 - 5 develops the core research problem which in brief 

can be stated as: 

How are new Indigenous contact languages and their ecologies (mis)recognised in 

Australia?  
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In section 1, Introduction, I paint the broad picture of the research problem and describe the 

structure of the thesis. I explain my personal position as a non-Indigenous researcher. 

 

Section 2, Misrecognition of language types and their language ecologies, introduces the 

reader to three pivotal concepts for this thesis. The language types spoken by First Nations 

peoples in post-colonial Australia are contact languages, traditional languages and Englishes, 

are important for recognising contemporary linguistic diversity for First Nations. 

Misrecognition, with its counterpart recognition, can be usefully applied to contact 

languages, as it includes individuals’ mistaken perceptions but also the large scale 

miscontruals which result in social minoritisation. Language ecologies are developed in this 

thesis as a typological framework to reveal broad patterns of the languages used by 

Indigenous peoples as their L1s and L2s. 

 

Section 3, Professional retrospectives and reflections, consists of two personal narratives 

from my professional life as a linguist and educator. I describe aspects of contact language 

situations and their (mis)recognition, albeit from a subjective perspective of an insider 

linguist-educator and outsider non-Indigenous participant. The narratives explicitly establish 

the long-term nature of my personal involvement and my positioning in this research area. 

These experiences furnish the rationale for the overarching framing of the topic, that of 

(mis)recognition and language ecologies. The issue-orientation of this research, namely 

countering misrecognition, arises from the on-the-ground experiences narrated here. 

 

Section 4, Misrecognising a contact language ecology, provides a community case study 

which illustrates aspects of misrecognition of a contact language ecology. Readers are 
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presented with information available from different sources to reveal the barriers posed for 

non-aficionados in recognising this contact language ecology. We look at anomalous public 

facing language information, available linguistic research and output from a recent 

community based vernacular language project.  

 

In light of this evidence of misrecognising contact languages, section 5, Misrecognition in 

policy, examines current Australian policy in the areas of Indigenous affairs and Indigenous 

languages and international policy for what assistance they offer. These sections give readers 

entry to the multi-layered nature of (mis)recognition and contact language ecologies. 

 

The research problem is then investigated in the subsequent sections via empirical published 

studies organised into the domains of linguistics, education and community connections. 

These studies are designed to shed light on sub-components of the core issue, including: 

What factors contribute to misrecognising contact languages and their speakers?  

What are the ramifications of misrecognition in the domain of education? 

What aspects of recognition are fostered by linguistic, educational or community 

work?  

Section 6, Overview studies, offers two studies. Section 6.1 (Study 1) examines creoles in 

education and policy on a broad international scale and provides case studies in a number of 

national jurisdictions, including Australia. Section 6.2 (Study 2) describes the sociolinguistic 

situations of historical language contact and contemporary contact languages in Australia. 

 

In section 7, Linguistic studies, there are three studies which foreground concepts from this 

discipline. Section 7.1 (Study 3) provides social and historical evidence to show why 
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Queensland language varieties once considered ‘informal’ Englishes would instead more 

accurately be described as ‘contact languages’. Section 7.2 (Study 4) develops a typology of 

contemporary Australian contact languages on the basis of shared histories and shared 

language features. Each contact language grouping is the focus of a case study which 

compares and contrasts member languages. Section 7.3 (Study 5) explores the case of 

misrecognised grammatical difference between a contact language and its lexifier through the 

examination of the apprehensive function of bambai ‘sooner, later’ in Kriol.  

 

Section 8, Education studies, contains two studies which document misrecognition of 

speakers of contact languages in English medium instruction classrooms. Section 8.1 (Study 

6) takes a close look at a one-on-one assessment interview between a teacher and a young 

Indigenous student. Against a backdrop of mainstream curriculum and assessment, and in an 

undescribed language context, there is little to inform the teacher about how to construe the 

child’s non-standard responses. Section 8.2 (Study 7) reports on teacher-mentors’ views of 

using an L2 English proficiency assessment tool for Indigenous students with contact 

language backgrounds. They point to the need for ‘language awareness’ for identifying 

contact language speakers and noting their L2 English language learning needs. 

 

Section 9, Community connections, comprises two publications that explore this topic. 

Section 9.1 (Study 8) describes a methodology co-designed between an Indigenous and non-

Indigenous researcher, for engaging deeply with Indigenous community members to produce 

a visualisation of their everyday use of a contact language. Section 9.2 (Study 9) shows how 

a senior English curriculum for L2 English learners was harnessed to become a 

comprehensive language awareness course for an Indigenous student cohort with contact 

language backgrounds. The course included Indigenous community voices in the classroom 



 

 29 

through focus curriculum content and teaching and learning materials developed through 

language awareness initiatives with community members. 

 

Section 10 Contributions and limitations and Section 11 Conclusion comprise the concluding 

bookend of this exegesis. I outline the developments that I have contributed  in this thesis  as 

well as the limitations of this research. The Conclusion sums up and points to future research 

directions. 

 

Following the Reference section is an Appendix with co-author consents and written 

permissions from publishers.  Study 1-9, with acknowledgements if and as required by 

publishers, follows.   

1.2.2 Qualifications 

This thesis casts a wide net as it examines the issue of contact language misrecognition from 

different points of view. This scope is conducive to capturing broad patterns and sticking 

points amenable for policy solutions, but does not capture specific situations except in 

particular case studies.  

 

As a researcher who has worked for three decades with Indigenous communities and 

community members, including Indigenous university and school students, as well as 

teachers of Indigenous language speaking students, I bring a grounded and experienced 

perspective to the topic. This personal involvement also entails subjectivities, a situation 

transparently acknowledged in my professional retrospectives in section 3 and my personal 

positioning statement (below). The broad experiential base has given me insights into how 
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language policy and knowledge gaps play out on the ground, an aspect of the thesis which I 

hope will be judged valuable and which, on balance, will outweigh any lack of objectivity.  

 

A major consideration is that I am a non-Indigenous person of settler-colonial (immigrant and 

convict) background and I am writing about contact languages which have been caused by 

the imposition of these social groups on Indigenous peoples’ lands. I attempt to steer a 

respectful path through the subject matter, by acknowledging my whiteness and all that I 

have not experienced and cannot know. My aim is not to speak for First Nations peoples, but 

to shine a light into the linguistic, education and policy spaces of postcolonial language 

situations in order to illuminate the facts of contact languages and their ecologies and the 

extent to which they are (mis)recognised. It is my hope that this, in conjunction with other 

languages activism undertaken in collaboration with Indigenous community members, will 

show the need for diverse Indigenous voices to be better heard. In particular, by offering a 

basic typology for understanding post-colonial Indigenous language ecologies, I hope that 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people will experience a policy and education audience 

more receptive to the need for differentiation. I intend that this research plays a part in 

clarifying language situations, but does not speak for First Nations peoples. Paramount are 

their views on how services can be improved to respond to their language ecologies and to 

promote their aspirations for their and their children’s languages repertoires. 

 

Within the confines of this thesis Indigenous voices figure most prominently in chapter 9, 

Community connections. This chapter includes publications about on-the ground work 

conducted with and by Indigenous educators for the purpose of recognising new Indigenous 

contact languages, in the community and in the classroom. Otherwise, attitudes to contact 
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languages per se generally lie outside the scope of this thesis, although status and prestige 

issues pertaining to minoritised languages are rarely entirely absent.  

1.3  Personal Positioning  

The research, at its heart, is a social justice endeavour casting light on the misrecognition of 

new Indigenous contact languages and their speakers, and potentially clearing the way for 

some redress. As my personal professional narratives will illustrate, I feel that the topic of 

misrecognising contact languages has virtually selected me, repeatedly, through my work for 

Indigenous organisations, in communities, and with colleagues and students in misrecognised 

language ecologies. Nevertheless, I am a non-Indigenous woman, whose interests have been 

generally fairly reliably served by settler-colonial society and its institutions in ways that the 

interests of many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have not. For this reason, I 

want to acknowledge my position as an outsider to First Nations peoples’ lived experiences 

and histories.  

 

In this research I provide evidence that there are issues arising from misrecognition and 

minoritisation of Indigenous contact languages. The final set of publications focuses on work 

conducted with Indigenous community members with the intent of addressing contact 

language misrecognition. My purpose is to clarify that there is an issue, not to speak for 

Indigenous people nor to claim to know their wishes on how to proceed in all their different 

contexts. In sum, I do not speak for First Nations peoples. I hope this research fairly 

represents the issue of misrecognition and how recognition has the potential to be 

transformative for speakers of new Indigenous languages.  
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2 (Mis)recognition of language types and their language 

ecologies 

This chapter introduces the types of languages spoken by First Nations peoples in Australia 

today, traditional Indigenous languages, new contact Indigenous languages and Englishes. I 

then proceed to an explanation of my choice of (mis)recognition for framing the 

minoritisation of contact languages in Australia. The sections on language types and 

(mis)recognition function as the rationale for the development of the Indigenous language 

ecologies typology, which is presented in the last item in this chapter. 

2.1 Language types in contemporary Indigenous language ecologies 

Integral to countering misrecognition of new Indigenous contact languages is understanding 

that they are a type of language different from the other types of languages, traditional 

Indigenous languages and Englishes, which are often present in the same language ecology. 

Moving from misrecognition to recognition of contact languages involves righting misplaced 

assumptions about which languages are actually spoken by the language community. In other 

words, a new Indigenous contact language is recognised of itself, but also when the positions 

which other languages are understood to hold in the language ecology are correctly rejigged. 

Key is understanding which languages are actually represented to what extent in a language 

community. Focussing on the type of language is helpful here. Contemporary Indigenous 

language ecologies in Australia can be broadly but usefully modelled on the type of language 

that functions as the community vernacular: new Indigenous contact languages, traditional 

Indigenous languages or Englishes (e.g. Angelo, O'Shannessy, et al., 2019; Angelo & 

Poetsch, 2019; Dinku et al., 2019; Oliver, Wigglesworth, Angelo, & Steele, 2020). I begin 

introducing these three basic types of languages. Below, after discussing (mis)recognition by 
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way of a further rationale, I provide the schematics of the Indigenous language ecology 

typology.  

2.1.1 The New Indigenous contact language type  

The expression ‘new Indigenous contact languages’ –or the shorter forms ‘new Indigenous 

languages’, ‘new languages’ or ‘contact languages’– refers to the varieties ranging from 

creoles to mixed  languages which have been generated by post-colonial language contact 

and shift processes and are spoken by some groups of First Nations peoples as their L1 and/or 

their community vernacular. Not included in the category of contact languages here, although 

there are grey zones, are forms of traditional languages, such as koines and social variants in 

which language contact has played a role (e.g. McConvell, 2010, pp. 13-14), nor forms of 

English, ‘Indigenised Englishes’, even though they might have language contact ‘legacies’ 

(e.g. McConvell, 2010, p. 9; and see also sections 2.1.3 and 6.2 (Study 2) for in-depth 

discussions).  

 

Of all Indigenous languages in Australia, the English-lexified creoles, Kriol and Yumplatok 

(aka Broken, Torres Strait Creole), spoken with dialect variations across large areas of 

northern Australia, have the largest numbers of speakers estimated at over 20,000 (DITRDC 

et al., 2020, p. 56)3. These languages are spoken almost exclusively by Indigenous peoples 

and so maintain Indigenous, in-group cultural communication networks and add an extra 

 

3 Note that speaker numbers in the latest 2016 Census are Kriol - 7105 and Yumplatok - 6000 according to 

DITRDC et al. (2020, p. 50). Speaker numbers of Kriol and Yumplatok have been acknowledged to be under-

represented in the Census previously (e.g. Marmion, Obata, & Troy, 2014, p. 18). Example factors are listed in 

Angelo, O'Shannessy, et al. (2019, pp.21-23). 
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contemporary layer to Indigenous identities and languages (Dickson, 2016a; Meakins, 2014, 

pp. 389-390).  

 

Linguistically, new Indigenous contact languages are the result of complex language contact 

and shift processes, recent or current, caused by disruption to the hitherto ordinary traditional 

language transmission, such as by imposed labour and population movements and enforced, 

extreme forms of language minoritisation (see for example studies of Queensland Settlements 

in section 7.1 (Study 3). Contact languages display influences from different linguistic 

sources, traditional languages, and English-based input (including pidgins and creoles), as 

well as language internal developments. The populous and geographically widespread 

creoles, Kriol (Schultze-Berndt, Meakins, & Angelo, 2013) and Yumplatok (Shnukal, 1988) 

are primarily English-lexified but are not without substrate or adstrate traditional language 

influences. For Kriol see for example (Dickson, 2016b; Munro, 2011) and for Yumplatok 

(Mittag, 2012; Shnukal, 1985b). The mixed languages, Light Warlpiri (O'Shannessy, 2005) 

and Gurindji Kriol (Meakins, 2013) –and perhaps Modern Tiwi4 (McConvell, 2010)– draw 

on the dominant local traditional language for their nominal expressions but in their verb 

complexes include resources of ultimately English-derived origins (with sources like a creole, 

a historical pidgin and/or an Indigenised English).  

 

Typologically, this grouping of contact languages can be viewed as a continuum in terms of 

traditional language sourced material. At one end, mixed languages, like Light Warlpiri, have 

obligatory and systematic inclusions of lexical and grammatical forms from a local traditional 

language. At the other end, English-lexified creoles, Kriol and Yumplatok, draw only on 

 

4 The term ‘Modern Tiwi’ was coined by Lee (1987) in her study of the effect of language contact on Tiwi. The 

expression ‘New Tiwi’ is also found (e.g. Tiwi Land Council). 
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lexical items (notwithstanding underlying substrate influences).  In between are others, such 

as Alyawarr English, which draws on lexical and grammatical resources of the local 

traditional language, but variably according to age (e.g. Dixon, 2017, pp. 78-85). In terms of 

the relationship between the contact language grouping and Standard Australian English, at 

the morphosyntactic level they have little in common (see examples in section 7.2 (Study 4)), 

which again sets them apart from most Indigenised Englishes (see section 2.1.3 below). 

 

New Indigenous contact languages are on variable recognition trajectories. The four contact 

languages listed in the official Australian Standard Classification of Languages (ASCL) are 

Kriol, Yumplatok/Torres Strait Creole, Light Warlpiri and Gurindji Kriol(Australian Bureau 

of Statistics (ABS), 2016). The large creoles, Kriol and Yumplatok, have had linguistic 

descriptions since the 1970s and 80s respectively and have been acknowledged in policy, 

albeit patchily, since then (e.g. Senate Standing Committee on Education and the Arts, 1984). 

However, even earlier descriptive work on the contact languages in Queensland settlements5 

was conducted but in minor theses as place-based ‘informal Englishes’ (in the parlance and 

conceptual framing of the time) (Alexander, 1965, 1968; Dutton, 1965; Readdy, 1961). 

Although groundbreaking for that era, these studies dropped from view, only to be 

reappraised in recent times, for example as Woorie Talk or Yarrie Lingo (see section 7.1 

Study 3). Modern Tiwi (Lee, 1987) too was described well before the more recent burst of 

activity in the past two decades which has produced linguistic descriptions of Light Warlpiri, 

Gurindji Kriol, Alyawarr English, Wumpurrarni English (Disbray & Simpson, 2004), Woorie 

Talk (Munro & Mushin, 2016), Lockhart River Creole (Mittag, 2016). Recent community-

based projects have focussed on Kowanyama Creole, Mornington Island Creole, Yarrie 

 

5 I refer to the Queensland state sponsored reserves, missions and industrial schools as ‘settlements’ (see section 

7.1 (Study 3) for historical social settings and legal status) 
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Lingo, Cherbourg Talk and Murdi Language (see section 7.2 (Study 4) and 9.1 (Study 8)). 

The National Indigenous Languages Report (DITRDC et al., 2020) includes a ‘mud map’ of 

all the contact languages mentioned in this paragraph (p. 57) and a comprehensive list has 

been compiled in (Angelo, O'Shannessy, et al., 2019, pp. 115-116) . 

 

2.1.1.1 A word on terminology for “new Indigenous contact languages” 

As indicated in the opening paragraphs of this exegesis, the terminology for referring to new 

Indigenous contact languages collectively is not yet settled in Australia for policy or 

educational purposes. This subsection explains the terminological terrain. 

 

Contact languages 

The use of the expression ‘contact language(s)’ has become increasingly common in 

Australia over recent years. From the 1990s, expressions such as ‘post-contact languages’ 

(Mühlhäusler  & McGregor, 1996) and ‘early language contact varieties’ (Simpson, 1996) 

were employed descriptively in order to encompass any variety that had arisen as a result of 

language contact processes. Some situations required a wider and more general net than 

allowed by terms like ‘creole’ or ‘pidgin’ with their specific criteria, for example, whether 

there are first language speakers (a creole) or not (a pidgin). In many cases, both in early 

Australian historical data or also in some contemporary ethnographic studies, such defining 

information is absent, hence the usefulness of a generic term ‘contact language’ for any and 

all linguistic outcomes of language contact phenomena. Over the next decade as research into 

language contact proceeded in Australia, the usefulness of the term has been bolstered  by the 

presence of other kinds of ‘contact languages’. The mixed languages, Light Warlpiri and 

Gurindji Kriol, and other varieties which blend source language resources such as 
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Wumpurrarni English  and Alyawarr English  do not fall straightforwardly under the rubric of 

‘creole’ or ‘pidgin’.  

 

As a personal observation, even though the term and conceptualisation of ‘contact languages’ 

originates in academic linguistics, I have found it resonates with non-linguistic audiences. It 

has descriptive and explanatory power. It usefully differentiates the provenance of some 

language varieties.  It invokes the process through which some contemporary Indigenous  

language varieties have developed (i.e. the contact languages) and suggests explanations for 

how they are not straightforwardly an uninterrupted continuation of any of their source 

languages.  

 

New Indigenous languages 

The expression “\’new Indigenous language(s)’ or sometimes just ‘new languages’ has been 

more recently coined and applied. It was selected by Indigenous field officers working with 

the Indigenous Languages and Arts (ILA) program administered then by the Department of 

Communication and the Arts as the term they preferred for the commissioned Australian 

National University (ANU) research under discussion  (Angelo, O'Shannessy, et al., 2019, p. 

14). The ILA field officers advised that they considered ‘new’ both contextually meaningful 

and accessible, and it satisfied some of their concerns about Indigenous communities’ 

consistent feedback about unwelcome jargon. The ANU work (Angelo, O'Shannessy, et al., 

2019; Dinku et al., 2019) fed into the terminology of the National Indigenous Languages 

Report  (DITRDC et al., 2020). The term ‘new Indigenous language’ parallels that of  

‘traditional Indigenous language’ which reinforces the Indigenous speaker base for both 

kinds of language, and the implication that both express Indigenous identity and culture. The 



 

 38 

descriptors ‘new’ and ‘traditional’ flag the separate historical trajectories of these different 

types of language in plain English.  

 

At this point in time, the term ‘new Indigenous languages’ (or ‘new languages’) has not 

become conventionalised in academic literature, policies etc. Naturally, researchers have 

found ways to describe non-traditional Indigenous languages in Australia collectively, such 

as ‘recently developed Indigenous languages’ referring to the creoles, Kriol and Yumplatok  

(Marmion et al., 2014, p. 5). Wigglesworth and Simpson (2018, p. 4) describe the many kinds 

of ‘new languages’ treated by contributing researchers, including new lingua francas, creoles, 

mixed languages, non-standard varieties of local or more widely spoken languages or 

indeterminate varieties.  In descriptive uses –as opposed to conventionalised– ‘new’ (or 

‘recently developed’) may encompass the entire span of non-traditional, Indigenous-

identified varieties from Indigenised Englishes to creoles and mixed languages. Yet, as 

already noted in section 2.1.1 above, there is a broad distinction to be made between contact 

languages and (Indigenised) Englishes, a distinction potentially very important for countering 

misrecognition and making and operationalising meaningful policy (see section 2.1.3 on 

Englishes below). Another possible area of concern is the message sent by ‘new’. This term 

might seem almost to excuse a slow recognition trajectory. While contact languages are 

certainly ‘new’ in contrast to the millennia of traditional Indigenous languages and culture in 

Australia, ‘new’ may suggest that contact languages are all historically only very recent. The 

work on nineteenth century varieties suggests a New South Wales6 contact language was 

well-established by the early 1840s (Troy, 1994). Some contact languages are known to have 

been spoken continuously and in situ for approximately a hundred years in forms close to the 

 

6 Troy’s study includes present day Victoria and New South Wales. At that time, eastern mainland Australia was 

part of the colony of ‘New South Wales’. 
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present day, in Kriol speaking areas of the Roper River (Gunn, 1908; Joynt, 1918) and in the 

Torres Strait (Ray, 1907).    

 

These variable interpretations and potential misinterpretations are not solved by wording 

alone. Only consistent and ongoing use will shore up key terms and ensure their reliable 

deployment and interpretation across linguistic, policy and education contexts. To respect 

Indigenous field officers’ initial advice and to ensure maximum clarity in unsettled 

terminological terrain, I alternate between the long but fully explanatory expression ‘new 

Indigenous contact languages’ and components of it. Greater recognition and inclusion of 

new Indigenous languages in policy, data collection, education etc. is likely to yield greater 

terminological consistency in the long-term. 

2.1.2 The traditional Indigenous language type 

Regardless of the proficiencies of their language communities, traditional Indigenous 

languages figure in all Indigenous language ecologies because they are from a cultural and 

spiritual perspectives considered to be embodied in tracts of lands and waters (Merlan, 1981; 

Rumsey, 2018). Prior to invasion and colonisation of Australia, numbers of traditional 

Indigenous languages spoken across this continent have been estimated between 250 to 

around 400 (Koch & Nordlinger, 2014). A traditional Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 

language is readily recognisable as different from English and would not be mistaken for it. 

There are two iconic maps depicting this pre-invasion language diversity (Horton, 1996; 

Tindale, 1974). In particular, the colourful Australian Institute for Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) map by Horton has played a part in bringing this linguistic 

diversity to the attention of the wider Australian public. By most recent reckoning, perhaps 

twelve traditional Indigenous languages continue to be transmitted intergenerationally and 
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learned from babyhood as a mother tongue (DITRDC et al., 2020, p. 43). These ‘strong’ 

languages are used as the main intra-group vernacular for everyday communication within 

their language communities. Due to the effects of drastic language contact and consequent 

shifts in language use, other traditional languages are now in need of revitalisation or 

revival/re-awakening7.  

 

For many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, traditional languages represent a 

connection to their country, and hence fulfil an important identity function, but may not fulfil 

the function of everyday communication. For reasons such as strengthening identity, culture 

and their community well-being, First Nations groups might actively work to regain their 

traditional languages, with older speakers or rememberers and/or archival sources, through 

school programs etc. In language ecologies where traditional languages are spoken as a first 

language and as the community vernacular, some have been harnessed as the language of 

classroom instruction and first language literacy in bilingual programs (Devlin, Disbray, & 

Devlin, 2017). 

 

Traditional languages may be involved in misrecognition of contact languages. For example, 

due to local cultural significance or residents’ personal affiliations, a traditional language 

might be cited by locals as their language. This response may then be construed by outsiders 

as the main language of everyday communication spoken in that location. Where a contact 

language is un-/under-recognised, traditional Indigenous languages might be the only named 

 

7 In Australia, these terms are often used to distinguish situations with different availability of L1 or proficient 

speakers. Revitalisation often applies to where speakers can assist learners, while revival/re-awakening  applies 

when language resources are largely archival. ‘Revival’ was once common, but ‘re-awakening’ is increasingly 

preferred by some Indigenous groups as it portrays languages as ‘sleeping’ not ‘dead’. 
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Indigenous language varieties. Or they might be the only prestigious Indigenous language 

varieties.  The extent of mutual intelligibility between an older traditional form and a newer 

contact language form is not necessarily clear to an outsider. Nomenclature of new forms 

commonly include the name of the original traditional language to acknowledge continuity, 

but might be suggestive of intelligibility (e.g. Modern Tiwi, New Tiwi etc). If an older form 

is not well understood by speakers of the newer form, this situation might be misrecognised, 

with many ramifications, as one of just minor variability. For example, older curriculum 

materials may become incomprehensible or very difficult for speakers of a newer form if they 

are not bilingual in both forms (see (Tiwi Land Council, n.d.) for explanation of their 

language situation). Any difficulty on the part of speakers of a new variety, could in lieu of 

other explanatory information, be mistakenly appraised, perhaps faulting the design of the L1 

literacy program, rather than the underlying language mismatch. In sum, if traditional 

languages are not recognised as distinctive from a new Indigenous contact languages in a 

language ecology, then speakers’ L1s might not be valued, and apt L1 and L2 responses 

might not be considered. 

2.1.3 The English type  

Due to Australia’s status as a British colony, varieties of English were introduced from 1788 

onwards. The form known as ‘Standard Australian English’ (SAE) is nowadays the dominant 

language of Australian institutions and media (Delbridge, 1999). As a result of its hegemonic 

position in a settler colonial society, this standard form of English is the default medium of 

services such as education, and proficiency is often assumed. The dominance of English in 

the media and delivery of services means that speakers of Indigenous languages, new and 

traditional, are at least sporadically exposed to SAE and often acquire some proficiency. This 

is an environment of asymmetric bilingualism, as the reverse situation of non-Indigenous 
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people learning Indigenous languages is comparatively rare. As with all second language 

learners, levels of proficiency vary according to opportunity and need. In many remote 

Indigenous communities with a shared Indigenous vernacular, traditional or a new contact 

language, SAE is akin to a foreign language, as children would likely only hear it in the 

classroom from their teacher, and in the media (tv, video, YouTube etc) and adults might use 

it exclusively for communicating with non-Indigenous professionals in obtaining services or 

in their workplace.  

 

In addition to SAE, there are varieties of English spoken by Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people, ethnolects, Indigenised varieties, or ‘ways of using English’ (Eades, 2013). 

These ‘Indigenised Englishes’ index a speaker’s Indigenous identity and continue cultural 

practices (Collard, 2020; Dickson, 2019; Eades, 2014; Malcolm, 2018). They are often 

referred to in the singular collective form, ‘Aboriginal English’, but there is also considerable 

local variation and a ‘Torres Strait English’ has been described too (Shnukal, 2001). Some 

varieties are very close to SAE in terms of their surface makeup, while others are more 

distant. For purpose of operationalising in policy and education, speakers of most Indigenised 

Englishes have distinctively different needs from speakers of contact languages, such as 

creoles. For example, speakers of most Indigenised Englishes would not find it appropriate to 

have interpreting services at the hospital (they speak an English) or to have explicit teaching 

of English as an L2 to their children (who speak an English). Instead, they benefit from 

respect for their way of talking and are likely to be positively affected when hearing 

somebody speak their way too. As these Indigenised Englishes express cultural continuity 

and identities, it is their pragmatic and discourse features which are particularly distinctive 

(McConvell, 2010). These cultural differences have been shown to have serious 
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consequences in SAE-dominated contexts, such as law courts (Eades, 1993, 2004, 2007, 

2016). 

 

Englishes are all too often involved in misrecognition phenomena of new Indigenous contact 

languages in Australia. The most populous of the new Indigenous contact languages are 

English-lexified. The consequent ‘lexical overlap’ of some words in common between a 

contact language and its lexifier can be construed, incorrectly, to indicate greater 

intelligibility than actually exists. For example, just because the Kriol word tjeya is derived 

from English ‘chair’ and is pronounced similarly and means the same, this does not mean that 

English speakers will automatically know how to use it in constructing grammatically correct 

sentence nor understand a whole Kriol sentence containing it, such as Imin jidan la tjeya8. It 

is also the case between contact languages and Englishes that an ‘overlap’ does not indicate 

overall intelligibility. This raises another misrecognition phenomenon which revolves around 

inconsistent differentiation of Indigenised English(es) from English-lexified creoles, an issue 

acknowledged for decades (Sandefur, 1985). Misrecognition of distinctions between 

Englishes and contact languages is a barrier to differentiated policy, so initiatives will likely 

be inappropriate for one or the other group. For example, interpreters are not suited for 

speakers of Englishes, and as a sole response they may prevent a more appropriate response, 

such as provision of expert cross-cultural mediation or advice.  

 

Further misrecognition phenomena may be enhanced due the dominance of SAE in 

Australian institutions, and an expectation that SAE figures prominently in all language 

 

8 Imin    jidan    la  tjeya 

  3Sg.Pst   sit    Loc  chair 

  ‘He/she sat on the chair.’ 
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ecologies. This hegemony coupled with the (mis)perceptions of linguistic proximity may 

foster assumptions of existing SAE proficiency, obscuring L2 learning needs and progress, 

even at early L2 proficiency levels (see section 8 (Study 6)). Likewise this position of SAE 

increases the likelihood of some exposure and multilingualism even in remote community 

settings where it is essentially like a foreign language. This L2 proficiency may actually be at 

an early level, but may be misconstrued to be suited to high stakes interactions. The 

variability attributed to contact languages where social settings foster interactions with a 

dominant lexifier, the so-called ‘creole continuum’9, may encourage misrecognition. If a 

speaker can range stylistically along an axis from basilectal (least lexifier-like) to acrolectal 

(most lexifier-like) according to social context, they may be perceived as a speaker of the 

lexifier. The influence of the lexifier on the extent and nature of such variability can be 

misrecognised, which in turn can be misjudged as a trajectory of decreolisation (Siegel, 2008, 

pp. 235-268).  

2.2 (Mis)recognition 

Having established the types of languages spoken by First Nations peoples in present day 

Australia, I now focus on (mis)recognition. I employ the concepts of “misrecognition” and 

“recognition” for exploring understandings and responses, or lack thereof, for new 

Indigenous contact languages and their speakers, and the language ecologies in which they 

occur. I utilise them as technical terms, with meanings including, but going beyond, the 

everyday senses of recognise such as ‘acknowledge formally’, ‘take notice of’ and ‘identify 

 

9 There is debate about the nature of a ‘creole continuum’, ‘post-creole continuum’, ‘post-pidgin continuum’ etc.  

Siegel (2008) summarises various positions and critical case studies in Melanesia and Hawai’i that examine 

relevant claims. For reference, in the Australian context Sandefur (1986, pp. 49-59) gives details about multiple 

axes of variation, including an analysis of how Kriol sits within a ‘post-creole continuum’ frame. 
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from previous acquaintance’ (Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary), or failing to do so in the 

case of misrecognise. In addition to being aware of a contact language and acknowledging it 

with a label, ‘(mis)recognition’ also applies to what happens downstream of these initial 

events, to understanding the ramifications and responding to them.   

 

Misrecognition and its mistaken perceptions and mispositioning of contact languages –and its 

counterpart of recognition and its more equitable responses– have social consequences for 

speakers. For the purposes of understanding the positioning of Indigenous contact languages  

we can take “misrecognition” to occur in various ways, but ultimately to involve the 

minoritisation of a grouping of people (speakers of contact languages) through an 

individual’s perceptions and/or socially institutionalised norms, be they formal, such as 

policy, or more informally based. Similarly, there are diverse pathways to ‘recognition’ 

which establishes this minoritised grouping’s ability to participate fully in social interactions 

on their terms because (aspects of) an individual’s understandings and/or social institutions 

that have hitherto impeded it have changed.   

2.2.1 Misrecognising and recognising new Indigenous languages and their ecologies 

In the context of contact languages, there are many possible faces of misrecognition. A 

contact language is misrecognised if it is not known to exist, or if its significance is not 

appreciated, or if it is not thought necessary to consider its speakers in policies and service 

provision. A failure to acknowledge how historical and current language contact and shift 

processes have generated new contact languages constitutes misrecognition. A contact 

language is misrecognised when it is mistaken as a different language, typically one of its 

major source languages. Misrecognition of a contact language is also involved when it is held 

to be an inconsequential or a substandard variant of a source language. There are cascades of 
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misrecognition effects. If a language does not exist or is just a (poorer) version of a ‘real’ 

language, then speakers of the contact language are assumed to have, automatically, 

proficiency in the language they are misrecognised as speaking. As a consequence, this 

misrecognition licences policies that deliver social services in a language that is not spoken 

as a mother tongue and is not taught as a target language (because the contact language has 

not been differentiated).  

 

Recognition, on the other hand, involves identifying that speakers of a contact language have 

a linguistic system that contrasts significantly with its original source language(s) and other 

languages in the same ecology. It is recognition when a contact language is acknowledged as 

a separate language from its source languages, because speakers of one do not automatically 

speak the other(s) proficiently. Recognition engages with the social histories that have 

generated contact languages. Understanding the paths that have led to the present contact 

language ecology is also a process of recognition, as it validates the language and its 

community of speakers. Their language is a response to their histories. Recognition requires 

an appreciation that a contact language has both identity and communicative values for its 

speakers. Recognition of speakers of contact languages involves their views of what services 

suit their language ecologies and their (aspirational) language repertoires. 

 

In Australian education policy research, Lingard, Creagh and Vass (2012) have employed the 

concept of ‘misrecognition’ to critique the use of poor data categories which are meant to 

inform data driven, school improvement agendas. According to these researchers, ‘categories 



 

 47 

of misrecognition’, such as Language Background Other Than English (LBOTE)10, promote 

misreadings of operative variables affecting particular student groups’ outcomes. For 

example, it would be fair for readers to assume of the category LBOTE that it says something 

of significance about students’ language repertoires. But, it does not, at least not in any 

reliable way. It does not represent the students who speak a main language other than English 

(MLOTE) (but they are a subset), nor those who are learners of English as an Additional 

Language/Dialect (EAL/D)11 (but they are a subset). Nevertheless, it is this data point that is 

used to disaggregate student performance scores in high stakes national tests conducted in 

English. EAL/D proficiency data, arguably the more pertinent category for student 

performance in those tests, is not reported (Angelo, 2013; Creagh, 2014; Dixon & Angelo, 

2014). Misrecognition in the LBOTE case involves an appearance of educational relevance, 

when it is actually instead a misdirection  away from pedagogically relevant factors (learning 

needs), thus impeding needs-based initiatives and redistributive funding.  

2.2.2 Misrecognition: taking language awareness and invisibility to the next level 

The exploration of (mis)recognition in this thesis builds on two bodies of work that deserve 

acknowledgement, language awareness and language invisibility. However, my choice of 

(mis)recognition over these two is a purposeful one. Language awareness programs promote 

the understandings that foster recognition for speakers of minoritised languages. But 

language awareness is internalised, and does not focus on agency, obligations or 

ramifications. (In)visibility describes an attribute of a situation –external from the perceiver– 

 

10 Language Background Other Than English (LBOTE) applies to students who themselves or either 

parent/caregiver speaks a language other than English. Proficiency in English or the other language is not a 

consideration. It might at best be a measure of general cultural and linguistic diversity. 
11 Currently, this is term across Australia for students who are learners of SAE in addition to the other 

language(s) they speak.  
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and again does not invoke involvement or responsibility. (Mis)recognition takes it to another 

level. It reflects back on the beholders and the outcome of their engagement is plainly stated. 

Nevertheless, my path to ‘(mis)recognition’ was via ‘language awareness’ and ‘invisibility’ 

and it incorporates both. 

 

‘Language awareness’ refers to the body of conscious knowledge about the workings of 

language, and draws from sociolinguistics and linguistics. James Hawkins is considered the 

father of the language awareness movement which from the 1960s sought to inform 

languages teaching and broader educational practices (James, 2005). From its inception until 

the present day it has been conceived not only in terms of classroom practices but as concepts 

able to transform hegemonic social attitudes about minority languages and to empower 

minority groups (Svalberg, 2016).  

 

Owing to its roots in education, it is often just teachers who are held to be in need of 

language awareness (Higgins, 2010, p. 31). In contact language contexts, teachers’ pre-

service or in-service training is often, and justifiably, deemed inadequate preparation for 

effectively differentiating classroom learning for speakers’ needs (see for instance Migge, 

Léglise, & Bartens, 2010, p. 14; Siegel, 2010, p. 228; Wheeler, 2016; Wigglesworth & 

Billington, 2013, p. 395) and section 8 (Studies 6 and 7). However, where language contact 

and shift processes are involved, many researchers explicitly see a role for language 

awareness in the community, not just the teaching profession. For example, in Texas 

researchers have made system-wide recommendations to raise language awareness amongst 

the general public about the need for policy and legislation to support students who speak 

non-standard varieties of English (Miciak, Wilkinson, Alexander, & Reyes, 2014, pp. 14-15). 

Da Pidgin Coup, an advocacy group for Hawai’i Creole, has deliberately eschewed the 



 

 49 

typical target audience of educators and education contexts, and instead aims to raise 

awareness in a wider set of social contexts (Higgins, 2010).  

 

Components of language awareness programs vary depending on their aims and the language 

context they address. In a study of language awareness programs for speakers of creoles and 

non-standard dialects, Siegel (2010) proposes that language awareness programs  typically 

include the elements12 of  

• accommodation: the focus language variety can be used in educational settings 

• sociolinguistic study: who speaks which kind of language(s), when and where  

• contrastive analysis: comparing features of the focus language variety with those of 

the standard language  

Tellingly,  Siegel finds that an additional ‘critical language awareness’ component endows 

language awareness programs with greater educational impact for students  (Siegel, 2006, 

2010, 2012). The ‘critical’ component deals with power, positioning and politics of 

minoritisation for languages and their speakers and confirms the need for language awareness 

outreach beyond the classroom. The initiatives described in section 9 (Studies 8 and 9) come 

under the rubric of critical language awareness. 

 

Turning to language awareness programs about contact languages in Australia, the earliest 

language awareness program intentionally designed for a contact language setting of which I 

am aware is Fostering English Language in Kimberley Schools (FELIKS) (Catholic 

Education Office Broome, 1994). FELIKS shows schools how to value the regional contact 

 

12 As a working definition, Siegel classified programs as ‘language awareness programs’ if  they had any two of 

these elements. 
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language, Kriol, so they can support students to learn English as an L2 to become proficiently 

bilingual/bidialectal (Berry & Hudson, 1997). The FELIKS program has had considerable 

impact and, in my experience, community involvement is key. My Indigenous colleagues (in 

far north Queensland) found their participation in FELIKS professional development to be a 

transformative experience. They gained confidence from the linguistic insights which 

confirmed their rich and complex language repertoires and from their positioning as 

experiencers and experts in workshops13. This thesis records work by colleagues and myself  

(see especially Chapter 9), which owes much to this FELIKS tradition. Community 

Vernacular Language Posters are a new method of engaging community members in local 

language awareness endeavours (see section 9.1 (Study 8)). The language awareness 

continuum (Angelo, 2006a) maps out language awareness as a body of knowledge suited to 

school curricula (see section 9.2 (Study 9)).  

 

Where contact languages are un- or under-recognised, their speakers are invisible, along with 

their L2 learner status in SAE, the default medium of instruction in Australian schools. The 

lexifier-contact language relationship means that speakers of contact languages are often 

assumed, mistakenly, to speak English. The concept of (in)visibility is, thus, related to 

(mis)recognition. In particular, over the past decade many references have been made to 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ ‘invisibility’ as L2 learners of English (e.g. 

Angelo & Carter, 2015; C. Hudson & Angelo, 2014). ‘Language unaware’ policy and 

processes reinforce the invisibility of Indigenous students’ contact language backgrounds 

and/or their L2 English language learner needs (e.g. (e.g. Angelo, 2013; Dixon & Angelo, 

 

13 FELIKS inspired a number of language awareness resources in far north Queensland including a booklet of 

Torres Strait Creole examples, a DVD of north Queensland speech samples and the publication Right Talk, 

Right Place (Knight, 2003), for details see DET Qld (2020, pp. 99-102). 
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2014; McIntosh, O’Hanlon, & Angelo, 2012). There are manifold ways that policy can render 

contact languages invisible, even Indigenous languages policy (Sellwood & Angelo, 2013, 

pp. 260-263), and see section 5.1.2.  

 

In sum, language awareness programs can be transformative for speakers of contact 

languages. They address (in)visibility in policy, data collection and education systems and 

give insights into the nature of (mis)recognition phenomena. Misrecognition draws attention 

to the resulting state of affairs when people (such as educators, policy makers etc) fail to see 

and respond to language situations appropriately. 

2.3 Language ecologies 

We now turn to the concept of a language ecology, looking first at its history in the research 

literature. Then we see how different configurations of languages spoken nowadays by First 

Nations people can be represented as a typology of post-contact language ecologies. 

 

The term ‘language ecology’ is generally credited to (Haugen, 1972) although historically 

there are earlier applications of ‘ecology’ in the field of linguistics (Eliasson, 2015; 

Lechevrel, 2009). Haugen’s vision of a ‘language ecology’ is a full portrait of the social 

context of a language depicted from a range of interdisciplinary perspectives (historical 

linguistics, descriptive linguistics, linguistic demography, sociolinguistics etc), exemplified 

by his well-known language ecology research questions in Figure 1.  below. His interest in 

the notion of a language ecology stems from language planning concerns over the 

development of modern Norwegian (Haugen, 1966).  

 

Figure 1. Haugen’s ten research questions for a language ecology analysis 
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1. What is the classification of this language in relation to other languages?  

2. Who are the users of this language?  

3. What are its domains of use?  

4. What concurrent languages are employed by its users?  

5. What internal varieties does the language show?  

6. What is the nature of its written traditions?  

7. To what degree has its written form been standardized, i.e. unified and codified?  

8. What kind of institutional support has this language won, either in government, education, 

or private organizations, either to regulate its form or to propagate it?  

9. What are the attitudes of its users towards the language, in terms of intimacy and status, 

leading to personal identification?  

10. What is the overall status of this language in terms of where the language stands, now and 

into the future, in comparison with the other languages of the world?  

SOURCE: Haugen (1972, pp. 336-337), wording slightly adapted 

 

In the decades since Haugen first put forward his concept of language ecology research, 

language rights advocates have ensured that the fields of language policy and planning 

acknowledge their obligations to speakers of minority languages (e.g. Skutnabb-Kangas & 

Phillipson, 1998; Skutnabb‐Kangas & Phillipson, 1994). Consequently, there has been 

increasing awareness of how language policy and language planning operate in wider socio-

political contexts and how they can, in fact, represent the ideological stances which have 

been instrumental in minoritising languages and their speakers (May, 2003, 2005). Willans 

and Jukes (2017) however, argue that a language ecology approach has much to offer as a 

heuristic, especially its ability to focus research on the local and particular social conditions 

of a language as situated with others in the same milieu. They rebut analogies of language 

ecologies with biological ecologies, as do others (Eliasson, 2015; Kaplan & Baldauf, 2008) 
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as a step too far. In their view, and the view of Haugen, languages are socially contingent 

practices, and are not in any straightforward way comparable to biological species in 

evolutionary competition, a view in accord with its use in this thesis.  

2.3.1 A typology of contemporary Indigenous language ecologies   

The language ecology framework which I have developed and applied in collaborative work 

with others is intended as a useful heuristic, a tool to assist with broad-brush language policy 

differentiations (see Figure 2). Unlike most language ecology research, this framework does 

not focus on one specific ecology but on the broader patterns of language ecologies in post-

colonial Australia. The typological framework of Indigenous languages ecologies 

systematises the common types of post-colonial Indigenous language configurations 

according to the type of community vernacular: traditional Indigenous language, a new 

Indigenous contact language or an English. The community vernacular is usually the L1 of 

the language community, while other languages which are used less frequently are typically 

acquired in addition, as L2s. 

 

Looking at Figure 2 then, we see that in a traditional language ecology, the L1 of most 

community members is a traditional language, while English is an L2 as is any regional 

contact language spoken perhaps by extended family or in nearby communities. English is 

not spoken in day to day interactions with other community members, so it is like a foreign 

language from a language teaching perspective. That said, the English language may or may 

not be taught –if not students are submersed in English-medium curriculum. In a contact 

language ecology, a contact language is the L1 of most community members, while English 

and traditional languages are acquired as additional languages, as L2s. Here too, English 

might be akin to a foreign language, although again students may be taught it as a target 
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language, otherwise they experience submersion in the language. Traditional languages will 

be acquired informally or formally as circumstances of the language allow, depending on the 

extent to which it is spoken by Elders or learned and taught by community activists and 

supported in schools. Finally in the English language ecology, an English is spoken as an L1 

by most community members, perhaps a relatively standard kind of English or perhaps a 

dialect of English such as an Aboriginal English. Here, community members learn traditional 

languages as additional languages, informally or formally as circumstances allow, although 

often in this type of ecology much language material is from archival sources and community 

activist teachers while Elders might be rememberers of aspects of earlier generations’ 

language use.  

 

Each type of language has different practical resourcing implications for speakers and 

learners. For example, communicative reach is relatively local for traditional languages, 

somewhat wider for the more populous creoles and potentially vast for Englishes, which 

should be reflected in policy for service delivery. Language learning contexts are likely to 

differ by type too. Formal classroom settings are usual for children’s encounters with 

English14. Traditional Indigenous languages have historically been inconsistently supported 

in formal learning contexts. New Indigenous contact languages have had least formal support 

of all.  

 

Figure 2. Indigenous language ecologies framework in post-colonial Australia 

Vernacular (L1) Additional languages (L2)  

 

14 SAE is the default medium of schooling in Australia, so it is ‘encountered’ in classrooms from quite an early 

age even in bilingual schools which are officially resourced for mother tongue medium in the early years and L1 

literacy. Practical support for L2 learners of SAE in English medium classrooms ranges from planned language 

teaching to submersion. 
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used in family/community 

interactions 

may be learned in informal or formal settings 

a traditional language ecology 

communicative reach of L1: 

fairly local 

• an English (like a foreign language)  

- like a foreign language but may be taught or submersed 

• (perhaps: regional Indigenous lingua franca) 

- perhaps used with family & other networks from further afield 

a contact language ecology 

communicative reach of L1:  

possibly regional 

• English(es) (like a foreign language)  

- like a foreign language but may be taught or submersed 

• traditional language(s) (of local area &/or of family)  

- learned informally from older family/community members 

&/or activist language workers & perhaps in formal education 

settings 

an English 

communicative reach of L1: 

potentially (inter)national  

• traditional language(s) (of local area &/or of family)  

- learned in informally family/community settings from 

remembers &/or activists reawakening their languages from 

archival sources & perhaps in formal education settings 

 

In my experience15, without such a framework, the postcolonial Indigenous language 

landscape is awash with potentially conflicting information for non-aficionados –the case 

study in section 4 is an illustration. In this context, this language ecology framework offers a 

meaningful and practical step forward in policy and education contexts that do not yet 

recognise or consistently respond to speakers of new Indigenous contact languages. It assists 

with conceptualising, for a given place, which type of language is likely to be spoken 

proficiently by most language community members –which usually suggests which specific 

language(s)– and which types are more likely acquired as additional languages and hence to 

more variable levels. A language ecology framework can illustrate clearly the implications 

for policy and service differentiation. As English is the dominant language of Australian 

institutions, if the language ecology type is not English dominant, then consideration needs to 

 

15 For instance, I used the concept of ‘language ecology’ in a written submission (Angelo, 2011) to the 

parliamentary enquiry which led to the Our land our languages report (discussed in section 5.1.5 below). 
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be given regarding the optimal language for service delivery for Indigenous people living in a 

particular place and whether trained local language speaking professionals are available, 

whether interpreting services are needed etc. 

 

On a practical note, an ‘ecology’ is, in my opinion, an accessible concept because it has 

useful associations for everyday audiences. It evokes for most people a kind of place with 

multiple interdependent components. In analogy to well-known different environmental 

ecologies, like rainforest, desert or savannah, which are typed by a dominant feature in the 

landscape, language ecologies can have types too, according to the dominant vernacular in a 

place-based language landscape: the national standard language, a new Indigenous contact 

language or a traditional Indigenous language. Since the term ecology evokes the presence of 

multiple elements, this transposes in the case of language ecologies to different languages 

and proficiencies, and the variability of these elements and/or their configurations from place 

to place (see also Willans & Jukes, 2017). An ‘ecology’ also implies the possibility of a shift 

in the components and/or their relationship over time. This mirrors the holistic, dynamic, 

interactive and situated facets of a language ecology (Garner, 2005) . 

 

The fact that languages exist in a particular language ecology is frequently overlooked in 

language planning and policy-making (Kaplan & Baldauf, 2008, p. 44). To counter this, the 

typological language ecology framework puts the diversity of post-colonial language use 

front and centre, albeit in a streamlined schema. In a country infamous for its ‘monolingual 

mindset’ (Clyne, 2005), this focuses attention on the different languages at a community’s 

disposal, and how this relates to language policies, languages in education and community 

language aspirations.  
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In Australia, a language ecology approach has been applied in a range of  language contact 

settings, such as research on the use and maintenance of immigrant community languages 

(Clyne, 1982), a critical appraisal of Indigenous languages policy and its application to the 

Torres Strait (Dixon, 2004), and an analysis of relative contributions of substrate languages to 

the Kriol spoken at Ngukurr (Dickson, 2016b). Each of these studies works implicitly or 

explicitly with types of languages, immigrant, traditional/substrate, contact language/creole, 

national/standard/lexifier. I operationalise ‘language ecology’ by focussing on types, types of 

languages arranged in different types of configurations as L1s and L2s. The intent is to assist 

researchers, policy makers and service deliverers recognise basic but important information, 

such as what type of language is spoken predominately in a particular place. This typology of 

Indigenous language ecologies has now been used with colleagues in questions of policy 

development and quantitative research (Angelo, O'Shannessy, et al., 2019; Dinku et al., 

2019). There has been some impact in policy with the take up of ‘language ecologies’ in the 

recent National Indigenous Language Report (DITRDC et al., 2020). 

 

To sum up, three types of language figure prominently in the contemporary Indigenous 

language landscape of post-colonial Australia. New Indigenous contact languages, the focus 

of this thesis, are liable to be misrecognised as one or the other language type. The 

perspective of (mis)recognition is useful for considering the dynamics of how this type of 

language is minoritised (or addressed). As applied here to contact languages, 

(mis)recognition draws on work in the areas of critical language awareness and (in)visibility. 

In the (mis)recognition story of new Indigenous contact languages, a language ecology 

framework can play a productive role. It makes a place for the phenomenon of contact 

languages alongside, but in contrast to, the hegemonic dominance of English in the 

Australian nation state and the cultural heft of traditional Indigenous languages. It give a 
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broad-brush order to the bewildering diversity of post-colonial language situations. It 

differentiates, by type, the language spoken as a community vernacular and likely L1, critical 

for provision of linguistically informed services. For otherwise un-/under-/mis-recognised 

this provides a basic measure of recognition. 

 

  



 

 59 

3 Professional retrospectives and reflections 

I have been engaged in the research area of Indigenous contact languages for almost three 

decades, but my involvement prior to my PhD candidature has been by accident rather than 

design. In my professional life, I have been hired in roles that have either focused on 

traditional Indigenous languages or on Indigenous learners of English as a Second Language 

(ESL)16. In each case, the underlying motivation for the work was actually the prevalence of 

contact languages but this aspect was not a focus. Hence, the rationale for hiring me as a 

linguist to work on traditional languages for a newly created regional Aboriginal language 

centre was actually because of concerns for traditional languages due to the region-wide shift 

to contact languages (Kriol varieties and, although not described at that stage, Light 

Warlpiri). Subsequently, I was hired as an ESL project officer because of an 

acknowledgement that ‘literacy’ approaches predicated on L1 proficiency in English were 

inadequate for Indigenous students who were L2 learners of English. This state of affairs 

existed because these students spoke other languages as their L1s, primarily contact 

languages. 

 

My personal narratives explain how, as a non-Indigenous researcher, I became involved in an 

area of First Nations languages that is not without tensions. The two narratives presented here 

illustrate the experiences I bring to this thesis topic as well as my positioning to it as an 

insider linguist-educator, a practitioner, colleague and (accidental) activist, as well as an 

outsider non-Indigenous person. Each narrative tells a real and dynamic story with moves 

 

16 In Australia, there has been considerable volatility in the terminology relating to the field of Teaching English 

as a Second or Other Language (TESOL). In the case of the personal narrative below I was initially hired as an 

English as a Second Language (ESL) Project Officer. In the meantime, the term employed in national, state and 

territory jurisdictions has shifted to English as an Additional Language/Dialect (EAL/D).  
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towards recognition and inclusion of speakers of Indigenous contact languages in policy and 

service areas, as well as examples of (old and new) barriers and challenges. 

3.1 Katherine Regional Aboriginal Language Centre Aboriginal Corporation 

The Katherine Regional Aboriginal Language Centre Aboriginal Corporation17 (henceforth 

Language Centre) was set up by Aboriginal people concerned for their languages and 

cultures. As an organisation it was incorporated in 1991 to service Aboriginal languages in 

the Katherine Region of the Northern Territory, a large area of 359,203 km including around 

30 traditional language groups. As the inaugural linguist, my role was envisaged, initially, by 

the elected Aboriginal committee members to be undertaking or facilitating the 

documentation and teaching of the traditional Aboriginal languages of the region. There was 

concern for these languages due to the widespread language shift across most of the region.  

 

The inaugural committee members18 all spoke Kriol proficiently and to each other - for some 

it was their L1, for others a language additional to their traditional language(s). They had 

different levels of proficiency in traditional languages and English. Despite extensive 

community-based work by the Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) linguist, Sandefur, from 

 

17 The Language Centre committee later decided to rename the incorporated organisation as Diwurruwurru-jaru 

Aboriginal Corporation, with names from Aboriginal languages from the region. 
18 Future committees included representatives from Lajamanu which is not a Kriol speaking community, but 

which has a mixed language, Light Warlpiri, although this was not named or described as such at the time. 

These committee members advised me that many Lajamanu residents might gain some familiarity with Kriol 

through interactions with Aboriginal people in town (Katherine), with family in Kriol-speaking communities or 

in pan-Aboriginal settings (such as meetings of regional organisations etc). We did not discuss the 

developments amongst Warlpiri speakers at Lajamanu that O’Shannessy was to research in coming years and 

identify as a mixed language (O'Shannessy, 2005). From the perspective of the rest of the region, Lajamanu had 

a ‘strong’ traditional language which children learned as their L1. 
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1972 until about 1990 (Oates, 1999, p. 46), particularly in the communities of 

Bamyili/Barunga and Ngukurr, no committee member at this time was aware of the name 

‘Kriol’ nor had they specifically ever considered its status as a language. I heard this directly 

from them because I included ‘Kriol’ when asked by the committee what I knew about the 

languages of the Katherine Region. The term was unfamiliar and they queried me about it. In 

a somewhat similar vein, the Aboriginal Language Initiatives Program (ALIP)19, through 

which the Language Centre was funded, did not address contact languages, so there was no 

requirement from this quarter to work with this type of language nor any guidance on how to 

work with it if it was considered important by the committee. 

 

Aboriginal committee members and the Aboriginal Language Workers I worked with thought 

of Kriol just as a blackbala ‘Aboriginal’ way of talking20. It was manifestly different from 

traditional languages, but it was obviously different from the Englishes spoken by the 

Aboriginal administrator they employed from southern Western Australia or by me hailing 

from Sydney. That said, under the communicative exigencies of committee meetings, day to 

day work arrangements etc, Kriol (and approximations of it) and Englishes (and 

approximations of them) abounded in the Language Centre. I often found that my proficiency 

in Kriol was very generously over-assessed. Given our asymmetrical language repertoires, it 

took much collective goodwill and lengthy meetings (entire weekends) for us to firmly 

establish collective understandings of complex legal or financial requirements (e.g. 

Aboriginal Corporations legislation requirements, funding body regulations, etc). 

 

19 ALIP was later altered to explicitly include ‘Torres Strait Islander’ in the name of the program, hence the 

acronym became ATSILIP.  
20 Both Sharpe (1975, p.1) and Sandefur (1986, p.117) report ‘pidgin English’ to be a common way of referring 

to Kriol, but I did not encounter this. Sharpe was reporting from field visits during 1966-68 and Sandefur 

commenced work in 1972. 
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3.1.1 Extent of Kriol recognition in 1991 

In 1991, recognition of Kriol in the Katherine Region was relatively recent and it was siloised 

within the linguistic academy or amongst some applied practitioners, such as in some schools 

and churches, and including a number of Kriol bible translators.  

 

From a linguistic point of view, work on Kriol commenced in the 1970s in the eastern 

Katherine Region with early observations from Ngukurr by Sharpe (1975) and the production 

of basic descriptive materials of the varieties spoken at Bamyili Reserve (later Barunga 

community) in central Arnhem land and Ngukurr (formerly the Roper River Mission), 

including a lexicon and grammar (Sandefur, 1979; Sandefur & Sandefur, 1979). Harris 

(1986) documented in detail the historical development of Kriol from early pidgins to 

creolisation at Roper River Mission, adding a further layer of legitimacy. In the south-west of 

the Katherine Region, McConvell (1988) described code-switching behaviour between 

people speaking both Gurindji and Kriol, which would give rise to the mixed language of 

Gurindji Kriol described almost two decades later (McConvell & Meakins, 2005). In the 

Barkly Region, which abuts and overlaps with the Katherine Region to the south/south-east, 

Kriol was reported in a language survey (Glasgow, 1984) and follow up studies of Kriol in 

Barkly communities (Graber, 1987a, 1987b, 1988). Over in the Fitzroy Valley of Western 

Australia –well to the west of the Katherine Region– Hudson (1983a, 1983b) provides in-

depth linguistic descriptions about semantic and grammatical aspects of Kriol. In the other 

direction, to the east into Queensland, two exploratory tours were undertaken by linguist and 

community translators of liturgical materials to ascertain the levels of mutual 

comprehensibility (Sandefur, 1990; Sandefur, Gumbali, Daniels, & Wurramara, 1982). In 

addition to this linguistic work on the Kriol language, its history and its contemporary range, 

the early researchers also undertook much advocacy, such as establishing that Kriol should be 
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distinguished from English (e.g. Sandefur, 1981), that Kriol is an Aboriginal language (e.g. 

Sharpe, 1985) and a proper language (e.g. Sandefur, 1986) and that the use of Kriol is a social 

justice issue (e.g. Harris & Sandefur, 1984) 

 

As a result of the early community-based linguistic work on Kriol, when support for bilingual 

education in Aboriginal languages commenced in the Northern Territory in the 1970s, one 

school in the Kriol speaking area, Bamyili (now Barunga) opted for a Kriol-English bilingual 

school program (Meehan, 2017). Here, Murtagh (1982) found benefits to student 

achievement in the bilingual setting compared to the English-only program at nearby 

Beswick. Ngukurr was another Kriol-speaking community that took specific action regarding 

schooling, but outside of the bilingual school program pathway. In 1978 the school at 

Ngukurr was closed while the community council negotiated to establish a ‘community 

school’, the only one of its kind in the NT, staffed by local (Kriol speaking) Aboriginal 

teachers. Curriculum materials were in English but teaching was largely delivered in Kriol 

(Sandefur, 1986, pp. 119-120). Otherwise, in 1991, I found awareness of Kriol in other 

schools in the Katherine Region to be fairly minimal. Professional development for school 

staff, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, about Kriol was not systematically provided. 

Responses were therefore one-off, and depended on individual factors at the local level, such 

as expertise of local Aboriginal staff, engagement of teachers and their length of stay, local 

and incomer opinions about Kriol etc. The Katherine Region, unlike other regions of the NT 

did not have a dedicated regional education department linguist21. The unpublished reports on 

Kriol in education prepared just after this time by Rhydwen (1992a, 1992b) would only 

 

21 From the mid-1990s, the Regional Linguist for West Arnhem, Carolyn Coleman, was able to give support to 

the official bilingual school of the region at Barunga. 
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gradually be circulated over the coming years and only within some linguist and educator 

networks. The Kriol language awareness workshop, FELIKS (Catholic Education Office 

Broome, 1994) was a few years away and developed in a different jurisdiction but later had 

occasional uptake and influence in the NT (see also its effect in far north Queensland, section 

2.2.2).   

3.1.2 A vote for Kriol 

At the same time as the aims of the Language Centre were fine-tuned over the following 

years, awareness of Kriol, its name, status and function, grew amongst the membership. The 

understanding of it to be a separate language from English was fostered on the grounds of 

evident and serious communication mismatches between Kriol and English speakers. There 

were Kriol aficionados amongst the broader Language Centre membership, associated with 

the bilingual Kriol-English Barunga school program, production of Kriol liturgical material 

or tertiary courses at Batchelor College (now Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary 

Education (BIITE))22. In addition, the Aboriginal Language Workers at the Language Centre 

had the opportunity to visit schools across the region where they repeatedly saw patterns of 

(Kriol) language used by students mismatched with the English of the curriculum and the 

often non-local educators. We had long drives to and from far-flung communities to discuss 

our observations and thoughts. We also had ample stockpiles of our own miscommunications 

fuelled from differences in our English-Kriol proficiencies.   

 

 

22 Godfrey Blitner and Paula Roberts from Ngukurr were two of the earliest young Language Centre members. 

They were studying education at Batchelor College and spoke at the first AGM about language revitalisation 

and Kriol. 



 

 65 

General membership along with the Aboriginal staff of the Language Centre thus 

collectively, increasingly and organically came to recognise Kriol as a language in its own 

right. Consequently, its role in social justice matters (e.g. in courts, hospitals etc) and for 

outreach (e.g. language awareness for incoming professionals) were also increasingly 

discussed. At the Annual General Meeting (AGM) of 1993 the question of whether Kriol 

should be included as part of the Language Centre’s work was put to the members by Jackie 

Vincent, an Aboriginal Language Worker. He gave examples of miscommunications and 

other members responded with gusto, sadly, with their own stories of miscarriages of justice, 

misunderstandings in health settings, issues with social security etc. As a result, the AGM 

resolved to add Kriol to the Language Centre’s list of Aboriginal focus languages and I was 

tasked with investigating how to get Kriol interpreters, which the AGM specified should be 

properly qualified and employed with proper jobs (see my report to the editor of Pidgins and 

Creoles in Education (PACE) Newsletter (Siegel, 1995, 6, pp.12-14)). 

3.2 Initiatives recognising Kriol 

3.2.1 Kriol initiative 1. Kriol on the t-shirt 

As a result of the 1993 AGM decision, the Language Centre’s t-shirt (Figure 3 below) then 

displayed the Aboriginal languages of Ketherrain Kantri with in Kriol means ‘Katherine 

Region’ This made a significant public statement, including amongst Aboriginal community 

members, about including Kriol within the Language Centre remit. The traditional languages 

of the region, are shown in two lists, sanrais ‘east (literally: ‘sunrise’)’ and san.gudan ‘west 

(literally: ‘sunset’)’. In addition, Kriol is explicitly named and claimed in the following ways: 

• assigned to neither geographical grouping, showing its geographical reach across the 

region 
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• in the same font as the ketherrain kantri ‘Katherine Region’ heading at the top, again 

indicating its regional status 

• in a larger font indicating its large numbers of speakers in comparison to the other 

languages  

• shown with a plus sign, indicating it is additional to and not instead of traditional 

languages  

• positioned below, indicating it is not more important than traditional languages 

despite its large numbers of speakers and widespread use 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Ola blekbala langgus la Ketherrain Kantri ‘Aboriginal Languages of the Katherine 
Region’  
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SOURCE: Katherine Regional Aboriginal Language Centre (Diwurruwurru-jaru Aboriginal Corporation) t-shirt 

(circa 1993) (Photo by author) 

3.2.2 Kriol initiative 2: Kriol Awareness Course 

One response to the Language Centre including Kriol in its purview, was the development of 

a Kriol Awareness Course. This was an enterprise contributed to over the years by many 

Kriol speakers, linguists and language teachers and of course participants through their 

feedback too23. Although the delivering teams and resources changed, common elements of 

the course in its first decade included the history of Kriol, its linguistic status as a full 

language, hallmark features differentiating it from English, its pivotal role as the main 

language of everyday communication in Kriol-speaking communities, the cultures of Kriol 

speakers, the minoritisation of Kriol in mainstream services, issues of nomenclature and 

literacy. Kriol speakers gave short lessons in spoken Kriol and its pronunciation, and 

information facilitating intercultural communication, such as, “skin and kin24” relationships.  

3.2.3 Kriol initiative 3: Kriol-English interpreters 

By 1995, the Language Centre had joined forces with Batchelor College to deliver its first 

Aboriginal interpreter training course in the form of a year-long Diploma of Interpreting with 

formal accreditation tests overseen by the National Accreditation Authority for Translators 

 

23 Phillippa Coleman, a volunteer at the Language Centre, provided the first fully organised course layout. Jen 

Munro led the next version, with input and innovations contributed from Prudy McLaughlin, Erika Charola, 

Siobhan Casson and myself, and later Susan Poetsch. The first interpreter cohort, particularly Barbara Raymond 

and Annemarie Huddleston, were pivotal Kriol speakers and presenters in the first iterations of the course.  
24 For many non-Indigenous professionals, guidance on the complex kin relationship terminology and its 

intersections with skin neim ‘skin name’ systems was very welcome. Skin neim refers to the subsection system 

whereby everybody is assigned from birth to a group and this category determines their relationship to others. 

This system overlays and is in harmony with blood ties when marriages are ‘straight’. 
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and Interpreters (NAATI). This arrangement met the Language Centre committee’s 

aspirations for ‘proper’ qualifications and employment, from their point of view this being all 

too rare. Initially, the Diploma was offered in language options of Kriol (facilitated by the 

Language Centre) and Djambarrpuyngu, from north-eastern Arnhem land. Three fully 

academically qualified (via Batchelor College) and professionally accredited (via NAATI) 

Kriol interpreters graduated in that first year, Barbara Raymond, Annemarie Huddleston and 

Georgina George25. The interpreting students had supportive work experience placements 

which also gave non-Kriol speaking professionals insights into the huge potential of Kriol 

interpreters in their work. The Language Centre managed a Kriol interpreter service in 

Katherine until the NT Aboriginal Interpreting Service (AIS) was set up and eventually took 

on this role entirely.  

 

However, organisational ways of working and funding allocations do not change overnight to 

accommodate the advent of Aboriginal interpreters. To encourage use of Aboriginal 

interpreters amongst service providers in Katherine, and in addition to the Kriol Awareness 

Course, a video Nomo Humbug: Gajim Intepreta ‘No stress: get an interpreter’ was produced 

by Prudy McLaughlin, starring interpreters and other Kriol speaking talent alongside English-

speaking professionals including allied health staff (speech pathologists), doctors involved 

with eye cataract operations, local police and social security employees.  

 

25 Course development and lecturing was undertaken by Prudy McLaughlin and myself; tutoring from Siobhan 

Casson and additional resource development by Russell Hancock working with many Kriol speakers (1996). 

The Institute for Aboriginal Development (IAD) in Alice Springs also assisted by sharing their legal interpreting 

resources via Russell Goldflam, lawyer, and Elizabeth Marrkilyi Ellis, a Ngaanyatjarra language professional 

and interpreter, both experienced in providing interpreter training and services in the central Australian context. 
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3.2.4 Kriol initiative 3: Kriol literacy and translations 

As a direct result of the awareness raising generated from the Kriol Awareness Course and 

interpreter training and work experience placements, the Language Centre started receiving 

enquiries about translating written English material into written Kriol. For organisations and 

government departments it was natural to see translation as a solution to getting information 

out to clients once they started recognising Kriol speakers’ language needs26. However, Kriol 

literacy was not widespread amongst the prospective target audience, and there were issues of 

language instrumentalisation and the differing role of interpreting (interactive) and translation 

(stand alone).  

 

The Language Centre opted to view such requests favourably. Translations tangibly fostered 

positive recognition of Kriol as a real and full language useful for communicating clearly and 

directly with Kriol speakers, and less obviously encouraged conversations about developing 

Kriol from its then very minoritised status. The Language Centre had commenced producing 

its Newsletter bilingually in English and Kriol in an attempt to familiarise a wider circle of 

Kriol speakers with the orthography.  

 

Translated material highlighted the powerful communicative potential of Kriol, but a measure 

of caution had to be conveyed to organisations commissioning such translations. The 

requester had to be fully informed of what might and might not be achieved by translating 

their material into Kriol. For example, a Kriol translation would not automatically be 

accessible for all Kriol speakers, and it would not abrogate service providers of their 

 

26 These needs had been highlighted in a number of local court cases which showed Kriol speakers’ 

understandings of legal processes in Standard Australian English had been lacking (Siegel, 1995, p. 13).  
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obligation to inform Kriol speakers in person, for example with gaining informed consent for 

health procedures. There were deep issues attending Kriol translation work due to 

longstanding effects of language minoritisation. The Kriol language community had not 

collectively been enabled to use/experience Kriol in many domains, for example in 

teaching/learning curriculum content areas, for legal or financial services, in health practices 

etc. In such severely minoritised language situations, speakers do not have readymade 

(standard) expressions to hand which the entire language community already uses and 

automatically understands without need for supporting explanations. Their languages are not 

already instrumentalised for these functions in these domains, and this was the case for Kriol 

at that time27.  

 

With these factors in mind, we advised that Kriol translations had to be maximally supported 

as a communicative endeavour. Translations were accompanied by visuals to support Kriol 

speakers not practised in Kriol orthography and to make the translations topical, eye-catching 

or amusing with the intent of fostering discussion (and hopefully transmission) of their 

information, augmenting the reach and engagement of the translated document. This 

approach is exemplified by the translation of the Katherine Regional Aboriginal Legal Aid 

Service advice Figure 4 below. 

 

Figure 4. Buji pilijmen pikimap yu ‘What to do if you are arrested’ 

 

27 This is not in any way implying that the Kriol language does not have the expressive facility for these 

concepts, just that there is no pre-existing, well-worn phrasing for precisely the intended meaning with currency 

across the Kriol language community. Sandefur (1986, p.120) acknowledges this issue for Kriol speaking 

teachers who he observed were spontaneously pursuing ways of teaching curriculum which had previously 

always been taught in English. 
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SOURCE: Katherine Regional Aboriginal Language Centre (circa 2005), collage by author, Kriol translation 

Angelo & Raymond. 

 

English Translation (author) 

NOT THIS.  

 

Don’t do these things… 

 

 

Don’t stop the police if they arrest you. 

 

 

Don’t swear…  

 

 

or make any trouble. 

“Well, I was fighting 

and I hit one person.” 

Don’t tell them 

anything.  

 

 

Just give your name and your 

address like on your ID card or 

driver’s licence. 

“Did you do this?”  

“Yes, I did.” 

Don’t say that you broke the 

law before you talk to Legal 

Aid or a lawyer.  

 

Don’t say anything or 

sign any papers before 

you talk to Legal Aid or 

a lawyer. 
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THIS IS 

WHAT TO 

DO  

 

Do this… 

Why did you 

arrest  me? 

 

 

Ask why the 

police have 

arrested you. 

I’m Mr Walker and 

I live at Skull Cave. 

 

Give your name and 

address where you 

live like what’s on 

your ID card or 

driver’s licence. 

Mr 

Walker 

 

 

Skull 

Cave 

Can you give me bail? 

 

 

 

Ask for ‘bail’.  The 

police might not give 

you ‘bail’. 

Legal Aid  721 133 

Legal Aid  721 133 

Legal Aid? I’ve got a 

problem… 

Then you ask to make a 

phone call  to Legal Aid 

immediately. 

 

Topics such as vehicle roadworthy checks, parole orders, Lyssavirus transmission and scabies 

prevention were all treated in this way, anecdotally with successful outcomes. More dense 

texts, such as an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) information 

document about the Mabo decision, did not allow for such ‘re-imaginings’ and as standalone 

translations I thought garnered significantly less traction with readers. Although oral delivery 

in Kriol (by video or audio cassette or radio) would have been a more compatible request for 

the qualified interpreters, spoken information was rarely a first port of call. Generally 

organisations privileged written information as their familiar mode of dissemination28.  

3.3 Fast forward to today 

3.3.1 Present day Kriol Awareness Course at Ngukurr 

The Kriol Awareness Course is still running today out of the Ngukurr Language Centre, an 

offspring of the Katherine Regional Aboriginal Language Centre. It is doubtless delivered in 

 

28 Local community based radio dotted around the Katherine Region as part of the Broadcasting for Remote 

Aboriginal Communities Scheme (BRACS) disseminated information in Kriol although for the most part 

informally not as a formally organised and commissioned translation program  (First Nations Media, n.d.). 
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a much improved form, having seen many instantiations and developments since its early 

days. The Ngukurr Language Centre offers the Kriol Awareness Course as a fee-paying 

course for interested professionals (Ngukurr Language Centre, 2021). 

 

Over the years, many professionals have participated in the Kriol Awareness Course. I have 

heard from many that learning about Kriol, cross-cultural communication and second 

language speakers of English began with or was hugely boosted by this course. Despite the 

Ngukurr Language Centre’s long-term commitment to including Kriol in addition to the 

traditional languages in its services, there is still a lack of policy and funding clarity about 

Kriol (see the Ngukurr Case Study (Angelo, O'Shannessy, et al., 2019, pp. 68-74)).  

 

3.3.2 Present day Kriol Interpreting 

Interpreting in Kriol in the Northern Territory is now on an  ‘official’ footing. It is one of the 

Aboriginal languages included in the Aboriginal Interpreting Service (AIS) which has 

seemingly assured ongoing funding, (at least in 2021, as services for minoritised languages 

are never permanently secure). Kriol is catered for in two broad dialect varieties, East Side 

and West Side Kriol (Aboriginal Interpreting Service (AIS n.d.). In 2019 (pre-Covid), there 

were ongoing arrangements through the AIS for Kriol interpreters to attend the local 

magistrates court in Katherine and to deliver weekly news segments via Indigenous News 

Radio which is supported by the national broadcaster in Darwin (Australian Broadcasting 

Commission (ABC), n.d.) . 

 

This is not to say that using Kriol interpreters is established as an automatic practice in public 

and private service delivery (see for instance the study on use of Aboriginal language 
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interpreters, including Kriol, in a Northern Territory hospital setting (Ralph et al., 2017)). 

Failing to use Kriol interpreters to inform Aboriginal communities during a recent cyclone 

emergency attracted media attention (Ashton, 2019), but it is unclear if policy has changed. 

 

 Interpreter training and accreditation opportunities seem to have decreased, as for some 

years now, the one year Diploma in Interpreting course has not run through BIITE. In some 

places, short interpreting courses of a fortnight’s duration were organised. In recent years, 

some very short courses in interpreting ethics and technique have been run through NAATI 

for speakers of Indigenous languages, but not in Kriol in the Katherine Region as far as I 

have been able to ascertain. Instead, Kriol interpreters when they pass AIS entry receive on-

the-job, workplace training, such as from an AIS supervisor. A rapid pathway into work 

might suit candidates who are highly proficient bilinguals confident in various professional 

contexts but it leaves a gap for people wanting to increase their proficiency or confidence. 

Furthermore, as interpreting contexts can be very high stakes, increasing training options, 

including specialisations, seems a pressing issue. Currently there are no certified Kriol 

interpreters listed on the NAATI online directory29. Perhaps formerly accredited Kriol 

interpreters have not updated to the recent NAATI certification processes, which might 

reflect the overall lack of an interpreter training presence in the region. AIS, as an immediate 

employer of interpreters, does not appear to promote NAATI certification of their interpreters 

in their application process (Aboriginal Interpreting Service, n.d.). 

 

29 Kriol is listed as well as the regional varieties of Fitzroy Valley Kriol, Gurindji Kriol, Kija Kriol, Kimberley 

Kriol and Roper River Kriol. The categories used by the NT AIS, eastside and westside Kriol, do not appear. 
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3.3.3 Present day Kriol in education, literacy and translation 

There is no longer a Kriol bilingual school at Barunga as this was one of the bilingual 

programs lost in the rounds of bilingual school cutbacks (Devlin et al., 2017). A significant 

legacy of the Barunga school program is the early-primary aged Kriol literacy resources 

which are housed on the Living Archive of Aboriginal Languages  (Bow, Christie, & Devlin, 

2014); Living Archive of Aboriginal Languages (LAAL) (2012). In the recently developed 

Northern Territory Indigenous languages curriculum framework (Department of Education 

(NT), 2017), Kriol can serve as an Indigenous language of study for curriculum purposes. At 

least four schools in the Katherine region have selected Kriol which amongst many positive 

outcomes, also promotes Kriol literacy. 

 

Recently, publication of children’s books in Kriol has burgeoned. The Indigenous Literacy 

Foundation (ILF) has supported the production of Binjari Buk ‘Binjari books’, a suite of nine 

children’s books by women from Binjari community in Kriol with English translations 

(Angelo, 2018).  

 

Figure 5. Binjari Buk 
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SOURCE: Indigenous Literacy Foundation (Photo by author) 

 

One book, Moli det Bigibigi ‘Molly the Pig’ (Manbulloo, 2017), has featured in readings at 

the Sydney Opera House and by politicians, and is now available in mainstream bookshops. 

It might according to the Meigim Kriol Strongbala ‘Make Kriol Strong’ website be the best 

known book in Kriol in Australia (Meigim Kriol Strongbala, n.d.). The Meigim Kriol 

Strongbala project has also been active in this space, starting with their Kriol-English 

bilingual website. Talented staff have undertaken a host of other translating activities, 

including for instance Covid-19 information. Their Kriol translation of a much-loved 

children’s book, Bigismob jigiwan dog ‘Too many cheeky dogs’, marks the first time a 

mainstream publisher has supported a book in Kriol for the mainstream market (Meigim 

Kriol Strongbala, 2020).  

 

The 27 year long project of translating the Holi Baibul was completed in 2007, and revised 

again in 2019 (Australian Society for Indigenous Languages (AuSIL), 2019; Bible Society in 

Australia, 2007). In my experience, many highly skilled biliterate, bilingual Kriol-English 

speakers received training through this translation work. The Holi Baibul is the only 

complete Bible translation in any Indigenous Australian language.  

 

Overall however, there is disturbingly little policy-driven effort to ensure Kriol literacy and 

accurate written information in Kriol for speakers. With no policy oversight, there can be 

problems with what little there is where naïve translations are solicited without quality 

assurance processes (Dickson, 2016c). There is currently no official training or qualification 

pathway in place for Kriol translators.  

 

Summary 
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Within about two years of shared experiences and formal and informal conversations, 

Aboriginal Language Workers and committee members of the Language Centre had 

sufficient evidence to take action on Kriol. This action was assisted by prior linguistic 

description and pockets of Kriol awareness and expertise amongst some community members 

from liturgical work and some education settings. The Language Centre staff and committee 

felt circumstances warranted including Kriol as an Aboriginal language under the Language 

Centre’s purview and to set goals that were inspired by a desire for social justice for Kriol 

speakers, the majority Indigenous language of the region and of the organisation’s 

membership. Within two years of the Language Centre’s decision to include Kriol, there were 

accredited Kriol-English interpreter training courses and course materials, and the first cohort 

of qualified interpreters as well as a Kriol Awareness Course for professionals. Requests for 

new Kriol-based services in the form of translations indicated that service deliverers 

recognised potential for communicating in Kriol, if somewhat naïvely. As the discussion of 

initiatives then and now also shows, the effects of profound language minoritisation are not 

solved in a couple of years, nor even decades. I am still unable to report on any overall policy 

support for Kriol. However, Kriol speakers generally have more consistent recognition and 

Kriol is represented in interpreting, children’s literature and education. 

3.4 Language Perspectives, Education Queensland 

The next professional experience I describe involved working for an education department in 

the state of Queensland. Subsequent to working in the Language Centre I studied for a 

primary teacher qualification and worked as a classroom teacher until 2004 when I was hired 
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for the role of English as a Second Language (ESL)30 Project Officer with the Indigenous 

Education and Training Alliance with the Queensland Education Department in Cairns. The 

ESL Project Officer role was for supporting Indigenous students across the entire state of 

Queensland, a huge area of 1,729,742 km2 (inclusive of islands), which is home to both 

cultural groupings of Indigenous people in Australia, Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples. This Queensland wide ESL Project Officer position for Indigenous 

students31 was instigated as the cumulative result of a number of research initiatives 

conducted on the ground, with Indigenous community members and educators of Indigenous 

students. This is a significant point because the need for ESL support for Indigenous students 

could not be justified with language data available at that time. 

3.4.1 L2 support but L1 silence 

Two research projects in particular underpinned the newly created ESL role I came to fill. 

One was a large collaborative project about Indigenous students’ L2 proficiency in English. 

With significant input from community members, teachers and second language proficiency 

researchers, the Bandscales for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Learners (Education 

Queensland (EQ), 1999-2002) were developed. A historical divide between services for 

Indigenous people and immigrant populations had created a lack of parity in ESL service 

provision, a fact which meant the previous (national) ESL assessment tools were based 

exclusively on ESL students with overseas language backgrounds (Curriculum Corporation, 

 

30 At that time, the field of Teaching English as a Second or Other Language (TESOL) was called ‘English as a 

Second Language (ESL)’ in Queensland. The term currently in favour is ‘English as an Additional Language or 

Dialect (EAL/D)’, following a national curriculum initiative (see for example section 8 (Studies 6 and 7). 
31 The one previous holder of this recently created position, Pauline Taylor, has also described some of her 

experiences (Taylor, 2005). 
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1994; McKay, Hudson, & Sapuppo, 1994). This Indigenous ESL-focussed project addressed 

that omission for the Queensland context (Hudson & Angelo, 2014).  

 

The other project had been commissioned by the Queensland Department of Education. It 

concerned Indigenous education and employment outcomes in Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander communities (Hobbs & Murphy, 1999). This formed the basis for Partners for 

Success which for the next decade was Queensland’s flagship Indigenous education policy 

(Education Queensland (EQ), 2000). Partners for Success required schools to address a 

number of key components, one being ‘Second Language Literacy’. This was significant as a 

pushback on the hegemonic construction of literacy typical in mainstream Australian 

education which assumes classroom literacy is taught in English, via English, to fully 

proficient English language speakers.  

 

Both of these research efforts, the Bandscales and the Review (as precursor to Partners for 

Success), responded to the fact that some Indigenous students spoke a language other than 

Standard Australian English (SAE) as their L1. However, both focussed not on the 

Indigenous language(s) side of Indigenous students’ language resources, but on the English 

language side of the equation. This was the impetus for the ESL Project Officer role. The 

existence of Indigenous L2 learners of English –albeit only recently (and sporadically) 

acknowledged32 – had not in the education milieu of the time invoked systematic 

investigations about their L1s. Hence, in 2004, when I commenced as ESL Project Officer, 

there was very little clear information about Indigenous children’s L1s.  

 

32 I gradually became aware that there had been a number of cycles of acknowledging Indigenous EAL/D 

learners in Queensland since the 1970s. These have been outlined in a recent national overview (Department of 

Education & Training (DET) (Qld), 2020) 
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The fact that students have an L1 other than Standard Australian English is important. A key 

basic strategy for identifying target students for ESL services, is identifying that they have a 

language other than English as their L1. In addition to this practical consideration, there are 

many pedagogical and ethical reasons for acknowledging children’s L1s. For young children 

entering school, their L1s constitute the medium through which they have thus far bonded 

with their family/caregivers and learned and communicated about their world. Their L1s are 

the languages through which they have primarily expressed themselves, their personality and 

their identity. Acknowledging children’s L1 backgrounds in schools is an accepted way of 

valuing and celebrating student diversity. For Indigenous children, families and communities, 

this could indeed be a small step towards much needed reconciliation, given painful histories 

with all too often negative experiences for Indigenous languages speakers in schooling (e.g. 

Australian Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC), 1997, p. 259). 

 

In 2004, despite moves acknowledging some Indigenous children as ESL learners, I found 

the information gaps about the languages Indigenous children were speaking as their L1s to 

be considerable. The standard school enrolment form at the time had an optional question 

about whether students and/or their parents spoke a language other than English at home, but 

this was often not completed. Schools might not have been aware that Indigenous students 

spoke languages other than English and so might not have prompted parents/caregivers to 

complete the language question. The ‘language spoken at home’ item was also complicated, 

asking for estimated percentages of languages used. It was also not well-suited to many 

Indigenous students’ language situations, such as where contact languages lack recognition or 

standardised nomenclature, or languages have spellings which are not commonly known. The 

public facing display of this ‘language spoken at home’ field for individual schools defaulted 
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to display ‘English only’ if the field was empty, further confusing the state of knowledge. To 

top it off, there was no clear purpose for the information. In the previous decade, there had 

been no visible and consistent language-based services for Indigenous students, such as a 

committed Indigenous ESL support service akin to the one for migrant and refugee students, 

or a program for developing and implementing a traditional Indigenous languages syllabus, 

or a dedicated program of clarifying Indigenous students’ and families’ vernaculars33.  

3.5 Queensland students’ language situations in 2004 

Given that there was little information known or collected about Indigenous students’ 

language backgrounds within the school sector, this section unpacks what I was able to 

ascertain. I considered such information to be important on pedagogical and social justice 

grounds. 

3.5.1 Students and traditional languages 

There are 177 named traditional Indigenous language varieties associated with the 

jurisdiction of Queensland (State Library of Queensland (SLQ), 2021). At the start of the new 

millennium, only four or five of these had over a hundred speakers (McConvell & 

Thieberger, 2001; Schmidt, 1990, pp. 43-45): 

• Alyawarr - far western Queensland and (mostly) Northern Territory  

• Kuku Yalanji - eastern Cape York 

 

33 At the local level, many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community members worked with schools to 

assist with communication in classrooms and some schools also managed to employ deliverers of traditional 

language programs. However, a dedicated funding stream for language-based endeavours was not a system 

feature even though employment of Indigenous people in assistant and advisory roles and support for training 

Indigenous people as teachers had been consistently and ongoingly funded by the  Queensland Education 

Department (e.g. York & Henderson, 2003). 
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• Guugu Yimidhirr - eastern Cape York 

• Kala Lagaw Ya (KLY)/Kalaw Kawaw Ya (KKY)34 - western Torres Strait 

• Wik Mungkan - western Cape York 

 

Of these, in my travels as an ESL project officer, I met fluent school-aged speakers of 

KLY/KKY or Wik Mungkan as their community vernacular, and was told of Alyawarr being 

spoken amongst some families who had links to the Northern Territory. Although Kuku 

Yalanji and Guugu Yimidhirr were spoken by some adults, these were not children’s L1s 

from what I could ascertain.  

 

Available information about Indigenous students’ traditional language affiliations was 

sketchy and was not collected systematically either for these stronger languages, or for 

languages in revitalisation or reawakening contexts. Students’ affiliations were only known 

by the broad ethnocultural categories of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander. This state of 

affairs did not appear to be a response to Indigenous community members’ wishes as far as I 

could determine. 

 

34 The language –of which these two varieties are dialects– are referred to as Central Torres Strait (Kalaw 

Kawaw Ya (KKY)) in McConvell and Thieberger (2001) and as Kala Lagaw Ya (KLY) by Schmidt. In 

everyday usage in the Torres Strait, in 2004, the language was commonly called the ‘western’ language. If KKY 

was referred to, this typically meant just the variety spoken in the ‘top western’ islands of Saibai, Boigu and 

Dauan. KLY sometimes was used as the umbrella term for the entire western language, or sometimes was more 

restricted, referring to the variety spoken on the inner western islands of Badu and Moa (i.e. exclusive of KKY 

designated islands). 
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3.5.2 Students and contact languages 

This situation of new Indigenous contact languages in Queensland abounded with 

misrecognitions. Only the creole in the Torres Strait spoken by Torres Strait Islander people 

was acknowledged, although it was attended by complex attitudes (Shnukal, 1988). The 

equivalent and mutually intelligible creole spoken on Cape York largely by Aboriginal 

people (Crowley & Rigsby, 1979) was not recognised in general education circles. Unlike 

Yumplatok/Torres Strait Creole/Broken35, it did not appear in the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics Standard Classification thesaurus of the time (cited in McConvell & Thieberger, 

2001, p. 42) nor in government reports or information (House of Representatives Standing 

Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs, 1992). English-lexified contact 

languages at least as distant from English as Kriol (and sometimes were probably Kriol or at 

least Kriol-like were not discussed or named at all (see Chapter 4.1.3 below for an example). 

It was educationally unhelpful that different languages (i.e. creoles an related varieties) were 

lumped together with dialects of English under a single umbrella term (e.g. ‘Aboriginal 

English’, or else just ‘English’). This seemed to me to have arisen through an over-

enthusiastic uptake amongst the education fraternity of research by Diana Eades, originally 

focussed in south-eastern Queensland (Eades, 1983), and  in south-western Western Australia 

by Ian Malcolm and colleagues (e.g. Eagleson, 1982). Their work was a welcome antidote to 

negative and deficit views of Indigenised Englishes. Such conflations collapsed 

pedagogically significant linguistic distinctions and the distinctive needs bases which policy 

 

35 Shnukal (1988) described the creole of the Torres Strait under the name of ‘Broken’. In 2004,  this was still a 

commonplace designation, although ‘Torres Strait Creole’ was also being used. Around this time, as far as I can 

gather, ‘Yumplatok’ was developed by Torres Strait Islander bible translators, as an own language designation, 

but it was not yet known beyond this circle. 
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makers could act on. In 2004 many of these distinctions were not accessible to policy makers 

or educators.  

 

These misrecognitions were not in any direct way the result of Indigenous community 

members’ views. With Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander colleagues, educators, students 

and community members, I formed the following picture of contact languages in Queensland:  

• Yumplatok and Yumplatok-like varieties, including Cape York Creole, were spoken 

in some northern and eastern areas 

• Kriol-like varieties were spoken in some northern and western areas 

• another kind of creole was spoken in the former Queensland government settlements 

in locally distinctive varieties36  

• in some areas, varieties more like dialects of English were spoken, although there was 

a lot of important local variation and a long tail of ‘heavier’ to ‘lighter’ varieties (i.e. 

less to more standard English like) (Angelo, 2004, 2006b, 2013; Angelo & Carter, 

2015). 

 

For allocating a very limited state-wide Indigenous ESL service on a needs basis, even this 

broad-brush demographic information was of assistance. This information was, however, 

available nowhere, not to linguists or government departments. It was also not available to 

each language community either, as their language story had been so minoritised that 

community members had not had the opportunity to develop collective understandings of 

their language contact history, to adopt a name for their shared way of talking if they decided 

 

36 I did not come across the minor theses conducted on language varieties in these communities (mentioned 

above in section 2.1.1, and again in the next section) until several years after I commenced in this role. 
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this was warranted or to discuss how they would like to manage their vernacular for 

children’s classroom learning. For example, there was no education or funding program that 

focussed on these activities in communities with contact languages.  

3.6 Linguistic studies of Queensland contact languages 

Unlike the situation that I had encountered with Kriol in the Katherine Region of the 

Northern Territory, there was very little to hand about Queensland contact languages, outside 

of Yumplatok and Cape York Creole and very general (and not always applicable) Aboriginal 

English information.  

 

Research in the Queensland Aboriginal settlements of Cherbourg, Woorabinda, Palm Island 

and Yarrabah had been undertaken in the 1960s in the form of minor theses (Alexander, 

1965, 1968; Dutton, 1965; Readdy, 1961). These contexts were treated as diglossic situations 

involving informal (L) versus formal English (H) (see Munro & Mushin, 2016). This view of 

informal (home/community) and formal (school/academic) English was purveyed in an 

education approach for Aboriginal communities called the ‘Van Leer approach’ (because of 

its initial funding source)37 (Department of Education & Training (DET) (Qld), 2020, pp. 72-

75). A differently framed study was conducted with adults at Kowanyama, to ascertain their 

proficiency in the different traditional languages and English (Sommer & Marsh, 1969). It 

also conceptualised the English-based result of language contact and shift as a kind of 

English (see section 4.1.2) 

 

37 This Van Leer Foundation Project ran officially from 1969-1973 but was used for a decade or more in some 

communities. Initially, the project came from a deficit view of Aboriginal children’s English-based home 

languages, but this changed to an outlook of respecting children’s home variety and teaching the classroom 

variety (see description in DET Qld (2020, pp. 74-6)). 
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Developments in the field of creolistics (e.g. Hall, 1966; Hymes, 1971; Todd, 1974) changed 

the frame. So, Cape York Creole was no longer described as an informal variety of English as 

for example in Dutton (1970), but as a creole (Crowley & Rigsby, 1979, p. 153), as would be 

the case for Yumplatok (Shnukal, 1988). In the north-west a creole related to the kind spoken 

in the Northern Territory was acknowledged in Flint (1971). Historical work described 

language contact processes in the development and spread of Yumplatok in the Torres Strait 

(Shnukal, 1985a) and on the Queensland mainland, the movement of early forms of contact 

language from south to north with the pastoral industry (Dutton, 1983).  

 

Eades (1983) on English as an Aboriginal language in south-east Queensland is the first 

description in the state of a variety of English spoken by Aboriginal people that moves 

outside of the formal-informal paradigm. Like the Queensland Aboriginal settlement 

research, Eades uses a geographic description to delineate this Aboriginal English variety,  

which she explains is in tune with the ethos of the  Aboriginal families she worked with (p. 

126). Eades’ research treats this English variety as an Aboriginal language because it is 

spoken by Aboriginal people in Aboriginal ways with Aboriginal meanings and sociocultural 

purposes. It is an English because as she notes there are few surface morphosyntactic and 

lexical differences. Allridge (1984) looks at the Queensland Aboriginal settlement language 

data  from Cherbourg, Woorabinda, Palm Island and Yarrabah settlements which had been 

described as ‘Aboriginal English’. She finds it largely compatible with a ‘post-pidgin’ contact 

language origin. In her book on young people’s Dyirbal, Schmidt (1985) includes a 

description of their English, Jambun English, which young adult members of the Aboriginal 

community of Jambun, on Murray Upper River near Tully south of Cairns were speaking as 

their everyday vernacular. 
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In  sum, the linguistic research left many gaps and contradictions. Much was two or more 

decades old, so potentially superseded. Linguists, teachers and policy makers could not 

access materials which would give them accurate information about speech varieties of 

Indigenous children on the mainland. In fact, it largely looked like Indigenous children 

outside of Aurukun spoke English, or perhaps Aboriginal English. Policy makers had no clear 

picture, not even in broad brush strokes, of who spoke what where. For educators, 

pedagogically relevant information was missing. For Indigenous community members, 

including students and parents, these circumstances were not conducive to discussing their 

vernaculars, let alone to being informed of potential policy and service responses and to co-

designing a best fit for their current contexts.  

3.7 Exploring contemporary contact languages in Queensland 

As a consequence, with colleagues (as I gradually built a team), I undertook to set up a suite 

of initiatives to assist with clarifying contemporary Indigenous language situations in 

Queensland, the Indigenous language counterbalance and rationale for my EAL/D work38. In 

many respects, this thesis is directly inspired from this work and an opportunity to document 

and communicate it. In the Overviews, section 6.1 (Study 1) on creoles, policy and education 

takes an ecological approach which I had started developing during this time in order to 

communicate about the kinds of languages in post-colonial language landscapes and to 

differentiate relevant initiatives (e.g. Angelo, 2011). Section 6.2 (Study 2) also responds in 

part to some experiences here, for example, explaining the issues around misrecognising 

 

38 A record of some of the EAL/D focussed work can be found in the recently published national review of 

EAL/D initiatives for Indigenous students (DET Qld, 2020) and in Angelo and Hudson (in press). 
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creoles as Aboriginal English. The Linguistic Studies section contains two pieces that tackle 

issues arising from the need for extant information about Queensland contact vernaculars. 

Section 7.1 (Study 3) focusses on sociohistorical language contact in three Aboriginal 

communities (former Queensland government settlements). Section 7.2 (Study 4) has case 

studies including the oft bypassed peripheries of the better recognised contact languages, 

Kriol and Yumplatok, which involves Cape York and the Gulf areas of Queensland. The 

Education Studies in section 8 (Studies 6 and 7) which investigate the dynamics of English 

medium classrooms for unrecognised L2 learners who are L1 speakers of contact languages 

and for their teachers, grew from projects set in Queensland. In the community connections 

section, the story of a Community Vernacular Language Poster project is told in section 9.1 

(Study 8) to illustrate some of the on-the-ground processes which have brought Indigenous 

community voices in Queensland to the fore. Section 9.2 (Study 9) shows how this and other 

community based work feed into curriculum initiatives designed to engage Indigenous 

students in studying the language situations of their families and communities.   
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4 Misrecognising a new Indigenous contact language and its 

ecology 

New Indigenous contact languages are one of the basic language types represented in 

contemporary Indigenous language ecologies. The number of contact languages named and 

researched has certainly increased over the past two decades (Angelo, O'Shannessy, et al., 

2019, pp. 115-116), and two creoles, Kriol and Yumplatok, are estimated to constitute the 

most populous of Indigenous languages (DITRDC et al., 2020). As such, contact languages 

constitute a considerable presence in Australia’s Indigenous language landscape, but they 

generally do not get commensurate attention in policy and on the ground service provision. A 

considerable issue in this regard is the lack of accurate accessible information. To illustrate 

this, I provide a community case study to show what public facing information is actually 

available to interested parties.  

 

I have chosen Kowanyama, an Aboriginal community on western Cape York in far north 

Queensland, to illustrate how languages spoken by residents can be misrecognised in public 

data sources. I have selected this community because I have worked in the community, 

facilitating their Community Vernacular Language Poster, Kowanyama Talkbud 

‘Kowanyama Talking’ (Language Perspectives, 2018), a process described in section 9.1 

(Study 8).  On the grounds of this community-based fieldwork, I classify the vernacular 

spoken at Kowanyama as within the Kriol sphere of influence in section 7.2 (Study 4). I 

calculate this on the basis of historical plausibility, shared core linguistic features with Kriol, 

and also because of the level of intelligibility which adults and children in Kowanyama have 

reported when listening to Kriol from Ngukurr in the NT. Otherwise the community 
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vernacular, an English lexified contact language, remains largely undescribed and 

uncategorised. 

 

In comparison to my assessment, none of the public facing, ‘official’ sources of data 

produced by government bureaus, departments and authorities39 indicate that a creole or an 

English-lexified contact language is spoken by Kowanyama community members. Some 

information is contradictory. All of it has huge potential for misdirecting policy makers and 

service deliverers, including educators. I reproduce snapshots from three  relevant federal 

government sources  (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), Australian Curriculum 

Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA), National Indigenous Australians Agency 

(NIAA)) and one state government agency (Department of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Partnerships (DATSIP)). 

4.1.1 Official sources of information about languages at Kowanyama 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 

According to the ABS Quick Stats 2016 Census display of the Kowanyama Indigenous 

Area40,  

English was the only language spoken at home by 91.9% of Aboriginal and/or 

Torres Strait Islander people in Kowanyama (Indigenous Areas). Koko-Bera 0.4%, 

was the only other response for language spoken at home. 

 

39 All these online data sources are provided as footnote URLs in this section for ease of instant referral and 

because they can be difficult to distinguish clearly in a reference list. 
40https://quickstats.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/census/2016/quickstat/IARE303005?open

document 
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Just under 8% of the population in this community are not represented in these 

figures, which approximates the state-wide non-response rate for this question in 

2016 of 7%41 42.   

Viewers of this ABS Census data would understand English to be the only language spoken 

by the great majority of the Indigenous population of Kowanyama. This is not an accurate 

portrayal of the language situation.  

 

Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) 

In contrast to the ABS Census data, on the My School website produced by ACARA, in 2016, 

the same year of the Census, 90% of Kowanyama State School students –almost all of them 

Indigenous– were described as having a Language Background Other Than English 

(LBOTE)43. Information that feeds into the LBOTE data category is typically collected on 

student enrolment forms completed by a family/caregiver, but this information may also be 

revisited by delegated school personnel during or after the enrolment process (Dixon & 

Angelo, 2014, pp. 218-219). That 90% of Kowanyama school’s 181 students are LBOTE is 

not compatible with the Census output of 91.9% of Kowanyama’s 856 Indigenous residents 

(inclusive of school-aged children) speaking English only. 

 

 

41 See Table: Item non-response rate for first release person variables, Queensland 

https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/2900.0main+features100362016#QLD 

42 Below the website statement quoted here there is a link entitled “view the data quality statement for language 

spoken at home (LANP)” (https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/2900.0main+features100622016). 

Although suggestive of a discussion on reliability, this links to a page about this variable in the context of 

Census processes, such as the mechanics of how this item is asked, answered and processed. It does not discuss 

language contact ecologies in northern Australia with variable recognition of languages.  
43 https://www.myschool.edu.au/school/46716 
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Viewers of this MySchool data would be likely to conclude that there was a fair amount of 

language(s) other than English spoken by Kowanyama school-aged children and/or 

parents/caregivers. While this is compatible with the actual language situation it is so 

underspecified that it would also be compatible with the next snapshots, which are inaccurate.  

 

National Indigenous Australians Agency (NIAA)  

Further complicating matters, the National Indigenous Australians Agency (NIAA) website 

paints quite a different picture about the traditional languages spoken at Kowanyama from 

the ABS data. In addition to Koko Bera (spelled with a hyphen in the ABS data) , the NIAA 

also lists a number of other traditional languages spoken here:  

• Yir Yoront  

• Yirrk Thangalkl [sic]  

• Uw Oykangand 

• Olkola  

The list of traditional languages is followed by a statement that “English is also spoken”44. 

The information about all these languages can be interpreted in numerous ways. It is unclear 

whether they are speakers’ first and main languages, or perhaps spoken rarely or maybe 

partially. The statement about English is tacked on at the end. It is possible readers might 

understand this indicates English is a more minor language here. The use of “also” in 

connection to English is difficult to interpret. Perhaps speakers of the traditional languages 

also speak English, i.e. they are bilingual.… Or perhaps English is another language spoken 

in the community to some extent, maybe by people who do not speak the listed traditional 

languages for instance.  

 

44 https://www.indigenous.gov.au/community/kowanyama 
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Viewers of NIAA data might believe a number of traditional languages are the main 

languages spoken in Kowanyama. The NIAA picture seems to contradict the Census picture 

but could conceivably be compatible with the (underspecified) ACARA picture. In any case, 

it cannot really be interpreted in a way that gives an accurate picture of the ground language 

situation. 

 

Department of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Partnerships (DATSIP) 

Queensland’s DATSIP webpage for Kowanyama lists “three main language groups” 

• Kokoberra [sic] 

• Kokomnjen [sic]  

• Kunjen  

and two “associated clan/language groups” 

• Kokoberrin  

• Yir Yoront 

Only two of the five traditional languages listed by DATSIP appear on the ABS or NIAA 

websites, even allowing for elastic spellings.  

 

In addition, readers are told that “Aboriginal English is also spoken in Kowanyama”. As 

discussed just above, “also” can be interpreted variously, as can what “Aboriginal English” 

designates (discussed previously in Chapters 2.1.3 and 3.4). The DATSIP website also alerts 

readers that interpreters may be required for high stakes interactions in formal English: 
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The use of an interpreter may be necessary to assist complainants, witnesses, victims 

and offenders who come before the courts45. 

However, it is unclear whether the need for interpreters refers to those people who speak 

traditional languages or those who speak “Aboriginal English”, or both. On the one hand, 

advocacy for speakers of Aboriginal English does not typically include access to interpreters 

because it is a dialect of Standard Australian English. So it probably does not refer to them. 

On the other hand, perhaps this could be an indication that there is a kind of English spoken 

here that is very distant from Standard Australian English: If so this might reflect something 

of the actual situation with a community contact language vernacular… As speakers of a 

creole interpreting should be available.  

 

It is unclear what conclusion readers would draw from this information. To top it all off, the 

mention of interpreting is curious, as there are no accredited interpreters for any of the 

languages listed here, neither the traditional languages nor the Aboriginal English. 

 

In sum, none of the four government websites provides clear information that reflects the on-

the-ground language situation at Kowanyama. By consulting these information sources, 

policy makers, educators or researchers would not come away with an understanding that 

Kowanyama residents speak an English-lexified creole which is related to Kriol. 

4.1.2 Linguistic research  about language use at Kowanyama 

This section takes a look at the linguistic research that engages with the vernacular spoken in 

Kowanyama or relates to shifts in residents’ language use. Of particular interest is whether 

 

45 https://www.datsip.qld.gov.au/publications-governance-resources/justice-resources/kowanyama 
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there is any research which offers accessible information which could fill gaps or correct 

misunderstandings arising from the public-facing information just examined above.  

 

• 1960s: A traditional language or Standard English for delivering adult education?  

There is one study about adult Indigenous community members’ comprehension of the most 

populous traditional languages (Koko-Mindjen, Koko-Bera, Kunjen)46 and of Standard 

English. It was conducted in Mitchell River Mission (now Kowanyama) and published in an 

anthropological linguistics journal over half a century ago (Sommer & Marsh, 1969). It 

sought to clarify residents’ language use for purposes of delivering adult education. Although 

not framed in terms of language contact per se, the project was in recognition of a complex 

multilingual language situation. There is also mention of a shift in language use amongst the 

school-aged children to:  

an English which reflects the stress patterns, phoneme inventory, and syntax of the 

tribal vernaculars to such a degree that the naive speaker of Australian English has 

little receptive control of it (p. 50).   

From a present day perspective of a linguist with background in Indigenous Australian 

contact languages, this sounds like it could be a description of a contact language, an English-

lexified creole perhaps. However, readers without linguistic training might not draw this 

conclusion. For starters the variety is referred to as “an English”. Terminology like “phoneme 

 

46 These researchers refer to traditional languages as the “vernaculars”. In their research, Koko-Mindjen pertains 

to people calling themselves Yir-Yoront or Yir-Tjutjam whose lands include coastal territory on the Gulf of 

Carpentaria; Koko-Bera people’s traditional country includes the mission site and coastal lands south of the Yir-

Yoront; Kunjen (said to be derived from the name of the Okunjan people) refers to speakers of a group of 

dialects whose lands lie east of the mission stretching further inland into Cape York. Members of five other 

language groups also resided in the community at that time but only participated in the English research 

(Sommer & Marsh, 1969, p. 49) 
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inventory”, “syntax”, “naïve speaker” or even “little receptive control” could be opaque to 

readers who are furnished with no further information.  

 

The study finds shifts in adults’ comprehension of local traditional languages and difficulties 

with Standard English. The final discussion notes participants had developed a local speech 

variety which was characterised by “sub-standard” syntax and phonemic differentiation and 

required “a remedial English program”.  

 

Nothing less than a full scale attack, using modern methods developed for teaching 

English as a second language, will combat the poor language habits established by 

years of use (p. 56).  

 

Seen through the lens of present day creolistics, this research seems to capture elements of a 

language contact induced shift through snapshots of community members’ proficiency in 

traditional languages and Standard English. However, a lot of specialist field knowledge 

needs to be applied to the study to extrapolate from it to a likely historical trajectory into the 

present day vernacular. The local English-lexified variety is at some points described as 

deficit or poor English, which is problematic if present day non-specialist readers are not 

purposefully informed that creoles are full languages that meet their speakers’ needs. This 

research also needs to be interpreted to take account of the dynamism of the local language 

contact situation in the half century since.  

 

• 1980s and 1990s:  Is Kriol (or Torres Strait Creole) spoken in Kowanyama? 

More recently, but still decades ago, two exploratory trips were undertaken out of Ngukurr in 

the Northern Territory into Queensland. The purpose was to ascertain whether Kriol was 
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indeed spoken in Queensland (further to the east) and whether Kriol liturgical material would 

be comprehensible there (Sandefur et al., 1982). The 1980s researchers briefly stopped in 

Kowanyama where they reported hearing speech with characteristics which included both 

Kriol-like characteristics as well as more English-like features they did not associate with 

Kriol. Their final assessment of this situation was “it may be that the speech of Kowanyama 

is decreolised Kriol or an Aboriginal English that bypassed creolization and developed 

directly from a pidgin” (Sandefur et al., 1982, p. 35).   

 

These reports say something about the situation 30-40 years ago. They focus on Kriol (and in 

the 1990 report on Torres Strait Creole too) which are unlikely to be search terms used by 

policy makers or teachers, given they are not mentioned in what is said about Kowanyama in 

the public sites cited above. Specialist terms in expressions like “decreolised Kriol” or “an 

Aboriginal English that bypassed creolization” are not geared for informing a general 

readership about the Kowanyama vernacular. The reports of these fact-finding travels are 

published in newsletters (Australian Institute for Aboriginal Studies 1982 and Nungalinya 

College in Darwin in 1990) which are not easily accessible via general searches nor are they 

readily available online.  

 

• other mentions: A creolised form of a pidgin? local English? 

There are other mentions in linguistic literature which touch on the contact language 

vernacular in Kowanyama. There is a brief reference to the speech variety of Kowanyama 

contained in a general survey of pidgins and creoles in Queensland (Mühlhäusler, 1996). It 

states that creolised forms of a pidgin –hypothesised to have arisen from pastoral industry 

pidgins– are in use on Cape York, "particularly around Kowanyama” (Mühlhäusler, 1996, p. 

91). I am not sure why the expression “creolised forms of a pidgin” is used here instead of 
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just ‘creoles’ - in any case I would judge it to be confusing for generalist readers also. 

However, it is doubtful whether they would ever locate this article, as they would need to 

somehow decide to search on ‘pidgins’ and/or ‘creoles’ even though such terms have have 

not been suggested on the information websites. The title, Atlas of languages of intercultural 

communication in the Pacific, Asia and the Americas, of the volume in which Mühlhäusler’s 

chapter appears might not speak to non-specialists either. 

 

One final example, is provided by Alpher's (1991) sketch grammar and lexicon of Yir-

Yoront, one of the local traditional languages mentioned on the Kowanyama page of the 

NIAA and DATSIP websites above. If non-linguist readers were to search this work out, they 

would read in the introduction a brief, informative history of Yir-Yoront and other language 

groups in the area and learn that “the language is now very much endangered” (p. 3). There is 

no mention in the introduction of what constitutes the present day community vernacular, but 

in a section entitled Specialized English usages, reference is made to “local English” which is 

“the term used here for the Creole language spoken at Kowanyama” (Alpher, 1991, p. 117). 

This is clearly not a major focus of this text but should readers happen upon it somehow, it is 

an informative statement47.  

 

In sum, this survey of linguistic research shows that there is no pool of readily accessible 

information which would allow non-specialists such as policy makers or educators to inform 

themselves about the contemporary language situation in Kowanyama.  

 

47 The reference to “local English” distinguishes English-based expressions with local Aboriginal cultural 

content which are used by Yir-Yoront speakers (and other Aboriginal people including from further afield) from 

standard English-based meanings (Alpher pc).  
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4.1.3 Community perspective: Kowanyama Talkbud ‘Kowanyama Talking’  

Recent community-based language work in Kowanyama, in the form of a Community 

Vernacular Language Poster, has shown that community members in Kowanyama recognise 

a local way of talking which is unlike Standard Australian English and which differs from 

varieties spoken in other communities too. Figure 6 below shows the Kowanyama  poster48 

(Language Perspectives, 2018), Kowanyama Talkbud ‘Kowanyama talking’ with characters 

talking in ways considered typical of the Kowanyama vernacular by community members49.  

 

A brief explanatory statement about the contact language and its (historical) ecology was 

negotiated with and approved by Kowanyama community members. It appears at the bottom 

of the poster and is reproduced below.   

Kowanyama Talkbud is the way that Kowanyama people speak to each other, most of 

the time. It is a creole that developed as a result of speakers of different languages 

and cultural backgrounds coming to this “Place of Many Waters”. From the time the 

Mitchell River Mission was first established in 1905, children were moved into 

dormitories, away from adult family members who spoke traditional languages. They 

were schooled through English and were often harshly punished for using other 

languages. Such practices led to a shift in language usage. Amongst themselves, 

 

48 I worked with school and community members at the start of the project, conducting initial community 

consultations, collecting language and drafting and checking poster content and design with community 

members. Henry Fraser undertook the final round of consultations, feedback and edits with community 

members. 
49 Credited around edge of the poster are core community participants: Priscilla Major, Michelle Major, 

Moajuana Yam, Henry and Delanne Zingle, McGavin Dick, Justin Dick, Fitzy Raymond, David Raymond, 

Corinne Lawrence, Norelle Bernard, Annika Malachi, Gwendolene Harold, Esla Josiah, Joelle Kitchener, 

Hazeline Major, Sonya Sambo, Judith Brumby, Saroma Daphney, Deidre Paul, Rowena Aidan, Valma 

Lawrence. School students and staff and wider community member assistance is also acknowledged. 
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community members used English words with different pronunciations, meanings, 

endings and sentence patterns, and for different cultural purposes. This is why 

Standard Australian English (SAE) speakers today do not automatically and 

completely understand speakers of this creole from Kowanyama and vice versa. On 

this poster, community members have adapted English spellings to represent their 

language. Some variable spellings have been included as a reminder that a 

standardised spelling system does not exist at this time. The purpose of this poster is 

to raise awareness about the language varieties spoken in and around Kowanyama. 

(Language Perspectives, 2018) 

Although brief, this statement addresses a number of facts pertinent for the recognition of the 

contact language vernacular and the language ecology in Kowanyama. It explains the history 

of the local creole, why it is fundamentally different from Standard Australian English, why 

traditional languages are not spoken as the community language. It also addresses the 

spellings which are fundamentally ‘etymological’ –as described for example in Siegel 

(2008)– as standard English spellings are adapted to reflect the pronunciations of speakers 

(see also Disbray & Loakes, 2013 about orthographic representations of non-standard 

varieties). This style of spelling has become common, now that smart phones, SMS and 

social media are a part of daily community life. Although potentially a development for the 

future, community members felt that it was too early to develop a standardised orthography, 

although a teacher aide reference group met, discussed and sometimes made unilateral 

editorial decisions about spellings (for example where students had written words or suffixes 

differently). 

 

Figure 6. Kowanyama Community Vernacular Language Poster 
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SOURCE: Language Perspectives (2018) 

 

An excerpt from the Kowanyama Talkbud poster (see below) illustrates the contact language 

spoken here. I have characterised Kowanyama Creole as within the Kriol sphere of influence, 

partly on the grounds of historical information, partly because of shared morphosyntactic 

features, such as tense and aspect (for more detailed explanation see section 7.2 (Study 4)). 

Similarities with Kriol visible in this excerpt include the progressive -bat inflection (here 

written -bud), locative/allative preposition la, vocabulary like bogi ‘swim, bathe’ and the 

transitive verb marker -im alternating with “m-less variants” like catcha here (Meakins, 2021, 

p. 93 for bogi; Schultze-Berndt et al., 2013). Differences include the bin~ba past marker 

variants, common on Cape York but not in Kriol in the Northern Territory, plus pronoun 

forms like ufla 2PL.  

 

Figure 7. Kowanyama Creole 
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SOURCE: Excerpt from Kowanyama Talkbud (Language Perspectives, 2018) 

 

Demonstrably, the community vernacular language poster Kowanyama Talkbud represents 

significant community consultations.  

 

Summary 

The Kowanyama case study shows instances of misrecognition across the language ecology.  

 

1. With regard to the local vernacular, an English lexified contact language related to Kriol, 

not one of the government website sources providing language names (ABS, NIAA, 

DATSIP) clearly conveys that a contact language is what most Kowanyama residents speak 

to each other most of the time.  

 

2. With regard to local traditional languages, a number are named on websites and in 

linguistic research but these differ from source to source. The extent to which they might be 

spoken - how proficiently or by how many Kowanyama residents– is unclear except in some 

linguistic research on that topic, which is however somewhat dated.  
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3. With regard to English, reports range from it being the “only language spoken”, to there 

being an “Aboriginal English”, to almost all school-aged students having a language 

background other than English. No current information about English proficiency is included 

in these sources, but there is a reference to the possible need for interpreters (DATSIP) and 

half a century ago adult comprehension of standard English was not high. 

  

There is thus confusion about the main’ language of community-wide communication and 

what languages are spoken as L1s or proficiently versus as additional L2 languages.  

 

By way of contrast, across the board, community members would be clear that traditional 

languages are not spoken by everybody as their main language of everyday communication, 

and that there is a Kowanyama way of talking. However, prior to the poster project, 

community members had not been invited to discuss, collectively, their language situation. 

The community is yet to be engaged in a co-design process, maybe involving creolists, 

interpreter trainers, second language specialists etc, about how they might like education and 

other services to respond to their language ecology. 

 

We now turn to relevant policy areas to see what processes or pathways might be in place to 

address situations such as described in Kowanyama, but also contact languages more 

generally. 
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5 Misrecognition in policy 

All in all, there is considerable evidence to illustrate that new Indigenous contact languages 

and their language ecologies are often misrecognised and in manifold ways. I now turn to an 

examination of Australian and International policies to see what they offer for this situation. 

Here, as in section 6.1 (Study 1), I use ‘policy’ to indicate the top-down documents which 

purposefully determine priorities, funding and accountabilities of government entities. In this 

I am not disregarding the impact of community members or workers who are making on-the-

ground policy by their decisions on implementation (Hornberger & Hult, 2008). Rather, my 

purpose is to examine government policy as another site to ascertain its role in 

(mis)recognition.   

5.1 Australian policy landscape 

5.1.1 Indigenous policy 

The national Indigenous policy landscape has been shaped since 2008 by the National 

Indigenous Reform Agenda (NIRA), more commonly known as Closing the Gap (CTG) 

which was agreed to by the Council of Australian Governments (COAG). The CTG policy is 

heavily data driven as a means of progressing state and territory jurisdictions achievement of 

targeted outcomes for their Indigenous populations. Not unproblematically, progress towards 

targets is conceived in terms of ‘closing the gap’ with non-Indigenous outcomes (e.g. 

Harrison, 2012). The original CTG has recently been ‘refreshed’, and this will be discussed 
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further below. As the refreshed CTG is yet to have an implementation plan50, the discussion 

here of if and how CTG responds to speakers of new Indigenous contact languages and their 

language ecologies necessarily refers to the original policy.   

 

The snapshot of CTG in Table 1 below shows the original 2008 inception of CTG (with an 

extra indicator that was added in 2014). CTG covered a number of focus policy areas 

(headline indicators) and each of these had measurable targets. In indicators and targets there 

is no mention of languages of any kind, inclusive of contact languages. The rightmost column 

shows my thematic analysis of information appearing in the discussion of each indicator and 

its target in the 2020 CTG Report51. Of the diverse factors and variables raised in this report, 

none of them involved languages.  

 Table 1. Closing the Gap headline indicators 2008-2019, targets & reported information 

Dates set 

& due by 

Headline indicator & target Reported variables & factors 

set 2008 

by 2031 

life expectancy 

close the life expectancy gap 

within a generation  

• gender 

• geolocation/remoteness & jurisdiction 

• medical conditions (heart disease, stroke, 

cancer) 

• social (education, employment, housing, 

income) 

• behaviour (smoking, obesity, alcohol, diet) 

set 2008 young child mortality • medical conditions (for mother, for baby) 

 

50 The new National Agreement on CTG came into effect in July 2020. Signatories have 12 months to design the 

Implementation Plan, which the Australian Government will release in July 2021 (Department of Prime 

Minister and Cabinet, 2021). 
51 Prior to 2021, CTG reports were released annually in February to coincide with the anniversary of the 

National Apology to the Stolen Generation (Rudd, 2008). In 2021, the report cycle was moved to July, perhaps 

to align with the 12 month cycle since the signing of the National Agreement in 2020 (Department of Prime 

Minister and Cabinet, 2021). As the refreshed CTG has yet to be implemented and reported on, the pre-refresh 

settings as reported in 2020, the most recent CTG data available, are discussed here.  
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by 2018 halve the gap in mortality rates for 

Indigenous children under five 

within a decade 

• accidents 

• access to & attendance at quality health services 

• access to public health initiatives 

• safe living conditions 

set 2008 

1. by 2013 

2. by 2025 

early childhood education  

95% of all Indigenous four year 

olds enrolled in early childhood 

education  

• geolocation/remoteness & jurisdiction 

• financial or administrative barriers 

• local availability, transport 

• information/awareness (e.g. target age group) 

• confidence in service (e.g. racism) 

• child health 

set 2008 

by 2018 

reading, writing & numeracy  

halve the gap for Indigenous 

students in reading, writing and 

numeracy within a decade; 

writing omitted from 2011 

• geolocation/remoteness & jurisdiction 

• medical (especially hearing, also general health) 

• student age (i.e. NAPLAN test years 3, 5, 7 & 

9) 

• attendance rates 

• unspecified family & community level factors 

set 2008 

by 2020 

year 12 attainment  

halve the gap for Indigenous 20–

24 year olds in year 12 or 

equivalent attainment rates 

• geolocation/remoteness & jurisdiction 

• academic ability & previous education 

• access to schools 

• financial & parental support 

• culturally inclusive, strong school-community 

link 

• skilled teachers with high expectations 

set 2008 

by 2018 

employment  

halve the gap in employment 

outcomes between Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous Australians 

within a decade  

• geolocation/remoteness & jurisdiction 

• unspecified socio-economic factors 

• cultural (e.g. family responsibilities) 

• levels of education & skills (e.g. literacy, 

numeracy, digital problem solving) 

• health (chronic disease, self-assessed health) 

set 2014 

by 2018 

student attendance 

closing the gap between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

school attendance within five 

years  

• geolocation/remoteness & jurisdiction 

• age of student (i.e. primary, secondary) 

• parental education, occupation, employment 

• socio-economic status 

• mobility 

• family expectations, attitudes, health 
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SOURCE: (Australian Government, 2020; Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service 

Provision (SCRGSP), 2016) 

 

The construct of headline indicators (e.g. “reading, writing and numeracy”) and the nature of 

the targets (e.g. “halve the gap for Indigenous student achievement in National Assessment 

Program - Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) scores”) is hugely influential. Each indicator 

attracts available resources for its operationalisation, and, crucially, draws them away from 

other items which are then construed as peripheral or irrelevant. Likewise, for the targets, the 

machinations of data collection and reporting occupy considerable attention. This is attention 

that is not directed elsewhere. The data-driven accountability approach taken in CTG 

encourages a very narrow focus and other issues, such as the recognition of speakers of 

contact languages and their ecologies, which are not specifically mentioned in the policy as 

indicators or targets are, consequently, difficult to put on an agenda, regardless of their 

potential relevance. 

 

Despite the invisibility of languages in all levels of  CTG (i.e. headline indicators, targets and 

reported variables/factors) all these policy areas are ‘languaged’. By this I mean that to a 

greater or lesser extent, they are underpinned by the use of (one or more) languages. For 

example, health outcomes involve communicative activities like exchanging information 

between clients and health providers. Yet as we have seen in the Australian Government’s 

(2020) Closing the Gap report, languages do not appear amongst any of the variables, factors 

or correlations. Absent are the needs of speakers of even the long-recognised traditional 

languages which are known to be spoken as community vernaculars, as are the large contact 

languages, Kriol and Yumplatok, which have been recognised (e.g. on the Australian 

Standard Classification of Languages (ASCL) (Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 2016)). 

The effects of L2 English proficiency levels are also not mentioned. The absence of 
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languages is total. So, in discussing Indigenous students’ “reading, writing & numeracy” 

attainment, there is no mention that languages might play a pivotal role, but somewhat 

bizarrely medical matters receive considerable attention (Australian Government, 2020, p. 

50). 

 

The deep invisibility of languages in the internal construct of CTG policy thus seems to lead 

to their invisibility in outward reporting too. This absence reinforces an apparent ideology 

here, namely that languages are not an important factor and somehow lack impact and 

explanatory power within policy initiatives (Dixon & Angelo, 2014). Language 

considerations have been found lacking both in achieving program goals, as well as in 

program evaluation processes (Blackwell, 2019).  Needless to say, there is nothing in this 

policy that assists in countering misrecognition of new Indigenous contact languages. 

 

Closing the Gap refreshed 

‘Refreshing’ the CTG policy involved a process of engaging with Indigenous communities 

and organisations around Australia. As a result of these and other consultations52, a new suite 

of CTG priority areas and targets has been agreed on by the Coalition of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Peak Organisations (henceforth, ‘Coalition of Peaks’) and all tiers of 

government, national, state, territory and local. In contrast to the silence around languages in 

the original CTG policy and its associated report outputs, languages were documented as an 

issue in the refresh consultation process, and this has filtered into the refreshed policy to an 

extent.  

 

52 With colleagues, Catherine Hudson and Susy Macqueen, I participated in CTG Refresh through a written 

submission and via a round table meeting in Canberra in 2019. 
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In the Coalition of Peaks (2020) report of consultations, a participating organisation, First 

Nations Media Australia (FNMA), summed up the original CTG targets:  

[…] none of the targets drafted by the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) 

relate to culture, language and communication and that this is a vital addition 

required (p. 75).  

In consultations, strong interest was expressed in reviving and maintaining (traditional) 

languages, particularly with reference to culture. There was feedback about the inequitable 

use of English, such as in the English-based testing regime of NAPLAN (pp. 78, 80). There 

were calls for general improvement to communications between governments, services and 

Indigenous peoples, with some participants specifically “highlighting the need for 

communication to occur in accessible, appropriate languages” (p. 28). Although not expressly 

mentioned, speakers of contact languages could be included in each of these areas, if their 

languages are recognised as “accessible, appropriate languages” for receiving information, if 

their (likely) L2 proficiency in English is recognised, and if their aspirations for revitalising 

or reviving their traditional languages are recognised too.  

 

The refreshed CTG policy now has a specific target about Indigenous languages and cultures: 

Target 16. Cultures and languages are strong, supported and flourishing. Target 16 has as its 

stated outcome “By 2031, there is a sustained increase in number and strength of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander languages being spoken” (Australian Government, n.d.). The 

discourse around this target expresses aspirations usually reserved for traditional Indigenous 

languages. In spite of this, interestingly, the baseline data that informs this target does include 

both traditional and new Indigenous languages (Table 16.1). It is early days in the life of 

CTG refresh, but there is as yet no sign of policy differentiation which distinguishes the 

distinctive sociocultural niches of traditional languages and contact languages.  
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Taking the example of Kowanyama above, then, there are no targeted strategies to map 

recognition pathways, such as raising awareness of contact language ecologies. Nevertheless, 

it is conceivable that the wording of this CTG Indigenous language target “increase in 

number” could embrace recognition of more contact languages.  

5.1.2 Language policy 

We now turn to languages policy to understand how speakers of new Indigenous contact 

languages might be acknowledged here.  

5.1.3 The state of Australian language policies 

At the national level, Australia has no official languages by legislation. English is the default 

national language of education, administration, media, employment and finance as a result of 

its historically inherited status in the settler colonial state. Federally, a National Languages 

Policy was put in place in 1987 (Lo Bianco, 1987). Never updated, replaced or rescinded, it 

has in practice just lapsed. This does seem to be an extraordinary oversight in a country in 

which a fifth of the population recorded speaking a language other than English at home in 

the latest Census count (ABS, 2017) . Likewise, proposals to develop a National Indigenous 

Languages Policy (e.g. Commonwealth of Australia, Macklin, & Garrett, 2009) remain 

unfulfilled, despite a call from the parliamentary enquiry on Indigenous languages 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2012) and a commitment to do so in the 2013 National 

Cultural Policy (Office for the Arts, 2013, pp. 84-89). 

 

The dearth of current dedicated policies for languages, including Indigenous languages, is 

telling and marks an unpromising start to our examination of policies and the place of new 
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Indigenous contact languages and their ecologies. In lieu of currently operating policies, we 

take a quick look first at the inaugural and wide-ranging 1987 National Languages Policy 

(Lo Bianco, 1987). We then turn our attention to two reports on Indigenous languages, the 

2012 national parliamentary enquiry report, Our Land Our Languages (House of 

Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs, 2012) 

and the recently published 2020 National Indigenous Languages Report (DITRDC et al., 

2020). 

5.1.4 1987 National Languages Policy 

In the 1987 National Languages Policy, in what was to prove a far-sighted and 

comprehensive policy document, Indigenous languages, both traditional and new, were 

included53. Traditional Indigenous languages are not always explicitly differentiated from 

new Indigenous contact languages, but discourse themes of history, culture, law and 

landscape indicate when traditional languages are in focus, and this is often. The range of 

post-colonial contexts for Indigenous languages is covered by the aims of “preservation, 

continued use and appreciation of and salvage work” (Lo Bianco, 1987, p. 105).  

 

The particular set of aims for what are termed “living Aboriginal languages” (see extract 

below) could also be applied to benefit speakers of new Indigenous languages, if they have a 

degree of recognition already. There is no mention of processes specifically for new contact 

languages, such as differentiating them from source languages through language awareness 

or increasing recognition through naming. 

 

53 Traditional Indigenous languages were referred to as ‘Aboriginal languages’. In chapter II.B.2. entitled 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages, a footnote explains that ‘Aboriginal’ is an abbreviation 

referring to both groupings of Indigenous peoples (p. 105). New Indigenous languages are referred to as creoles. 
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Policies and educational programs which actively operate to protect the continued 

use of living Aboriginal languages necessarily imply at least three other measures:  

• The continued use and expansion of professional translating and 

interpreting services for Aboriginal people.  

• Bilingual and bicultural education programs.  

• Appropriate classes in English and literacy for adults. (p. 108) 

The explicit mention of Kriol and Torres Strait Creole (i.e. Yumplatok) in this 1987 policy is 

in many ways ground-breaking, particularly the reference to the value of these languages as 

identity markers. Creole languages are defined in terms of their origins, as per understandings 

current at the time, and are said to be spoken by a subset of Indigenous peoples described as 

“traditionally oriented”, which in this document is contrasted with urban:  

Traditionally oriented Aborigines can be characterized linguistically by their use of 

an Aboriginal language rather than English in their homes and family situations. A 

large number of people in this category regularly speak two or more languages, 

and some may use a creole language which is derived from English and an 

Aboriginal language, or, in the case of the Torres Strait Island, a Creole which has 

evolved from a Pacific Island Pidgin. Among some younger Aborigines, Kriol and 

Torres Strait Creole are asserted as markers of Aboriginality since they no longer 

use a traditional language. (p. 107) 

Aboriginal English is acknowledged as a dialect of English spoken by some –not all– urban 

Aboriginal populations ‘unfamiliar with a traditional language’ (p.116) and whose speakers 

require awareness on the part of educators and teaching of more formal varieties of Standard 
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Australian English54 (p. 116-7). In this document, Aboriginal English and its language 

ecology is clearly distinguished from that of the creoles, Kriol and Torres Strait Creole. 

 

The policy tackles a number of parameters involved in misrecognition of speakers of contact 

languages and their language ecologies: The communication function of Indigenous 

vernaculars for ‘living languages’ is distinguished both in service delivery and in education 

applications from the cultural identity function relevant for all Indigenous peoples’ 

languages, so for those reviving their languages too. The concept of adding proficiency in 

languages additional to speakers’ first and main language is considered for English speakers 

learning their traditional language and for speakers of Aboriginal languages learning English 

“effectively as a foreign language” (p. 116).  

 

For the Kowanyama situation there is nothing here to initiate the first step of recognising the 

community vernacular to be not an English nor a traditional language (remembering the 

public facing data). However, if this initial level of recognition were to exist, this policy 

offers tools for taking into account all the language types in speakers’ language ecology. 

5.1.5 Our Land Our Languages 

The Our land our languages (OLOL) report from the House of Representatives Standing 

Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs (2012) is the outcome of an 

 

54 In this document the expression is written as “standard Australian English” (e.g. p. 6), rather than the all 

capitalised term common in present day literature. Delbridge (1999: 259) considers the National Languages 

Policy to be the first official use of the term ‘s/Standard Australian English’. 
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extensive enquiry into language learning in Indigenous communities55. This enquiry was 

conducted nationally with public hearings and submissions and it made extensive findings 

and recommendations56. While not a government policy with agreed accountabilities or 

resourcing, it serves, a quarter of a century after the National Languages Policy, as a 

checkpoint on the incorporation of new contact languages into policy thinking.  

  

In terms of the types of language represented in OLOL, at a surface level, traditional 

languages, contact languages, Aboriginal English(es) and Standard Australian English are all 

included. From this point of view, OLOL could be inclusive of speakers of any and all these 

languages, either for communication or for expressing cultural identity, and how speakers 

might like to augment their existing language proficiencies. Indeed, there are 

recommendations that deal with Indigenous languages spoken as community vernaculars 

including L1 literacy, L1 assessment, translating and interpreting, which potentially include 

speakers of contact languages. There are also recommendations supporting learners of 

English as an additional language, and recommendations supporting revitalising and reviving 

traditional languages where these are no longer strong, which also potentially include 

language learning needs of contact language speakers. One expansion on the 1987 National 

Language Policy is that OLOL recognises that several contact languages are spoken in 

Australia (p. 36). 

 

 

55 I was directly involved in two submissions to the parliamentary enquiry, two written submissions, number 

153 (Angelo, 2011) and number 110 (Language Perspectives, 2011), as well as an individual spoken 

submission. 
56 In contrast, the recent National Indigenous Language Report contains no recommendations. 
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Nevertheless, contact languages of themselves are still not specifically addressed. The 

primary concern is traditional Indigenous languages and the secondary concern is Standard 

Australian English as judged by chapter titles, recommendations etc. For example, not one of 

the thirty recommendations pertains specifically to contact languages, such as awareness 

raising or other relevant recognition processes. A close analysis of OLOL by Sellwood and 

Angelo (2013) identifies several dynamics behind this absence, but under differentiation in 

discourse that is primarily about other language types is the nub of the matter. Contact 

languages are, of course, ‘Indigenous languages’, ‘mother tongues’ and ‘L1s’, but given the 

overall thrust of the document and without explicit statements to the contrary, only readers 

initiated into contact languages and their positioning are likely to factor them in.  

 

In sum, while certainly amenable to contact languages, in policy terms the OLOL document 

makes few advances on the 1987 National Languages Policy for recognising contact 

languages. There is nothing here which specifically addresses a situation such as the one in 

Kowanyama above, or for that matter the situations described in Queensland in the early 

2000s or in the Katherine Region in the early 1990s.  

5.1.6 National Indigenous Languages Report  

The 2020 National Indigenous Languages Report (NILR) (DITRDC et al.) could mark a shift 

in the treatment of new Indigenous contact languages (‘new languages’ here). It is to be 

hoped that the refreshed CTG’s Implementation Plan and reporting regime will mirror the 

promise of NILR. 

 

As with OLOL above, the overall thrust of the document reflects concern for traditional 

Indigenous languages, but there is a significant place for contact languages. The NILR takes 
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on the language ecology ethos from the research reports provided by colleagues and myself 

to the commissioning government department (Angelo, O'Shannessy, et al., 2019; Dinku et 

al., 2019)57. The uptake of the language ecology framework creates ways for the 

contemporary diversity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ multilingualisms to 

be acknowledged in diagram (p. 19), word (p. 21) and map (p. 22) forms and to be factored 

into practical applications (pp. 82-83). This orientation to Indigenous languages has nuance 

and differentiation. By shining a light on different types of linguistic diversity, the language 

ecology framework creates spaces for new languages in policy.    

 

There are various features of the NILR which are novel in the treatment of new languages in 

policy. The NILR represents a greater diversity of new languages than any previous policy. 

There is a mud map (p. 57) of new languages (which I provided on request) which in addition 

to Kriol and Yumplatok, includes mixed languages, the north-eastern affiliates of Yumplatok, 

the superdiverse Queensland settlements, varieties at the southern and eastern peripheries of 

Kriol (as per section 7.2, Study 4). The NILR raises issues that are specifically relevant for 

new languages. It makes the point that not all new languages are recognised with standard 

nomenclature, so those not on the ASCL (ABS, 2016) cannot be claimed by speakers for 

Census purposes. The NILR also illustrates how new languages can be misrecognition as 

other languages or other language types (pp. 55-56). 

 

 

57 I worked as the lead writer on the literature review (Angelo, O'Shannessy, et al., 2019) and a contributor to 

the quantitative study (Dinku et al., 2019). Both these works draw on research which I present here, particularly 

the language ecology typology (section 2.3.1 and Study 1) and the contemporary picture of new Indigenous 

contact languages (section 7.2, Study 4). 



 

 117 

Returning to the example of Kowanyama, the NILR acknowledges upfront that such 

misrecognition exists. Even so, there is no direct proposal for intervening to counteract 

misrecognition directly (the NILR refrains from recommendations), but there is a call:  

To achieve inclusion and equity across linguistically diverse situations, policy 

makers and service deliverers should engage actively with Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people to understand the roles of traditional languages, new 

languages and Englishes (p. 83) 

5.2 International policy 

At the international level, language ‘policy’ has been generated from international 

organisations such as the United Nations (UN) and its specialised arm the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO). On this world stage, language 

policy revolves around the scope and provision of language rights. It takes the form of legally 

binding pacts such as conventions and covenants with standards to which signatory states 

agree, as well as documents and agreements, such as declarations or charters which provide 

standards but which are not legally binding.  

 

We first look to the language policies generated by these world organisations to consider 

what they offer for recognition of contact languages and their speakers.  We then turn to a 

charter developed specifically for contact languages in Caribbean countries to examine its 

objectives and whether it is relevant for the Australian situation. 

5.2.1 Languages in international policy 

In International documents, rights that deal with people using their languages, in their 

broadest form, are couched broadly in terms of basic human rights and anti-discrimination 
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principles. Languages should not be the grounds for discrimination, just like other physical or 

socially constructed categories, such as race, colour, sex or religion (UN General Assembly, 

1948, Article 2).  

 

Language rights specifically may focus on the barriers experienced by speakers of 

minoritised languages in contrast to speakers of dominant languages. Language rights for 

minorities have been expressed in terms of rights to use the minority language between 

speakers, rather than rights that address the causes or effects of language minoritisation (UN 

General Assembly, 1966, Article 27). More recently, Indigenous peoples’ linguistic rights 

have been asserted separately to, but alongside, those of minorities. Article 30  of the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN General Assembly, 1989) is an early example 

(and see below) . 

 

In international language rights, use of a mother tongue is supported in education and/or its 

transmission to younger generations. The Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to 

National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities (UN General Assembly, 1992, 

Article 4.3) charges jurisdictions to support minorities’ education in mother tongue medium 

or the ongoing intergenerational acquisition of their mother tongue(s). In the area of 

education, particularly in developing countries or addressing minoritised peoples’ rights, the 

local vernacular and children’s mother tongue has long been a recommended for medium of 

instruction, especially for initial literacy learning (e.g. UNESCO, 1953). In the last two 

decades, a suite of UNESCO documents have promoted an inclusive multilingual approach to 

education which promotes smaller languages in early education and subsequently adding of 

languages of wider communication (e.g. UNESCO, 2007, 2018).  
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The role of education may be seen not only as a site of language use, but as a site where 

values and tolerance for languages can be developed. The Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (UN General Assembly, 1989) states that children have a right to an education that is 

respectful of their language and culture  

The development of respect for the child's parents, his or her own cultural identity, 

language and values, for the national values of the country in which the child is 

living, the country from which he or she may originate, and for civilizations 

different from his or her own. (Article 29.1.c) 

Educating wider society on language matters is also a focus of international language policy, 

including valuing minority languages and preserving language practices. Public awareness-

raising and capacity building measures are invoked, for example, in the Convention for the 

Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage  (UNESCO, 2003) which includes 

languages and language practices as “oral traditions and expressions, including language as a 

vehicle of the intangible cultural heritage” (Article 2.2.a). Jurisdictions are required to 

(a) ensure recognition of, respect for, and enhancement of the intangible cultural 

heritage in society, in particular through: 

(i) educational, awareness-raising and information programmes, aimed at the 

general public, in particular young people; 

(ii) specific educational and training programmes within the communities and 

groups concerned; (Article 14 a.i-ii) 

Language rights in the international domain may also encompass communication rights and 

the right to language choice. The Universal declaration on cultural diversity (UNESCO, 

2001) provides an example which asserts people’s writes to express themselves in the 
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language they choose with the rights of mother tongue speakers highlighted for particular 

attention (Article 5).  

 

Indigenous peoples’ languages rights are specifically and exclusively addressed in the 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UN General Assembly, 2007) which 

asserts Indigenous peoples’ rights to use and pass on their languages, regardless of the extent 

to which they are currently spoken or written.  

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. (Article 13.1) 

In sum, in the international arena,  there is no particular place where contact languages, such 

as creoles or pidgins, are explicitly included, where new languages that result from contact 

processes are acknowledged or where their specific recognitional needs are voiced. 

Nevertheless, in Australia, speakers of Indigenous contact languages speak minority 

languages as mother tongues and they are Indigenous languages, spoken almost exclusively 

by Indigenous people, and spoken nowhere else. On these grounds international language 

rights policies have the potential to be inclusive of speakers of contact languages and their 

particular language ecologies. However, they would need to be recognised in the first place. 

 

In the international policy space it has been necessary to classify some types of languages 

explicitly, e.g. minority languages, Indigenous languages, mother tongues, national languages 

etc., in order to target special linguistic needs of particular speaker groups. It seems that 

speakers of contact languages could benefit from such explicit classification too. 
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5.2.2 Example of contact languages in policy 

The Charter on Language Policy and Language Rights in the Creole-Speaking Caribbean 

(International Centre for Caribbean Language Research, 2011) provides us with an example 

of policy which specifically addresses the needs of creole-speaking populations. The charter 

is instructive for the ways in which it augments Australian and international languages 

policies examined above. The charter commences by describing the creole language 

ecologies and the minoritisation of many creole languages in education and public services.  

Recognizing that Creole-speaking states in the Caribbean are bi- and multilingual, 

in that in addition to the respective Creole language(s) spoken in a state, there 

exists a European language of wider communication, other languages not 

indigenous to the state and, in some states, languages of indigenous and maroon 

communities;  

Recognizing that a majority of persons in Creole-speaking Caribbean states speak 

a Creole language as their first language and that many Caribbean Creole 

languages, though widely spoken, are not widely accepted as appropriate media of 

communication in public administration and in education; (Preamble) 

In addition to this positioning, the Charter establishes that creoles are full languages separate 

from their lexifiers. 

This Charter considers, based on the extensive scientific work done on Creole 

languages over the past 5 decades, that a Creole language is a separate language 

from the European language from which it derives its vocabulary. A Creole 

language within a given territory may have dialects, either regional or social, but 

such languages are not dialects of European languages. (Article 1.2)  
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Another specific difference between the Charter and the other languages policies analysed 

here is the overt focus on bilingualism and multilingualism and the sociocultural dynamics of 

the various languages involved, such as “languages of wider communication”, “endangered 

languages” etc. (Preamble).  

 

Education encompasses the right to first language/mother tongue education, to language 

maintenance and the development of creole languages for use in all domains, including in 

tertiary studies, as well as to access to other languages of significance to the language 

community (Articles 24-29). The Charter also specifically acknowledges that there are 

emerging or newly developing contact languages (Article 5.4) and that a current lack of 

standardisation should not prevent their use, as oral interpreting, for example, can still be of 

assistance to speakers (Article 14). 

 

Some of the areas tackled by the Charter apply equally to any severely minoritised languages. 

For instance, the call for the right to language planning provisions, such as the right to deploy 

resources to ensure a language can be used in all functions in a society (Article 7.1) is not 

only a concern for speakers of contact languages such as creoles, but for any type of 

minoritised language whose speakers cannot use their language beyond informal domains.   

Likewise, communication and service rights, such as equitable representation in media and 

services, apply as much to creoles as to other minoritised languages  (Article 3.2; Article 

12.1-3).  

 

This discussion of the Charter for creole-speaking Caribbean countries illustrates some 

features of languages policies designed specifically to address speakers of contact languages 
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and their ecologies. There are some common experiences of contact language speaking 

populations items in this Charter that resonate with needs of contact language speaking 

populations in the Australian context. Relevant to the case of Kowanyama, for example, there 

is acknowledgment for newly developing languages, recognition that  a creole is separate to 

its lexifier, support for developing the local contact language beyond informal use, 

opportunity for speakers to exercise choice etc. The roles of other languages in the local 

language ecology is also addressed, with the language of wider communication (SAE) and 

endangered languages (traditional Indigenous languages). 

 

Summary 

To summarise, this section investigates Australian and international policies for what they 

offer for countering misrecognition of  Indigenous contact languages. Australia lacks an 

official languages policy and Indigenous policy (CTG) has in the last decade not included 

languages as targets or as factors in achieving policy outcomes. There are some signs of 

recognition with contact languages and language ecologies included in the recent NILR. The 

refreshed CTG target for Indigenous languages and culture has the potential to include 

contact languages. However, there is a strong pattern of under differentiation of language 

types which means that contact languages are not specifically a target. International policy on 

language right has the potential to include contact language speakers, since they speak an 

Indigenous minority language as L1/mother tongue. Yet here too there is no right that hones 

in on recognition factors. In contrast, the charter from the Caribbean, included many features 

that dealt directly with issues experienced by speakers of contact languages in Australia. 
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6 Overview studies  

This section consists of two studies which provide broad perspectives on the position of 

contact languages. Study 1, a chapter in a handbook on pidgin and creole languages, 

considers contact languages from a global perspective in terms of education and policy, and 

includes case studies. Study 2, an accepted chapter for an in press handbook on Indigenous 

languages in Australia, gives an overview of historical patterns of language contact and of 

contemporary Indigenous contact languages and their social contexts. It includes sections on 

Aboriginal Englishes and learning English as an Additional Language or Dialect (EAL/D).  

 

The reference and abstract for each of these studies are reproduced below in blue, but their 

full text appears at the end of this exegesis, headed Study 1 and Study 2 plus their full 

publication title. Following the abstracts is a reflection on each study. 

 

Study 1 

Angelo, D. (2021). Creoles, education and policy. In U. Ansaldo & M. Meyerhoff (Eds.), The 

Routledge handbook of pidgin and creole languages (pp. 286-301). London/New 

York: Routledge. 

Abstract 

This chapter examines the place of creoles in the modern-day education milieu. It 

acknowledges the many ideological challenges and practical considerations for 

creoles in the educational space whilst bringing a multilingual education perspective 

to the fore. Using the concept of a contact language ecology, the chapter unpacks the 

language components that typically feature in multilingual education for creole 

speaking students. This approach reflects the linguistically heterogeneous contexts 

typically faced by education stakeholders in creole speaking speech communities that 
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involve students’ creole mother tongue as well as standard languages and often 

heritage languages too. On-the-ground case studies in different jurisdictions are 

included to illustrate a range of educational initiatives that have been implemented 

for creole speakers and the kinds of factors that have influenced these, including 

language policy and planning. 

 

Study 2 

Angelo, D. (in press Language contact and contact languages. In C. Bowern (Ed.), Australian 

languages handbook. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Abstract 

This chapter provides comprehensive background information about past and present 

language contact and contact languages in Australia. It focuses on the historical 

language contact and shift processes, underway since imposition of settler-colonial 

society from 1788, which have profoundly altered modern Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander language ecologies. It describes the vibrant contemporary contexts of the 

resulting contact languages, such as the creoles, mixed languages, restructured 

traditional languages and Englishes, and their rich and significant roles in Indigenous 

social and cultural settings. It addresses equity issues that arise when contact 

languages spoken by Indigenous people are unrecognised and unserviced. The chapter 

examines the various constructions of ‘Aboriginal English’ and why dialects of 

Standard Australian English should be differentiated from other contact languages in 

policies and some on-the-ground services. It includes Indigenous second language 

learning of Standard Australian English.  



 

 126 

6.1 Study 1. Creoles, education and policy - an international overview 

Study 1 provides a broad perspective on the place of creoles –and related contact language 

varieties– and their contact language ecologies in education and policy. The study makes the 

case that creoles constitute a special case of language minoritisation in language policy and 

education because of the issue of recognition. This orientation to the topic sets the stage for 

the issue-oriented approach of the whole thesis which concerns countering the misrecognition 

of this language type.  

 

The study synthesises literature on creoles in education and analyses general research on 

language planning (language status, language instrumentalisation) and languages in education 

(mother tongue medium, second, foreign, additional, heritage). This reveals a partial overlap 

between issues that apply to creole languages as well as to minoritised languages and mother 

tongue education initiatives more generally. However a particular feature of the 

minoritisation of creole languages concerns recognition. At some point, creole languages 

need to be differentiated from their lexifier/source languages so they can be valued as a 

language, in spite of their more recent and mixed provenance. Creole languages are typically 

on variable trajectories of recognition, which can be addressed by language awareness 

initiatives, including through education. Levels of recognition are an obvious factor that 

impacts on policy and education responses for contact languages, but not for other language 

types. 

 

In Study 1, a language ecology lens is introduced as a useful policy planning tool for 

planning how to operationalise the multilingual education needs of creole speakers. A 

consideration of the types of languages and the roles they play in the ecology is key to 

planning education moves that benefit creole-speaking students. A language ecology frame 
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focusses both on the creole, as a mother tongue of school students and a vernacular of their 

community, as well as on the educational roles of additional valued languages. A national 

standard language, such as SAE in the Australian context, is typically a default classroom 

medium of instruction, but if not taught as a second or foreign language, it is generally an 

approach which excludes creole speakers. There may also be other culturally significant 

languages which are important to students’ families. A language ecology framework, as this 

study explains, is useful for language policy makers, because these other languages may have 

a higher status or prestige, and may attract considerable advocacy drawing on ideologies of 

socio-economic improvement or cultural identity, sandwiching out and silencing a role for 

creoles in education. The multilingual language ecology approach to policy could assist with 

transparently showing how various languages fit in students’ lives and how each type of 

language will be harnessed and augmented in their education. 

 

The case studies of French-lexified creoles in the Indian ocean and English-lexified creoles in 

Melanesia and Australia included in the study provide snapshots of creoles in very different 

historical, education policy and political contexts. Each instantiates issues otherwise 

discussed only generally or in the abstract in the study. These case studies required different 

research methods and targeted different domains too. The literature review widened from 

published work in creolistics, language planning and languages in education, to government 

and education department websites with language policy and curriculum documents, teaching 

resources, professional development and newsletters and university websites for language 

courses, preservice teacher education, as well as any sources of creole advocacy58. In 

particular, I tried to connect the dots, between stated top-down policy and evidence of on-the-

 

58 It was my great privilege to have the assistance of James Grieve†, renowned translator, double check my 

understanding of various government and departmental websites in French. 
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ground practices (teacher workshops, newsletters) and teaching resources (curriculum 

materials, publications in the creole etc). 

6.2 Study 2. Language contact and contact languages - an Australian overview 

Study 2 of this Overview section puts the focus on Australia with an overview of historical 

language contact contexts and the situations of contemporary contact languages.  The 

treatment emphasises the far reaching effects of historical language contact processes both on 

the present day vernaculars spoken by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as well 

as on the composition of their multilingual language repertoires. The study highlights that the 

diverse outcomes of language contact are still being understood, as recent linguistic work is 

testament to. This goes to the heart of the thesis topic of misrecognition and recognition.  

As with any minoritised languages, there are many issues of equity. However, the study also 

endeavours to draw out the vibrant cultural continuity and Indigenous identity expressed by 

contact languages, which is intended as a  counterbalance to discourse which focuses solely 

on the loss of traditional languages.  

 

The study consists primarily of a synthesis of published historical and linguistic literature, 

including language descriptions and applied research in fields such as L2 acquisition and 

sociolinguistics. Sections on policy, employment and education also involved extensive 

searches of government websites for policies and reports. For the material on the 

contemporary contexts of new Indigenous contact languages and other ‘ways of talking’, I 

needed to cast a broader net into primary sources of Indigenous literature and media arts, as 

well as commentary and responses largely on social media and in other online spaces.  
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Addressing terminology has special significance for this thesis because of the part 

terminology can play in misrecognition, so to this end I endeavour to be maximally explicit. I 

explain why I choose to employ ‘contact language’ in reference to historical data, querying 

whether there is generally sufficient sociolinguistic information in historical sources to be 

able to assign labels such as ‘pre-pidgin’,  ‘pidgin’ or ‘creole’. In contemporary contexts, 

where information may be more accessible, I reserve ‘contact language’ for language types 

that have been generated by language contact and a shift in community language use, such as 

creoles, but utilise ‘ways of talking’ to acknowledge and include other English-based 

varieties that express Indigenous identities but do not have a demonstrated contact language 

provenance. The section on ‘Aboriginal English(es)’ explains the different ways the term has 

been defined and the effects this ambiguity could have on practical initiatives. 

 

A personal aim I had in writing the study was to produce an overview that could potentially 

serve as an introduction to contact languages for interested policy makers and educators. To 

this end, I have endeavoured to foreground practical implications. To expand the relevance of 

language contact for readers across the continent, I include contexts beyond the usual pastoral 

and maritime industries, and discuss the language contact dynamics of towns and reserves, 

mines and transport hubs. This overview somewhat unusually includes a section on 

Aboriginal English(es) and on English as an additional language for Indigenous students.  

From a language ecology point of view, this is a reminder that Englishes may be spoken 

predominately as L1 or L2 depending on the language ecology. From a misrecognition 

perspective, differentiating Englishes from English-lexified contact languages, and L1 and L2 

speakers, assists the work of policy makers or educators with Indigenous community 

members.  
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7 Linguistic studies 

The Linguistic Studies section offers three pieces which look at the core problem of contact 

language misrecognition from a linguistic perspective. Study 3 describes the sociohistorical 

settings of three Indigenous settlements so as to draw out the implication that the present day 

vernaculars spoken here are contact languages. Study 4 presents a new typology of contact 

languages which establishes historical and linguistic relations between contemporary contact 

languages and provides case study style descriptions of them. Study 5 is a close analysis of a 

previously unrecognised marker of apprehensive modality in the contact language, Kriol, 

showing how basic components can be overlooked if seen through a lexifier lens. 

 

In blue are the references and abstracts for each of these studies, while their full text appears 

at the end of this exegesis, under the label of Study 3, 4 or 5, along with their full publication 

title. Following the abstracts below is a reflection on each study. 

 

Study 3 

Mushin, I., Angelo, D., & Munro, J. M. (2016). Same but different. Understanding language 

contact in Queensland Indigenous settlements. In J.-C. Verstraete & D. Hafner (Eds.), 

Land and language in Cape York Peninsula and the Gulf country (pp. 383-407). 

Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company. 

Abstract 

In this paper we examine the historical and social factors associated with language 

contact in three Queensland settlements – Yarrabah, Cherbourg and Woorabinda – 

and discuss the impact these may have had on the emergence of the English-lexified 

vernacular languages associated with these communities today. Our focus is on the 

20th century and how Queensland Government policies of removal towards 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, including those of the Cape York 

Peninsula, at that time provided new contexts for sustained language contact in these 

settlements, not only between traditional languages, but also with pre-existing contact 

varieties. We show here how each vernacular is different because the sociohistorical 

circumstances in which they emerged are different. So while the three vernaculars we 

examine have been labelled as ‘Aboriginal English’, our research demonstrates a 

much richer picture – one which demands a re-examination of the vernacular of any 

Aboriginal community today as a product of its own unique history. 

 

Study 4 

Angelo, D. (in press). Case studies from Australia's shifting langscape. In C. Bowern (Ed.), 

Australian languages handbook. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Abstract 

This chapter takes a fresh look at contemporary contact languages in Australia with 

case studies of varieties from the north-eastern affiliated creoles, the superdiverse 

Indigenous settlements, the mixed languages and the peripheries around the Kriol 

Sprachraum. Groupings of contact languages are established on the basis of 

typological, sociolinguistic and historical evidence as well as through an analysis of 

distinctive linguistic characteristics.  

 

Study 5 

Angelo, D., & Schultze-Berndt, E. (2016). Beware bambai - soon it may turn apprehensive. 

In F. Meakins & C. O'Shannessy (Eds.), Loss and renewal. Australian languages 

since colonisation (pp. 255-296). Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 

Abstract 
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The aim of this paper is to draw attention to the use of the Kriol particle bambai as an 

apprehensive, i.e. a main clause modal marker indicating that an event will potentially 

occur but is undesirable, with associated pragmatics of warning or threat. This has to 

be considered an extension from the temporal/sequential function of this particle that is 

widespread in creole languages of the Pacific, including Kriol. We consider two 

potential motivations for this functional extension: substrate influence and independent 

grammaticalisation. The first is plausible insofar as dedicated apprehensive markers 

are a common trait in Australian languages, including in those that are currently in 

contact with Kriol and/or have previously been considered potential substrate 

languages, such as in the account of creolisation for Roper Kriol by Munro (2004). 

Apprehensive markers are also found in languages which could have influenced the 

precursor pidgins in New South Wales and Queensland as they expanded northwards 

towards the Northern Territory. In fact we show that the apprehensive function of 

bambai is more widely distributed in pidgin and creole languages of Australia and the 

Pacific than previously assumed, which could even point, potentially, to an earlier 

development in Australia. The possibility of independent grammaticalisation cannot, 

however, be excluded, since parallel developments of temporal markers to 

apprehensive markers are attested in a number of geographically distant and unrelated 

languages. The plausible link between the two functions is the semanticisation of an 

invited inference from ‘event about to occur’ to ‘event to be avoided’. We conclude that 

these two motivations are not necessarily mutually exclusive, but that both are 

consistent with the idea of instantaneous grammaticalisation through substrate 

influence in creole genesis. This paper thus contributes to our understanding of 

potential diachronic sources of the cross-linguistic category of apprehensive as well as 
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to an analysis of this function in the Kriol modal system and its origins, and a more 

nuanced picture of regional variation in Kriol temporal and modal expressions. 

7.1 Study 3. Countering misrecognition: Social and historical evidence  

Study 3 (Mushin, Angelo & Munro 2016) examines the historical circumstances of three 

Queensland Aboriginal communities to show how conditions were conducive to the 

development of a contact language at each site. In addition to this commonality, it looks at 

the social factors which contrasted and how these might have contributed to present day 

differences in each vernacular.  

 

The study was motivated by the authors’ on-the-ground work –with community members and 

in schools– which raised questions for the authors about the way these and other English-

lexified varieties were characterised in the literature. The vernaculars in these three 

communities had come to be treated as a dialect of English, grouped together with, and not 

differentiated from, Aboriginal ways of talking English across much of the country. In 

contrast, observations from the classroom revealed more and deeper differences between 

children’s L1 and SAE than implied by a ‘dialect’ relationship. Community views also 

distinguished between the vernacular spoken in their community versus elsewhere, but they 

also often recognised sub-groupings, with some more closely related than others. In order to 

counteract these misrecognitions, the authors looked into the language ecologies and other 

social factors of the past. 
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The starting point of this study lies in the initial ethnographic research in the community and 

in schools which called into question the accepted categorisations of these vernaculars. The 

authors then employ historical and linguistic methodologies to reveal the extreme cases of 

language contact experienced in the large Queensland settlements and to propose how local 

settings and experiences potentially impacted on the development of the community 

vernacular. This paper draws on the combined expertise of three authors, Ilana Mushin, 

Jennifer Munro and myself, who all have interests in traditional Indigenous languages, 

language contact and Indigenous contact languages and education.  

 

The study uses careful local research to re-evaluate these local speech varieties and the  

histories of speakers and their families. This sociohistorical evidence counters the 

misrecognition of these vernaculars in linguistic and education literature as an English, either 

an ‘Aboriginal English’ or in an older paradigm an ‘informal English’ (see section 3.6 

above). The role of high levels of language contact is confirmed in their development. While 

these vernaculars have features in common, they are not uniform either and do not exhibit 

creole-like or SAE-like forms to the same extent. We posit different influences on the local 

language contact process could underlie these. As authors, we particularly wanted to urge 

caution against assumptions and ‘received wisdom’ about English-lexified varieties spoken 

by Indigenous people. In this space, we found on-the-ground community views and 

observations from teachers and classrooms to have been pivotal in guiding our thinking. 

7.2 Study 4. Countering misrecognition: Historical, typological and descriptive 

evidence  

Study 4 contains case studies of a wide selection of contemporary Indigenous contact 

languages in Australia. It also includes varieties hitherto not addressed in works which 
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provide overviews of Australian contact languages. The study presents a system for grouping 

Australian contact languages which makes explicit their relationships. These groupings are 

based on shared histories and broad typological make up (English-lexified or not), coupled 

with diagnostic core language features of tense, aspect and transitivity (TAT) (see Table 2). 

Language case studies illustrate each grouping. Salient features of each grouping are 

exemplified to show shared and distinguishing features of member languages. 

 

For this study, I have drawn on published and unpublished linguistic research on contact 

languages in Australia, but also from Melanesia and the Pacific. Language data in this study 

is primarily from these academic sources, but it also includes community-based sources as 

well as the input of extensive ‘ground truthing’ of my own personal experiences. Historical 

research was also required for ascertaining shared histories components.  

 

Study 4 assists with countering misrecognition in a number of ways. One is by attending to 

the varieties that are often left out of Australia’s language contact picture. This entails 

looking beyond the major contact languages, Kriol and Yumplatok, which have a reasonably 

established presence, as in more recent years do the mixed languages of Light Warlpiri and 

Gurindji Kriol. An overall picture of contact languages is an important part of contact 

language recognition. With increased attention to contact languages in recent years we can 

enumerate increasingly longer lists of named varieties but this does not show the 

relationships between them which are sometimes close, and sometimes not. In this study, 

then, I have specifically included reference to overlooked varieties plus how they fit into the 

overall picture. Thus, both the mainland as well as the Torres Strait side of the north-eastern 

contact language story is told. The varieties spoken in the former Queensland settlements are 

included and acknowledged under a feature of their contact history, their superdiversity. The 
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varieties in the zones of influence at the periphery of the Kriol Sprachraum –or at the very 

least any extant information– are also a specific inclusion in this study. Modern Tiwi is 

included in the mixed languages section alongside its more recently described and better 

known inland counterparts because it too has been posited as a mixed language (McConvell, 

2010), although of a different ilk. 

 

For Study 4, I also developed a diagnostic set of tense, aspect and transitivity (TAT) language 

features as an additional tool for bolstering recognition of contact language groupings. Each 

contact language has a signature configuration of these variably distributed TAT features, and 

in turn each grouping shares some TAT elements in common in a way not found in other 

groupings59. For example, future markers have a great range of distinctive forms and readily 

serve as a distinguishing feature. The contact languages from the Pacific, the Superdiverse 

Indigenous Settlements and the North-eastern affiliated creoles all use forms derived from 

English go (gwen, gon, gana, gona etc), but the Melanesian grouping uses reflexes of ‘by and 

by’, while Kriol and allied varieties as well as the inland mixed languages use garra-related 

forms. The case of Mornington Island Creole ga is ambiguous, fitting both go and/or garra as 

possible sources. Modern Tiwi stands alone in drawing on a traditional language based item 

for expressing future. In contrast, the past marker, bin, occurs in each grouping, but in a 

contiguous area at the southern rim of the Kriol Sprachraum we find the innovation of -m 

NFUT60. It forms a full auxiliary paradigm in Light Warlpiri, but competes with bin and 

applies only partially (i.e. to a subset of possible pronoun host forms) elsewhere in this band 

 

59 The mixed language grouping draws in the first instance on a broader typological distinction, namely their 

higher proportion of traditional language-derived elements. 
60 Yarrie Lingo also features an -m clitic, but in this language it represents a direct mapping of the PST tense of 

the independent marker bin, rather than an innovative tense category. 
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of languages. In this instance, not only does the TAT feature typology assist with grouping, it 

is suggestive of diffusion of elements too. The form and distribution of transitive markers and 

progressive markers round out these diagnostic features. 

 

Table 2. Tense, aspect and transitivity (TAT) features for grouping contact languages61 

Grouping & Language PAST TRANSITIVE -im FUTURE PROGRESSIVE 

 

Greater Pacific 

   

 

 

Hawai’i Pijin62 bin/wen  - gon ste &/or VB-in(g) 

Norf’k bin - gwen -en 

 

Melanesian 

   

Tok Pisin bin + bai istap (postverbal) 

Solomon Islands Pijin bin  + bae stap (preverbal) 

Bislama bin (PFV) + bae stap (preverbal) 

 

North-eastern affiliates 

   

Yumplatok bi(n) + (no final -m) go stil (preverbal) 

Cape York Creole bi(n) + (±m) go stil (clause initial) 

Lockhart River Creole bi(n) + (±m) go -bat tr & intr 

 

Kriol & its sphere of influence 

  

Roper River Kriol bin (3SGPST 

imin) 

+ (-i~a~u ±m) garra (partially -rra;  

some 1SG -l)63  

-bat tr &intr 

(rare: -in INTR) 

Kimberley Kriol bin  + (-im~am~um) garra  (1SG/PL -l)  -bat TR 

-in INTR 

eastern periphery     

Mornington Island Creole 

 

bin ±  ga -bat & -ing 

Kowanyama Creole bin~ba ± (±m) gada -bad/-bid TR & INTR 

(some -in(g)) 

 

61 Only a portion of this table will appear in the final published study. Abbreviations are INTR intransitive, NFUT 

non-future, PST past, PRO pronoun, SG singular, TR transitive, VB verb. 
62 wen is more common than bin; ste &/or Vb-in(g) marks progressive, but they occur in combination too 

(Siegel, 2008, pp. 71-77). 
63 1sg definite future -l is recorded for Roper River Kriol (Munro, 2011, p. 472) 
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southern periphery     

Wumpurrarni English bin~(partially  

Pro-m NFUT) 

± (heavy-light)  

(-im~em~um)  

garra (partial -rra; 

some 1SG -l) 

-in INTR only 

-bat any Vb 

Alyawarr English bin~(partially  

Pro-m NFUT) 

+ adults;  

± children 

gat  

(& some 1SG  -l) 

(adults) -bat TR; 

-in INTR 

 

Mixed languages 

    

inland     

Gurindji Kriol64 bin~(partially)  

Pro-m NONFUT) 

+  garra (partial -rra) -bat &/or -karra 

Light Warlpiri Pro-m NONFUT  

(rare: bin) 

+ -rra -ing (rare: -bat)  

island     

Modern Tiwi pin + Tiwi-derived  Tiwi-derived  

 

 

Superdiverse Indigenous Settlements 

 

Yarrie Lingo 

 

bin~PRO-m rare gana -ing 

Woorie Talk - (rare) Ø gona (1SG  -l;  

ahmma~ahmonna65) 

-in 

 

SOURCES: Hawai’i Pijin: Velupillai 2013;  Norf’k: Mühlhäusler 2013; Tok Pisin: Smith & Siegel 2013; 

Solomon Islands Pijin: Jourdan 2002; Bislama: Meyerhoff 2013; Yumplatok: Shnukal 1988, 1991; Cape York 

Creole: Crowley & Rigsby 1979; Lockhart River Creole: Mittag 2016; Kriol: Schultze-Berndt et al 2013; 

(Roper River) Kriol: Munro 2011; Kimberley Kriol: Hudson 1983a, 1983b; Mornington Island Creole: 

Language Perspectives 2015a; Kowanyama Creole: Language Perspectives 2018; Wumpurrarni English: 

Disbray 2008; Alyawarr English: Dixon  2015, 2017; Gurindji Kriol: Meakins 2013; Light Warlpiri: 

O’Shannessy 2005; Modern Tiwi: Lee 1987; Yarrie Lingo: Language Perspectives 2009; Woorie Talk: 

Language Perspectives 2015b, Mushin & Watts 2016. 

 

In researching and writing this chapter I had in mind the many interested policy makers, 

educators and linguists whom I have met, who would like to understand who speaks what 

 

64 In Gurindji Kriol, -im and -bat do not co-occur with Gurindji-derived coverbs (Meakins & O'Shannessy, 

2012, pp. 11-12). 
65 See Mushin and Watts (2016) for in-depth discussion of future marking in Woorie Talk. 
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where. They have not had available to them a coherent overall picture of what is currently 

understood of the contemporary ‘contact langscape’, but snippets, rather like separate mosaic 

tiles historically and/or geographically disconnected pictures. Study 5 marks an attempt to 

provide as full and coherent a picture as possible, given current information gaps. While 

Study 5 would most suit readers with some linguistic training, the research has spawned a 

number of more accessible items, such as a reference list, New languages list (Angelo, 

O'Shannessy, et al., 2019, pp. 115-116)66, and a number of maps (see DITRDC et al., 2020, p. 

22, p. 57). This demonstrates how typological and descriptive linguistic research can be 

paired with historical evidence to produce information which is useful for countering 

misrecognition of contact languages. It also shows how information can be packaged to be 

more or less accessible to different audiences, so endpoint user needs are an important 

consideration, a point reiterated in Education Studies (section 8). 

7.3 Study 5. Countering misrecognition: Lexical and grammatical evidence 

Study 5 is a descriptive linguistic study which reveals an instance of misrecognition at the 

lexical/grammatical level, a commonplace occurrence between contact languages and their 

lexifier languages. This study, co-authored with Eva Schultze-Berndt, describes for the first 

time how Kriol has a dedicated marker, bambai (from English ‘by and by’), for expressing an 

apprehensive function (meaning ‘lest’ and ‘or else’ in English). The Kriol morpheme bambai 

had previously only been described with a temporal function ‘later’, on account of the 

 

66 This New languages list was not originally submitted as part of the Handbook chapter which comprises Study 

5. It was published as an Appendix to the Well-being and Indigenous languages ecologies (WILE): a strengths-

based approach report, which acknowledges the research undertaken for Study 5 as its source (Angelo et al., 

2019). The Handbook editor has recently accepted a proposal to include a (slightly adapted) version of the New 

languages list to complement the listing of traditional language families. 
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overlap of this area of its meaning with English.  Both authors have worked on traditional 

Indigenous languages in the Katherine Region and have co-authored on Kriol previously 

(Schultze-Berndt & Angelo, 2013; Schultze-Berndt et al., 2013). Subsequently to Study 5, we 

have continued to research the topic of apprehensive modality (Schultze-Berndt & Angelo, 

2017, 2018), and with a colleague, Maïa Ponsonnet, we are working on Kriol modality more 

generally (Schultze-Berndt, Ponsonnet, & Angelo, 2021, forthcoming). 

 

Study 5 draws on published and unpublished language data and grammatical descriptions in 

addition to theoretical linguistic literature and historical research. Language data related to 

the expression of the apprehensive meaning associated with bambai was searched out in 

contemporary and historical English-lexified contact languages in Australia, Melanesia and 

the Pacific, but further afield too, as well as in traditional Indigenous languages. We went 

beyond academic sources for contact language data to areas such as literature, liturgical 

material, social media etc as apprehensive usages are under-described, and are likely to occur 

in cautionary tales, admonishments or face to face interactions such as giving alerts and 

warnings. We researched historical sources to understand the timing of language contact 

processes so we could consider the potential opportunities for contact language spread as well 

as the demographic situations which might promote substrate meaning transfer. Linguistic 

theoretical frameworks helped us focus on mechanisms of substrate language transfer and 

language internal patterns of grammaticalisation.  

 

The study is an illustration of how misrecognition arises because of the lexifier relationship. 

Lexical items in a contact language can easily be misconstrued to be entirely or mostly 

congruent with a source expression in the lexifier language. Hence Kriol bambai had not 

been analysed with a function beyond the temporal meaning of its English source ‘by and by, 
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an example of the deep and the deceptive language differences between Kriol and its lexifier. 

This study also serves as evidence against negative misrepresentations of Kriol (or other 

Indigenous contact languages) as merely poor or inadequate versions of English. As well as 

being a potential pitfall for linguistic descriptions and dictionaries, this has obvious  real 

world ramifications. Where Kriol is seen through a lens of English assumptions or vice versa, 

as is the case in interactions between people with asymmetrical language repertoires, then 

opportunities for misunderstandings abound. Detailed descriptions of Kriol can bring such 

issues to light for linguists. These examples could also be worked into awareness raising 

materials for teachers and other professionals to alert them to just how different the two 

languages are, which might then prompt change in classroom pedagogy or client interview 

practices67.   

 

On a personal note, I credit my understanding of apprehensive bambai to an end of year 

school play at Jilkminggan school in the NT where I worked as a visiting linguist assisting 

with the school’s Mangarrayi language program. The primary class school play was to be 

performed for the first time in Kriol. I worked with some of the older primary students on 

adapting the selected story, The three little pigs, into Kriol.  I made a cartoon of their version 

of Thribala lilwan-lilwan bigibigi for the class (which I believe was the first time these 

students had experienced written Kriol), a sample of which appears below. Each time the 

wolf comes calling on a pig, the little pig answers the wolf with “Bambai…”, predicting a 

dire situation (being eaten) is likely to unfold. Example (16) in Study 5 comes from this 

 

67 For early childhood education contexts, Maureen Hodgson (2017) (Hodgson, 2017)has written a bilingual 

Kriol-English book, Yakai! Beibigel! ‘Oh no baby girl!’ about keeping a young child safe from all manner of 

dangers around the home. She has recorded it for an online education series for remote Indigenous early 

childhood setting in the NT (Hodgson, 2019). Her story makes good use of the apprehensive bambai. 



 

 142 

cartoon. A discussion of this very cartoon piqued our interest in bambai and led the co-author 

and me into the research which resulted in Study 5. 

 

Figure 8. Excerpt from Thribala lilwan-lilwan bigibigi ‘Three little pigs’ 

 

SOURCE: Jilkminggan School (1998). Kriol words by Casey, Josiah & Leonie; transcribed, illustrated and 

translated by author.  

 

Translation 

Wolf: Little Pig let me come in or I’ll wreck your house. 

Little Pig: I won’t let you in or else you’ll eat me. 

Wolf: Well, I’ll blow and blow and I’ll wreck your house. 

Narration: And that “wolf” blew and blew… 
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8 Education studies  

This section on Education Studies contains two co-authored pieces which investigate the core 

problem of misrecognising contact languages from the perspective of how their invisibility, 

mistaken identities and/or inadequate descriptions affect students and their teachers. Study 6 

is a chapter in an edited book on Indigenous children’s languages and education. It provides a 

close analysis of a one-on-one teacher-student interaction in an assessment interview which is 

conducted against a backdrop of unknown language varieties and undifferentiated curriculum 

and assessment. Study 7 is a journal article in a special edited volume on Validity 

considerations for assessing proficiency in young language minority students in Language 

Assessment Quarterley, a flagship language assessment journal. Our study  reports on 

classroom teachers’ views of what supports or puzzles them when it comes to identifying 

Indigenous students with contact language backgrounds as L2 learners of English. Both these 

studies are co-authored with a colleague, Catherine Hudson, an applied linguist who 

specialises in L2 English proficiency assessment in schools, with whom I collaborate on 

numerous projects (e.g. Education Queensland (EQ), 2008)68, submissions (e.g. Angelo, 

Hudson, & Macqueen, 2019) and research endeavours (Angelo & Hudson, in press; Hudson 

& Angelo, 2014), and see also section 9.2 (Study 9).  

 

Below, in blue, are the references and abstracts for each of these studies, while their full text 

appears at the end of this exegesis, under the label of Study 6 or 7, along with their full 

publication title. Following the abstracts here is a reflection on each study. 

 

 

68 This set of L2 English proficiency scales has been through a number of name changes. It is currently called 

Bandscales State Schools (Queensland). 



 

 144 

Study 6 

Angelo, D., & Hudson, C. (2018). Dangerous conversations: Teacher-student interactions 

with unidentified English language learners. In G. Wigglesworth, J. Simpson, & J. 

Vaughan (Eds.), Language practices of Indigenous youth. The transition from home to 

school (pp. 207-235). London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Abstract 

This chapter draws on classroom-based research from the state of Queensland. We 

utilise data from a one-on-one curriculum assessment interview carried out by an 

Early Childhood classroom teacher with one of her young Aboriginal students. This 

student speaks an un-named and un-described English-lexified contact language as 

his L1. Despite showing signs of being at an early level of L2 English language 

proficiency, the student is an un-identified learner of English as an Additional 

Language/Dialect and is taught a “mainstream” curriculum through the medium of 

Standard Australian English. The authors highlight how –given the invisibility of this 

language learning context– the interview is unlikely to alert the generalist classroom 

teacher to this student’s second language learning characteristics, but is likely to 

result in an assessment of (surprisingly) non-optimal curriculum learning. This has 

significant ramifications, as this interaction –in lieu of any other source of guidance– 

does not of itself provide the classroom teacher with evidence which might signal to 

her that differentiated pedagogy is required to meet the student’s L2 learning needs. 

 

Study 7 

Hudson, C., & Angelo, D. (2020). Teacher Views on the Implementation of English 

Language Proficiency Scales for Young Indigenous Learners of Standard English. 
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Language Assessment Quarterly, 17(5), 491- 518. 

doi:10.1080/15434303.2020.1826489  

Abstract 

Young Indigenous students with a language background of emergent, unrecognised, 

and/or non-prestigious contact languages are commonly by-passed as English 

language learners (ELLs). Consequently, they are taught and assessed via 

undifferentiated mainstream pedagogy and testing, generally characterised by reported 

underachievement. Long-term social and linguistic minoritisation has effectively 

created this inequitable situation, excluding this cohort from standard school ELL 

processes such as on-entry identification, and specialist ELL services of assessment 

and needs-based support. In these challenging social-educational contexts, where, 

furthermore, knowledge about the varieties resulting from language contact and shift is 

still developing, initiating language assessment for these young Language Minority 

ELLs pivots on the discernment of non-specialist classroom teachers. This is clearly a 

high stakes assessment exercise for this otherwise invisible ELL cohort, as this 

evidence makes the case for language-informed responses, such as differentiated 

delivery of classroom curriculum. Prioritising the social context in language 

assessment use and drawing on exploratory practice principles, the study investigates 

teachers’ views on their use of the state mandated classroom-based proficiency tool 

(adapted to be inclusive of this Indigenous ELL sub-group). This serves to illuminate 

the kind of support teachers need to conduct identification and assessment for these 

Indigenous ELLs and to highlight the broad gaps in basic research. An analysis of the 

interviews elicits the “puzzles” facing classroom teachers. Findings include that direct 

elucidation of tool puzzles for L2 pathways in contact language contexts would be most 

useful, not a proliferation of extra tools nor a complexification of the current tool.  



 

 146 

8.1 Study 6. Misrecognition in teacher-student interactions 

Study 6 shows the dynamics of misrecognition of speakers of contact languages and their 

language ecology in a mainstream early years classroom context in the state of Queensland. 

Little is known of the local Indigenous language ecology and the mainstream policy and 

curriculum milieu which informs teaching is also silent on these language contexts. Against 

this backdrop, a one-on-one teacher-student assessment interview is analysed to reveal what 

teachers and students experience in such interactions. We  argue that given the lack of 

guidance and information, a generalist-trained teacher is not necessarily going to draw the 

conclusion that the Indigenous student speaks a contact language and is an EAL/D learner on 

the basis of this evidence. 

 

This  study applies comparative, conversational and discourse analysis methods to the one-

on-one teacher-student assessment interview. In addition, searches of education policy, 

curriculum and assessment materials for the early years of schooling were necessary. 

Information on the local language ecology was also necessary. Information on this language 

ecology was provided through on-the-ground observations. 

 

This one-on-one interview provides data and contexts which educators can relate well to. The 

student and teacher obviously have a very good relationship. We get a glimpse of an alert, 

inquisitive student quizzing his teacher about all the new stuff on her desk - and a relaxed 

teacher cheerfully responding to his scrutiny. We then get snapshots of how the two of them 

manage to communicate –to greater and lesser extents– as the parameters around the 

conversation change, such as the degree of shared context, who leads the conversation, 

through what language the topic under discussion has been experienced etc. The framing of 

the issue concerns the lack of support for teachers and their lack of basic information about 
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the local Indigenous contact language situation through to curriculum development for their 

English language learners. Importantly, from the authors’ points of view, teachers should 

related and feel comfortable with the acknowledgement of their teaching contexts, not 

blamed or maligned. 

 

This research shows the effects of misrecognition of contact languages in the classroom. It 

highlights the problematic dynamics of mainstream curriculum and assessment for teachers 

and Indigenous students whose language backgrounds involve un-/under-/mis-recognised 

contact languages, so their English language learning needs are often not flagged and met. 

The practices encouraged by mainstream education curriculum and assessment systems are 

unlikely to guide an early childhood educator to the insight that an Indigenous student is an 

English language learner who speaks a contact language as their mother tongue. In fact, this 

unrecognised English language learner, on mainstream curriculum and assessment advice (for 

fully proficient English speakers for his age and stage of learning), would be seen as a poor 

learner in all likelihood.  

 

Owing to the use of the one-on-one interview, Study 6 also reveals something of the 

experiences of the young unrecognised L2 learner of English in a mainstream, English-

medium classroom where classroom curriculum and assessment are differentiated to support 

L2 language learning needs. The student willingly participates but does not have an easy time 

when the interaction is teacher-initiated on classroom-based topics which are 

decontextualised (e.g. unsupported by relevant illustrations). There are many indications that 

the student is not quite hitting the mark from the teacher’s silences, repeated requests, 

misunderstandings and repairs. It is, I find as a classroom teacher, impossible not to 

extrapolate from this interaction and ponder the long-term cumulative effects of these 
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experiences on such students. In this learning situation the student’s language proficiencies 

are misrecognised not only in the classroom but also at a system level, as there is no 

acknowledgement of his L1 nor explicit accommodation for his L2 proficiency.  

8.2 Study 7. Teacher views on misrecognition 

Study 7 is also located in the state of Queensland. It investigates teacher-mentors’ 

perspectives about implementing L2 English proficiency assessment for Indigenous students 

with a contact language background. In Queensland students with this language background 

all experience English-medium instruction with mainstream curriculum, regardless their L2 

English proficiency level. According to policy, classroom teachers should differentiate their 

teaching to suit learner need. This cohort is reliant on their non-specialist classroom teachers 

to realise their L1 might not be SAE and to take the step of considering their level of L2 

English proficiency to then look at adjusting their teaching accordingly.  Classroom teachers 

are the lynchpin in this process, so the aim was to capture their experiences to understand 

their insights and puzzles with this cohort. 

 

The study is based on a thematic analysis of data collected via semi-structured interviews 

with fourteen teacher-mentors across Queensland. The authors, as well as outsider 

researchers, are positioned as insider educators known to the interviewers to also have 

worked with classroom teachers on L1 awareness and L2 pedagogy and assessment, a 

relationship the authors believe fostered authentic conversations. The study uses an 

exploratory practice framework which facilitates an open orientation to investigating on-the-

ground experiences to understand the issues.  For the international readership of this special 

issue of Language Assessment Quarterly, research covered how education systems in 

English-speaking, settler-colonial countries recognise and manage their students with contact 
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language backgrounds, either local or incomer populations. Soundings from Indigenous 

organisations and individuals and other researchers were also taken about how to respond to a 

request for a translation of the abstract which honoured the topic of minoritised contact 

languages (an account is written up as an appendix to the published article). 

 

In their interviews, these teacher-mentors draw attention to numerous instances of 

nonrecognition and misrecognition, which all hinge on lack of information and targeted 

training for classroom teachers. L2 learners with contact language backgrounds may be 

entirely overlooked or they may be assessed at higher levels of proficiency on account of the 

overlap between English-lexified varieties and SAE. Wording in the L2 proficiency 

assessment tool may be misinterpreted without a TESOL frame and a contact language 

frame. For example, most descriptions of beginner speaking proficiency levels refer to L2 

English learners using isolated words. As the interviewees point out, if untrained teachers see 

this as the key feature of a beginner level, they are unlikely to assess any speaker of an 

English lexified contact language as a beginner. And if students’ L2 English learning needs 

are hard to identify and assess accurately, then appropriate levels of language teaching  

support will not eventuate. Yet implicit or explicit in education policy for this student cohort 

is the concept that language-informed teaching will occur in the classroom, depending on 

need.  

 

In my opinion, speaking now from my classroom teaching experience, the teacher-mentors’ 

advice about how to address these situations is truly valuable. They join the dots between 

classroom practice and policy intent. They are quite clear that what is most useful is targeted 

information for working with their students. They distinguish between reading about contact 

languages versus the direct jolt of recognition that comes from watching videos of children 
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speaking them, accompanied by informed explanations about this type of language. They are 

equally clear about the need for the L2 English proficiency tool, as well as how to ensure it is 

better understood by teachers for this cohort: little bubbles of information unpacking how the 

descriptors apply in this instance. In sum, the teacher-mentors have practical suggestions 

from the classroom coalface for addressing misrecognition of these L1 speakers of contact 

languages and L2 English learners which –as researchers who are insider educators– I think 

we were well-placed to hear and draw out. 
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9 Community connections 

The Community connections section contributes examples of applied research that engage 

with Indigenous language communities to counter misrecognition and foster recognition of 

their contact language vernacular. Study 8 describes the process behind developing a visual 

representation of the contact language spoken in Yarrabah community in far north 

Queensland, and the ways this works to support recognition of this creole. This article 

appears in a special issue of Babel, the professional magazine of the Australian Federation of 

Modern Language Teachers Associations, produced for the International Year of Indigenous 

Languages in 2019. It is written with two education colleagues, Henry Fraser, a linguist who 

has worked on a number of such Community Vernacular Language Projects, and Bernadine 

Yeatman, a school leader and speaker of the Yarrabah creole, Yarrie Lingo, who sparked the 

very first of these ‘poster projects’. Study 9 presents a curriculum response to the 

misrecognition of speakers of Indigenous contact languages, a critical language awareness 

curriculum for student with this background and which includes community voices. This 

piece is also co-authored with educator and applied linguistics colleagues and long-term 

collaborators, Nina Carter, an experienced English and languages teacher and curriculum 

writer and a previous co-author (Angelo & Carter, 2015) and Catherine Hudson, introduced 

previously in section 8. Study 9 appears in a handbook on Language Education Curriculum 

Design. 

 

The references and abstracts for each of these studies appear directly below, in blue. The full 

text of each study is provided at the end of this exegesis, under the label of Study 8 or 9, with 

its full publication title. Following the abstracts here is a reflection on each study. 

 

Study 8 
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Angelo, D., Fraser, H., & Yeatman, B. (2019). The art of recognition. Visualising contact 

languages with Community Vernacular Language Posters. Babel, 54(1-2), 34-40.  

Abstract 

Across Australia, language contact has shaped the languages which many Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people speak today. While in some communities 

Traditional Languages have been spoken continuously from pre-invasion through to 

the present day, the language use of many First Nations Australians has shifted to 

“New Languages”, which are contact languages such as creoles and mixed 

languages, or otherwise to a variety of English. Despite the extent of language 

contact and its effects on the day-to-day language experiences of many Indigenous 

Australians, there is little discourse in the public domain or in educational settings 

about language contact or contact languages: In public data sets they are not reliably 

differentiated from Traditional Languages on the one hand, nor from English(es) on 

the other (Angelo et al. 2019). This has profound implications for Indigenous 

Australians who speak these New Languages, some of which constitute the largest 

languages that are spoken almost exclusively by First Nations peoples today. There is 

no systematic policy effort underway to work with communities to describe, recognise 

and name these New Languages, and consequently little tailoring of services to 

speakers on account of these languages. 

 

This paper presents a grounded translational research methodology, Community 

Vernacular Language Posters (Department of Education (Qld) 2018), that has been 

developed for working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community 

members to raise awareness about their local contact language and about the 

ramifications for education and other service provision. The outcome of this 
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linguistically-informed process is an accessible poster depicting local everyday ways 

of talking. Underpinning this document is the shared body of knowledge amongst 

community participants that has been generated by the many consultations and 

inclusive discussions that have taken place due to the collaborative language 

research process. Often, a Community Vernacular Language Poster project has 

resulted in a community initiative to name their local contact language. The posters 

have proven a popular initiative, as they make tangible a community’s speech variety, 

foster a sense of pride and ownership in the local vernacular and provide the 

community with tools for informing incomers about the local language situation. 

 

Study 9 

Carter, N., Angelo, D., & Hudson, C. (2020). Translanguaging the curriculum: A critical 

language awareness curriculum for silenced Indigenous voices. In P. Mickan & I. 

Wallace (Eds.), The Routledge Handbook of Language Education Curriculum Design 

(pp. 144-174). doi:10.4324/9781315661032 

Abstract 

This chapter describes in detail the underpinnings and makeup of a Critical Language 

Awareness Curriculum. It will interest the many teachers working in the contemporary 

linguistic flux of English-based contact varieties, including creoles and World 

Englishes, and diverse sociolects. It outlines how a senior school subject for English as 

a Second Language (ESL) learners is transformed into a space where Indigenous 

students engage critically with postcolonial language ecologies—their own and 

others—while augmenting their command of the standard and target language, 

English. Students come to appreciate themselves positively as powerful multilingual 

learners when their translanguaging practices are recognised and welcomed. 
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9.1 Study 8. Community engagement and the art of recognition 

Study 8 presents an innovative, practical methodology which works on redressing some of 

the language minoritisation and misrecognition experienced by the many Indigenous contact 

language speaking communities outside the fold of Kriol and Yumplatok. For the duration of 

a project, community members work together with a linguist to co-design a visual 

representation of their local way of speaking, a Community Vernacular Language Poster. The 

process involves discussing and selecting snippets of the community vernacular for display 

on the poster. This organically drives discussions and research into the historical origins of 

the vernacular, its present day role for the community and its differences and ‘distance’ from 

SAE. Due to strong involvement in iterative discussions and consultations over time, 

community members have ownership over the resulting project artefact, the poster, and an 

increased knowledge base about their own language. This generates higher levels of self-

assurance for conversations that counter misrecognition, such as with new incoming service 

providers. Sometimes the process results in the community taking on a name for their contact 

language variety, another move in the direction of recognition.  

 

Study 8 starts with an orientation for a non-specialist audience to the issues that attend 

misrecognition of Indigenous contact languages. This is followed by a detailed description of 

the process behind the first ever Community Vernacular Language Poster, At da Crick, with 

the Yarrabah community in far north Queensland. At this site, a name, Yarrie Lingo, was 

proposed and accepted for the creole spoken there. This study was written by the authors to 

establish a record of the methodology and how it works. For example, we wanted to show 

that the process involved much more than eliciting (or recording) some exchanges in the local 

vernacular to put in speech bubbles on a poster. In actuality, extensive consultations and 

collaborative, co-designed research are pivotal. It is through the iterative discussions and 
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collective endeavours that a language which has been overlooked, ignored and/or excluded 

becomes a subject worthy of study with and by the community. A design feature of the 

Community Vernacular Language Posters is to acknowledge core community participants by 

name around the edge of the poster, which functions as a community stamp of approval on 

the document. 

 

On a personal note, I see consultation processes like those in the Community Vernacular 

Language Poster projects as a potential avenue for policy change. As noted in section 5, new 

Indigenous languages have not been high on the policy radar. Few (if any) policy initiatives 

specifically address even the most fundamental aspects of Indigenous contact languages, such 

as community consultations about their language variety, a basic recognition mechanism like 

a name etc. At best, contact languages are ‘included’ in policies, but essentially not as this 

language type. In this void, the methodology described in this study provides a tangible 

example, potentially a kind of roadmap. The core focus is countering misrecognition of 

contact languages, from the ground up, with community members who can then use their 

knowledge to inform others. The process enables Indigenous community members to reflect 

on the nature and history of the local vernacular with assistance from a linguist researcher 

and to decide how they would like to represent their language to non-locals. In my view, 

policy that intentionally targets recognition of contact languages could adopt much from this 

practical approach.  

9.2 Study 9. Full circle: education for language recognition 

Study 9 describes a curriculum response to policy misrecognition. This collaborative study 

commences by documenting how eligibility for entry into a new senior years English for 
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English as a Second Language (ESL)69 learners in Queensland was not an automatic matter 

for Indigenous ESL learners (with contact language backgrounds). This instance of 

misrecognition was eventually righted, but it throws the issue at the heart of this thesis into 

high relief. It justifies why curriculum which makes a place for contact languages and their 

socio-historical situations is sorely needed. This study describes just such a course, a course 

for ‘critical language awareness’ (see section 2.2.2) which was developed for this Indigenous 

ESL learner cohort. While the content addressed topics on contact languages (students’ L1s), 

it also met syllabus requirements, such as assessment standards, for the English for ESL 

Learners course (students’ L2).  

 

Study 9 gives an in-depth description of the structure and contents of this critical language 

awareness course, and how this was accommodated within an English subject line. While 

there are commonly calls for language awareness initiatives in education for speakers of 

contact languages, there are few detailed guides for school-aged populations. In this study a 

staged framework, the language awareness continuum, is provided with plenty of practical 

activities. Likewise, at a very practical level, language awareness initiatives need to be 

housed somewhere in the school curriculum, for example in an Indigenous Studies subject, a 

Society and Environment subject etc., as there is no pre-existing subject slot. We show how a 

senior English subject was co-opted for the purpose, by dovetailing content about contact 

languages with subject specifications. 

 

A further practical aspect of Study 9, is the summary of the prior bodies of work –taking into 

account contact language backgrounds and knowledges– which underpinned the course 

 

69 In discussing Study 9, I use the term English as a Second Language (ESL), the title of the course of the time, 

rather than alternating with the current term English as an Additional Language/Dialect (EAL/D). 
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design and delivery. Community involvement is also essential, quite literally, as teaching and 

learning resources are built from the ground up for a course which is not otherwise 

automatically resourced as part of the mainstream curriculum canon. For example, video 

recordings of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander educators speaking about their language-

related experiences in schools are listed, as are interview projects with Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people from all walks of life talking about the role of various languages in 

their lives. Most importantly, however, the entire coursework involves the students and 

teachers undertaking a journey in order to recognise the contact language. This is enacted in 

partnership with the language community.  

 

As a personal reflection, it is extraordinary to think that it was a first time experience for 

these Indigenous students to learn about their mother tongue in a school setting and to be 

supported officially (i.e. purposefully resourced by the school) as L2 learners of English. 

Similarly it was a first for their teachers. If we are to address misrecognition of speakers of 

contact languages, this would be commonplace. A matter for policy perhaps. Another point is 

that with this new subject matter, much learning occurred at so many levels and on all sides, a 

process expertly supported by Nina Carter, with us, her co-authors, helping from the wings 

on occasion. This applied linguistic-languages-L2 English teaching expertise was needed to 

develop the contact language content into a course and to assist in its implementation. 

Understandably, as matters stand, schools and communities do not (yet) have this experience 

and knowledge to manage this independently. Furthermore, without this keen expert support, 

in my experience, the oomph of such special initiatives is liable to fade as hegemonic, 

curriculum as usual approaches is always there. 
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10 Contributions and limitations 

This thesis revolves around the real world issue of misrecognition of speakers of Indigenous 

contact languages and their language ecologies. The issue has been explored through a suite 

of interdisciplinary studies each of which contributes different perspectives on 

misrecognition and is suggestive of different paths to countering it. 

 

Misrecognition of a contact language often involves mistaking it for a different type. One 

contribution to the endeavour of countering such misrecognition is the development of a 

basic typology of contemporary Indigenous language ecologies in Australia. For a given 

place, this device clearly assigns each language type to its role: the community vernacular 

language type determines the most common L1 of residents, so other the type of languages 

are acquired as additional L2s (to varying degrees). This framework formally distinguishes 

contact languages and their ecologies from other types, and is thus a tool for countering their 

misrecognition and fostering their recognition.  

 

Policies and on-the-ground service delivery can potentially be differentiated according to 

language ecology, inclusive of contact language ecologies. With colleagues, we have already 

applied the language ecology framework to wider research, such as to work on well-being 

and Indigenous language ecologies (WILE) (Angelo et al., 2019) and to quantitative analyses 

too (Dinku et al., 2019). The concept of Indigenous language ecologies has had some uptake 

in the National Indigenous Languages Report (DITRDC et al., 2020). This might encourage 

other researchers to consider language ecologies as an operative variable in their 

investigations although at present, quality data on Indigenous peoples’ language use would be 

a limiting factor. A further consideration is that the language ecology framework is still a 
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basic tool at this point in time. It does not yet represent some situations, such as those with 

multiple vernaculars. There is work currently in train to address this. 

 

Within the field of linguistics,  I have developed systematic and inclusive groupings of 

contact languages in Australia which are underpinned by historical information and linguistic 

data including the TAT typology. Through this research on contact language groupings,  I 

have, for example, drawn attention to the affiliation of north-eastern contact languages, the 

varieties of the historically superdiverse Indigenous communities in Queensland and the 

contact languages on the dynamic periphery of the Kriol Sprachraum. These particular 

groupings have potential for real world ramifications, as members of each grouping would be 

candidates which should be investigated for mutual intelligibility. A case in point might be 

the north-eastern affiliates which speakers report to be largely mutually intelligible. The 

proposed groupings of contact languages along with their names are initial and will hopefully 

promote further discussion and research. The question of mutual intelligibility –or otherwise– 

within these groupings needs to be extensively ground-truthed with speakers. In this regard, I 

do not refer to the grouping of mixed languages, as this grouping is based solely on a formal 

linguistic criteria of source languages. 

 

For the research into contact language groupings, I have developed the TAT typology. It 

consists of selected core tense, aspect and transitivity (TAT) features which are diagnostic for 

groupings of contemporary English-lexified contact languages of Australia (and the south-

west Pacific). The TAT adds to previous comparative work on contact languages by 

introducing morphosyntax of contemporary varieties into the picture. In this thesis, the TAT 

has provided but one of the criteria for the groupings of contact languages which I posit. I 
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have not investigated its robustness as a standalone tool, applied it beyond these regions nor 

considered the effects of incorporating other language features in its design. 

 

In the education domain, with colleagues, I have shone a light into mainstream English-

medium classrooms in Queensland to highlight the situations faced there by speakers of un-

/under-recognised English-lexified contact languages and their teachers. The studies have 

shown that much hinges on teachers’ recognition of students as L2 learners of English, but 

how English-lexified contact language backgrounds pose particular issues due to their 

potential for misrecognition. Attention has been drawn to the on-the-ground context. There is 

a considerable lack of accessible information for classroom teachers about the language 

ecologies in which they work, and policy and curriculum generally overlook these teaching 

contexts. In these studies, the need has been put to the research fraternity for direct 

engagement with classrooms and educators’ accountabilities, such as with embodied and 

contextualised examples of students who are speaking contact languages, as these apply 

immediately to assessment and curriculum contexts. Across jurisdictions (and over time), 

particulars in these studies of policy and curriculum, teacher training,  L2 English proficiency 

tools and contact language varieties are all variables that will no doubt differ. However, these 

are studies of a type of minoritisation that should remain instructive nevertheless. Our studies 

focus attention on the role of assessment for recognition of Indigenous students’ language 

learning characteristics. Further studies could take the next step of investigating how teachers 

utilise their assessment in their planning and teaching to meet these students’ needs. We are 

currently following up on some of the teachers’ suggestions, not all, and certainly not for all 

locations where contact languages are spoken. The parameters of what constitute sufficiently 

localised and embodied examples for teachers’ purposes are in the process of being refined. 
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Another education contribution made by this thesis is a collaboratively designed curriculum 

for senior high school students that intentionally addresses Indigenous contact languages and 

their ecologies as a school subject. Our study has shown how such a course can be housed 

within an English subject line. Detailed information has been given about supporting 

materials along with a course overview and a suite of levelled language awareness activities 

which should allow for easy adaptation by educators. One aim of the course is to increase 

recognition of speakers of Indigenous contact languages, specifically students in school, but 

also their families and communities, but the extent to which this has occurred not been 

measured. However, one instance of misrecognition of L1 Indigenous contact language 

speakers was demonstrably countered due to this curriculum initiative, namely the eventual 

waiving of policy constraints around this cohort participating in the ESL subject. Another 

was that students and families, in consultation with schools, chose to enrol in this subject 

where it was offered. Recognition of L2 English language learning constitutes one element of 

the contact language ecology, the course content aims to bolster recognition of students’ L1. 

Positive teaching and learning impacts have been reported for both L2 and L1 elements, but 

only anecdotally.   

 

The thesis contributes a new methodology for working with communities of contact language 

speakers to address misrecognition of their contact language and its ecology. The 

methodology of co-designing a Community Vernacular Language Poster is documented in 

considerable detail to provide a starting point for community members, educators or linguists 

in other contexts. The ‘art of recognition’ has proven transferable to a variety of 

sociolinguistic settings within Queensland. While there has been keen uptake of the poster 

project methodology in Queensland, evidence that language awareness and recognition has 

increased remains largely anecdotal. The extent to which the process has informed 



 

 162 

community members and in what ways has yet to be formally investigated, likewise its 

impact on incoming teachers. 
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11 Conclusion 

This thesis has explored how contact languages are misrecognised, the factors that contribute 

to this and the ramifications for education, and analysed how recognition is fostered. While 

keeping in mind limitations, the thesis lays the groundwork for future research and 

recognition work. 

 

Through this exegesis I have presented a body of work which shows, from multiple 

perspectives, how, individually and as a type, new Indigenous contact languages are 

frequently misrecognised. I have shown that this misrecognition means mistaking or 

assuming that other languages play roles in speakers’ lives which, in fact, they actually do 

not. For this reason, misrecognition generally involves misconstruing the whole language 

ecology and countering it involves understanding the role each language plays. I have 

demonstrated that this issue can be usefully conceptualised by language types (contact 

languages, traditional languages, Englishes) in a language ecology framework which is 

classified according to the vernacular/L1 with other languages assigned as additional/L2.  

 

I have shown through this thesis how, overall, new Indigenous contact languages are poorly 

recognised in Australia. Many are misrecognised to the extent that they have no official 

name, there is little information in the public domain and few policy strategies to engage with 

this language type. Clearly there is some variability, as the most populous of the creoles (and 

indeed of all Indigenous languages), Kriol and Yumplatok, have a degree of presence in 

policy documents, in that they are regularly named. Nevertheless, I have endeavoured to 

demonstrate that, at this point in time, policies do not specifically target issues for speakers of 

contact languages and their language ecologies. 
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This thesis has illustrated that misrecognition is multi-layered and multifactorial. The fusion 

of linguistic influences evident in contact languages can encourage misrecognition. A name is 

useful for practical recognition purposes, such as forms, lists and maps, but circumstances 

may or may not lead to a name being adopted for a contact language and may or may not 

foster the uptake of this name. The important role new Indigenous contact languages play for 

their speakers is misrecognised because of such factors, but also if more attention is paid to 

other language types. The exclusion of contact languages from the policy zone means that 

data on contact languages is not requested and apt policy initiatives are not considered, 

further amplifying their invisibility in policy. The list of misrecognitional factors is long. To 

cap it off, I have shown that misrecognition and consequent minoritisation of contact 

languages seems to be but a part of an overall lack of languages policy in Indigenous affairs 

and, beyond that, a dearth of general language policy in Australia.  

 

This thesis further shows that misrecognition of contact languages has many self-reinforcing 

guises. Speakers of a contact language may be misrecognised as speakers of another 

language, meaning their L1 strengths in their mother tongue are overlooked and their L2 

acquisition of another language is unsupported (as instead of L2 learners they are assumed to 

be L1 speakers with mother tongue proficiency). Although language contact and contact 

languages are big players in present day Indigenous language landscapes, I have 

demonstrated how policies still struggle to differentiate them from other language types. This 

under differentiation fails to grapple with the recognitional trajectories of contact languages, 

which are then not supported. The thesis illustrates how contact languages described 

linguistically might remain unheard of by policy makers or people employed in delivering 

services to these language communities. The dynamics of these multiple layers of 

misrecognition are self-reinforcing. Due to misrecognising the existence of and/or the 
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significance of contact languages, non-specialists are unlikely to seek information about them 

in the first place, but if they were to, it is not packaged accessibly for them. I have shown that 

what can be gleaned is little, and what is available has unexplained gaps and inconsistencies. 

 

Misrecognition of new Indigenous contact languages is revealed as multifaceted, both in its 

causes and in its iniquitous ramifications for their language communities. By centring the 

phenomenon of misrecognition as the core issue in this thesis, and applying interdisciplinary 

approaches, I have sought to build a body of evidence of the phenomenon. This evidence 

consists of decades of on-the-ground professional experiences augmented through studies, 

often collaborative, which I have published on and around the topic. I have shown how 

working as an insider teacher-linguist within Indigenous community organisations and 

colleagues, and within education with teachers, Indigenous colleagues and community 

members, has frequently drawn my attention to the considerable issue of how speakers of 

contact languages and their language ecologies are mis-/under-/un-recognised, with real 

world consequences. 

 

In this thesis I hope to have shown that revealing and countering misrecognition, and indeed 

working towards recognition, entails a willingness to go beyond academic discipline 

boundaries. The body of work presented here draws to varying extents on linguistic 

fieldwork, language comparison and description, historical and sociolinguistic work, 

education projects, classroom interactions, teacher interviews, community projects, policy 

analysis and demographic investigations. All shed light on the misrecognition of contact 

languages and their ecologies from different perspectives. Importantly, each different 

misrecognition glimpsed is also suggestive of a potential opening to progress a different 

aspect of recognition.  
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In the domain of education, languages are absolutely pivotal, so the potential effects of 

misrecognition are manifold. Misrecognition of children who are speakers of contact 

languages prevents all manner of support considerations from resourcing of L1 services to 

differentiating for L2 learners. At a system level, misrecognition of Indigenous students with 

contact language backgrounds can mean, as shown in some of the studies in this thesis, that 

teachers will not be supported with relevant information and advice. Teachers themselves 

plainly state that information which interacts with their actual ‘fieldwork site’ (our wording) 

is what is useful, again validating the need for respectful, practical engagement with endpoint 

users beyond the academy. Community members have willingly engaged with making 

resources and courses to assist teachers and other professionals to understand their contact 

language situations. However, the space for this is not supported in policy at this point. 

Investigating what is most effective for assisting teacher language awareness remains a 

matter for further research.  

 

On the flip side, recognition of contact languages can be fostered in just as many ways as 

misrecognition occurs. This thesis has given many examples of looking at the issue of 

(mis)recognition from different perspectives, to see the puzzles and blockages from different 

vantage points and to make moves towards recognition by dealing with them. Recognition 

involves being seen and heard. Most recognitional processes exemplified in this thesis have 

roots in on-the-ground consultations with Indigenous communities about their contact 

language and its ecology, often with a view to gaining more language-informed services. As 

recognition for contact languages involves participants and systems beyond the language 

community, so tools, documents and artefacts which help to join the dots for those users play 

a part too. At a local level, representations of the local contact language with input from 
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community members validates the language and makes a useful talking point with incomers. 

On a larger scale, inclusive and well-researched lists or maps of contact languages recognise 

them, not only by name –although this too has benefits– but also because they provide an 

overall picture rather than a name here and there. A tool like the language ecology 

framework, though this too needs further refinement, plays its part by explicitly 

differentiating contact language ecologies from other ecology types. 

 

This thesis shows that linguistic tools can be readily harnessed for work that assists with 

recognising speakers of contact languages. Creolistics can provide a general grounding in 

contact languages and their development. Historical linguistic research can validate contact 

languages showing how their different influences are rooted in community history. 

Sociolinguistic research can demonstrate the role of contact languages in communication and 

identity. Description can reveal the make up of contact languages and all their linguistic 

subsystems. Typological methods can capture basic patterns about contact languages which 

can inform frameworks. Comparative analysis can demonstrate the deep differences between 

lexifier and contact languages. I have endeavoured to provide some examples of how 

information which linguistic tools reveal can then be packaged for particular audiences and 

purposes. 

 

A gap in the body of academic work that I present in this thesis is First Nations voices. In this 

regard, I have endeavoured to steer a respectful path by presenting evidence of the issue and 

promoting the need for consultation with community members on their views. In the thesis 

exegesis, I have refrained from making recommendations because this is a space for 

community views. Going forward I will be engaged in a research project that has grown from 
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this thesis, Understanding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander language ecologies in 

collaboration with academic colleagues and First Nations participants. 

 

This thesis provides evidence of misrecognition of contact languages and of real world 

ramifications for speakers. Despite a considerable presence in the Indigenous language 

landscape, evidence shows that in the Australian policy and education spheres we have not 

developed ways of understanding and responding to contact languages in a systematic or 

constructive fashion. This thesis shows us that we can and should do so. 
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Abstract 

This chapter examines the place of creoles in the modern-day education milieu. It 

acknowledges the many ideological challenges and practical considerations for 

creoles in the educational space whilst bringing a multilingual education 

perspective to the fore. Using the concept of a contact language ecology, the 

chapter unpacks the language components that typically feature in multilingual 

education for creole speaking students. This approach reflects the linguistically 

heterogeneous contexts typically faced by education stakeholders in creole 

speaking speech communities that involve students’ creole mother tongue as well 

as standard languages and often heritage languages too. On-the-ground case 

studies in different jurisdictions are included to illustrate a range of educational 

initiatives that have been implemented for creole speakers and the kinds of factors 

that have influenced these, including language policy and planning. 

INTRODUCTION 
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There is increasing international agreement on the importance of mother tongue and 

multilingual education for student success, engagement and retention (see Ball 2011; 

UNESCO 2018). Without a doubt, positive recognition of creoles in the classroom enhances 

creole speakers’ educational experiences too. In creole speaking contexts, education can 

additionally function to heighten socio-linguistic awareness and acceptance of creoles which 

is often lacking due to the long shadows cast by dominant, standard/lexifier languages. It is 

rare that education systems grasp the pedagogical implications and opportunities of creoles 

and proactively tackle multilingual responses to benefit their speakers, despite the obvious 

potential benefit for these cohorts. As a result, for students who speak creoles rather than 

standard languages of classroom instruction, a lack of recognition and respect for their 

language background are constant systemic hurdles to attaining equal educational 

opportunities and language rights (Migge, Léglise & Bartens 2010a; Siegel 2006a, 2006b). 

Education policy guides how education services interact with students’ language 

backgrounds, including the use of a mother tongue and/or the addition of other languages. 

Policy can thus be a prime tool for breaking the entrenched cycles of educational exclusion 

experienced by creole speaking populations and for achieving their educational aspirations. 

To support creole speakers’ education, the field of language planning for minoritised 

languages is highly relevant, particularly status planning both with the general community 

and with teachers who are critical players in implementing education policy (e.g. Baldauf & 

Kaplan 2005; Kaplan & Baldauf 2008).  

 

Definitions and scope 

For the purposes of this chapter, the expression creole includes not only creoles but also 

related contact language varieties such as extended pidgins and mixed languages. Non-

standard dialects are not included in this treatment.  
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In its broad sense, education includes the entire sector, from policy makers and 

administrators through to institutions such as universities and schools. School education (or 

schooling) notionally encompasses the early years, primary grades and high school (or 

secondary school), although how these are designated and provided vary widely across 

jurisdictions. Teaching can be divided into curriculum – mandated target content knowledge 

and skills, pedagogy – the manner and methods of classroom delivery and assessment – 

ways of gauging student learning and achievement. The curriculum is typically divided into 

(school) subjects, such as mathematics, science, history etc. Medium of instruction refers 

explicitly to the language in which curriculum subjects are delivered; an important and often 

overlooked implication is that this language itself is often not taught. A target language, on 

the other hand, is a recognised object of teaching and learning and usually a school subject. A 

standard language serves official purposes and is often deemed to increase students’ 

academic and economic opportunities and is typically socio-economically aspirational. 

Minoritised language reminds us that in many language ecologies, a creole is the dominant 

language in terms of speaker numbers but its educational, economic and political agency is 

limited. Official refers to what is intentionally resourced or enacted by education systems. In 

this chapter, (education) policy means the overt, top-down, officially imposed documents and 

practices that influence education. Community-led and/or bottom-up processes (McCarty 

2008) will be attributed specifically. Implementation refers to the purposeful actions that 

support the enactment of education policy in schools.  

Broad distinctions about how creoles are utilised in education programs, systematised 

by Siegel (1999a), are continued here: Formal, official instrumental programs use the creole 

intentionally as a medium of instruction; awareness programs foster recognition of the 

creole; accommodation allows the creole but it is not an official part of the curriculum. I also 

introduce the concept of a contact language ecology, the constellation of languages, 
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including the creole, in a given locality: An ecological approach is a practical heuristic for 

engaging community and education stakeholders with conceptualising the multiple language-

in-education responses fundamental to creole speaking contexts (Angelo 2011). 

This chapter does not attempt to reproduce the existing fine treatments of the topic of 

creoles in education, which include overviews of programs of different types and the 

challenges surrounding them (see particularly Migge, Léglise & Bartens 2010b; Siegel 2012). 

Rather, this chapter focuses on bringing the field into the current multilingual turn in 

applied linguistics and education (May 2014) through a contact language ecology 

perspective. 

This chapter first highlights critical issues affecting creoles in education before moving 

to a discussion of multilingual education that addresses the typical elements of contact 

language ecologies, namely creole, standard and heritage languages. Selected case studies 

then illustrate real-life education and policy configurations. The chapter closes on future 

research directions. 

 

CRITICAL ISSUES 

Like other minoritised languages, creole languages suffer from a prestige and power 

asymmetry with standard languages which marginalises them and privileges the others in 

education, economic and political systems (Tollefson 2013; Blommaert 1999; Shohamy 

2006). As a result, unidirectional bilingualism is typical with creole speakers required to learn 

the standard language, but not vice versa. Creole languages, if indeed they are recognised as 

autonomous and valid languages at all, are heavily disfavoured as a medium of instruction 

and are rarely taught as a target language in schools and higher education settings (i.e. 

typically not studied or counted towards academic results). Likewise, creole speakers’ 

language needs in the classroom are also frequently ignored, resulting in a failure to employ 
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the creole mother tongue and/or to intentionally teach a standard language when it is used for 

classroom instruction. This state of affairs is unpacked further in the following sections: first, 

briefly, from the perspective of all minoritised languages in education; then, in more detail, 

according to issues specific to creoles. 

 

Minoritised languages in education 

The history of education provision by nation states has by and large revolved around national, 

standard languages and not minoritised languages such as creoles (Wright 2012). This 

historical tendency is amplified in many education policies which steer attention towards 

goals and outcomes and away from the language(s) that support them, which particularly 

affects speakers of minoritised languages. For example, an international development goal is 

literacy (UNESCO 2016). However, literacy-oriented policies are often silent on students’ 

actual language repertoires and how these relate to the language(s) in which they are to 

develop literacy. Thus modern literacy education policy is often conceived with monoglot 

and standard language ideologies (Siegel 2006b): Speakers of hegemonic, dominant, standard 

languages of literacy may benefit, but speakers of other languages, and their educational 

needs, are rendered invisible or even positioned as failed literacy learners. Typically, 

minoritised languages, including creoles, are subject to incorrect and prejudicial beliefs that 

justify the status quo, namely their exclusion from education (May 2012). Less heard are the 

advantages of minoritised languages in education for their speakers, such as how a mother 

tongue is the best understood medium of instruction or the vernacular inspires the speech 

community to engage actively with schooling.  

 

Special features of creoles in education 
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One set of notions that pertains specifically to creoles in education, is misrecognition due to 

the creole-lexifier relationship. The perception of some shared linguistic material between 

them makes it possible for creoles to be misrecognised as a (poorer) version of their lexifier. 

This phenomenon of mistaken identity is a constant for creoles but not usual for other kinds 

of minoritised languages. A mistaken identity can effectively render the creole entirely 

invisible as an autonomous language in its own right, which means it cannot be considered 

for a role in speakers’ education (Siegel 2010: 385). Furthermore, if creole speakers are not 

seen as speaking a separate language, then they cannot be recognised as learners of the 

lexifier, or as having bilingual resources in the creole and the lexifier. For this reason, 

language awareness, a constellation of linguistic and sociolinguistic understandings, is 

considered a necessary enabling condition for recognising a creole, which in turn is a 

necessary condition for deciding its role in students’ education (Angelo & Carter 2015). Even 

if recognised, for education purposes a creole is still often compared with its lexifier, 

unfavourably, especially in countries where the lexifier is the norm for classroom instruction . 

Sometimes, the creole-lexifier relationship will be invoked as the rationale for purposefully 

keeping a creole out of education, on the debatable grounds that it is the creole which 

interferes with acquiring the standard, rather than the insufficiency of the language 

curriculum and pedagogy for the creole speaking cohort (Migge et al. 2010a: 11-2).  

Another set of creole-specific issues relates to the socio-historical provenance and 

contested positioning of creoles compared to the other languages in their language ecology. 

In most language ecologies, creoles occupy a different socio-cultural niche to both standard 

languages and to other traditional or heritage languages. These kinds of languages are more 

likely to have inherited settings as a result of their different provenance in contrast to creoles 

whose origins lie in relatively recent language contact and shift processes. This means that a 

standard language is much more likely than a creole to have an inherited continuous and 
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assured place in education institutions, simply on the basis of expectations set by past history. 

Modern national education systems exhibit a strong tendency to favour inherited language 

settings, and so standard languages, many with a colonial history, predominate. On the other 

hand, traditional cultural knowledges and practices tend to have a long history of being 

embodied in other languages, neither the standard nor the creole, but perhaps the language(s) 

of local Indigenous peoples, or the original languages of enslaved peoples, indentured 

labourers and/or immigrant ethnic groups. Regardless of the present day proficiency with 

which creole speakers speak their traditional/heritage languages, they may still be a powerful 

source of cultural, religious or spiritual identity for creole speakers that reach back through 

time. Consequently, traditional/heritage languages might attract advocacy in education, for 

the purposes of maintaining or reviving cultural identity and practices, and standard 

languages might be supported as the (inter-)national educational default, but also for their 

espoused socio-economic advantages. Discourses promoting either or both of these language 

types can be at the expense of a role for a creole mother tongue, and so may even be a factor 

in overlooking creoles in language and education policy. 

These issues, plus the litany of others that attend minoritised languages, continually 

undervalue creole languages thus reinforcing their exclusion from education. Official 

programs that acknowledge creoles –accommodation, awareness and/or mother tongue 

instrumental– therefore require active and ongoing status planning to establish and/or 

maintain acceptance by the speech community itself (plus the broader general public). This 

ensures a linguistic reality check on the language means for attaining educational ends, and 

constitutes the basis for recognising goals like learning a heritage language and/or the 

standard language (Siegel 1997, 1999b).  

 

ECOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK FOR CREOLES IN MULTILINGUAL EDUCATION 
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For speakers of creoles, education almost always represents a heteroglossic, language contact 

context, given that they are learners of additional, more prestigious languages, socio-

economically and/or culturally. For speakers of minoritised languages, mother tongue-based 

multilingual education is the recommended approach, whereby schooling, including 

literacy, commences in the mother tongue and transitions, partially or entirely, to a standard 

language at a negotiated year level (UNESCO 2018). However, this general model for 

minoritised languages fails to capture the sociolinguistic and socio-historical distinctiveness 

of creoles and their language ecologies. In contrast, the ecological framework here assists 

stakeholders to develop a form of mother tongue-based multilingual education that takes 

account of the creole, (socio-economically valued) standard language(s), and other possible 

languages of cultural significance by considering:  

i) how the creole will be recognised and intentionally harnessed for students’ benefit, as 

a medium of instruction, the focus of a language awareness program or otherwise 

accommodated; 

ii) how the additional standard language(s) will be taught as a second or foreign 

language; and  

iii) how other culturally significant language(s) will be included in the curriculum.  

Each language element of the ecological framework, creoles, standard languages and 

other significant languages, is unpacked below to illustrate their diverse parameters in 

different contexts. 

 

Creoles in multilingual education  

Some creoles might be spoken by almost everybody as their first language (e.g. Seselwa on 

the Seychelles), but other creoles might be spoken by a section of the populace, perhaps 

Indigenous peoples (e.g. Kriol and Yumplatok in Australia) and/or another particular ethnic 
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or historical grouping of people, such as immigrants. Sometimes it is commonly spoken as a 

second language and lingua franca (e.g. Tok Pisin in Papua New Guinea), perhaps with fewer 

mother tongue speakers. 

For a creole to be harnessed for official schooling purposes, its recognition and 

acceptance is paramount. Educators and the community must be onboard with its classroom 

benefits. This presupposes language awareness and advocacy, perhaps developed through 

community-based linguistic activities, or delivered as part of purposeful language status 

planning, perhaps through teacher education institutions. Given a modicum of awareness 

about a creole, the proportion of creole speakers in each school cohort, in the country as a 

whole and/or amongst a political elite will also influence the traction for education responses 

and their shape. Implementing classroom programs requires trained teachers who are 

confident with the selected approach, which might entail spoken and/or written proficiency in 

the creole or only an awareness of it. Other constraints include the availability of material 

resources such as practical spelling systems, curriculum documents and teaching and learning 

resources across the curriculum.  

Accommodation programs allowing informal use of a creole in the classroom require 

the least intensive investment in people and materials. They may promote an overtly positive 

continuation of local communicative practices, and contribute to language awareness. Or they 

may amount to little more than a laissez faire attitude of not actually barring teachers and/or 

students from using their creole informally, perhaps to assist with learning through the 

standard language. Although definitely a step better than banning the creole from school, 

accommodation is essentially an unreliable approach to classroom learning because it is 

usually unofficial, without explicit curriculum or staffing commitments. As a result, 

classroom content can be left to bilingual individuals to interpret for creole speaking students, 

typically in an ad hoc fashion, thus continuing the marginalisation of the creole from teacher 
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training, employment strategies and education discourses (i.e. no development of common 

terminology for curriculum content like maths, literacy etc).  

Awareness programs are a status planning tool. Despite their many permutations, they 

all share the goal of recognising that the creole is a valid language and a separate language 

from the lexifier, and consequently that creole speakers are learners of the lexifier as a 

second/foreign language. Language awareness for creole contexts may include elements such 

as respectful accommodation of the creole, contrastive analysis of the creole and the lexifier, 

and critical analyses of power accorded to the languages represented in the local language 

ecology (Siegel 2006b; Alim 2010), and may be tailored to teacher-student language 

asymmetries and reciprocal learning (Angelo et al. 2015). Language awareness is thus a vital 

tool for recognising creoles and establishing creole speakers’ language and service rights in 

education contexts.  

Instrumental programs intentionally plan for the use of the creole as a medium of 

instruction for the purpose of learning classroom curriculum. Most creole instrumental 

programs run for the first few years of school and include early mother tongue literacy, and 

then transition to the standard language. Individual program parameters vary according to the 

number of years a creole is the medium of instruction, the point at which another language is 

introduced, the curriculum subjects allocated to each language etc. The resourcing of 

instrumental programs differs, with some programs given specialist support and training, full 

curriculum in the creole plus teaching and learning resources, while others require teachers to 

independently develop the entire learning program that they deliver in the creole. 

Instrumental programs are most likely of all to raise contention, as they invest most heavily 

and visibly in the creole for education purposes.   

 

Standard languages in multilingual education for creole speakers 
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The national standard language is often the lexifier of a country’s creole(s), but not always, 

and some countries cater for more than one national language in their education system. 

Ongoing interaction between the standard and the creole might foster post-creole continua, a 

linguistic context that might further obscure the language learning required for creole 

speakers to attain proficiency in the standard. At the level of the local language ecology, 

students might experience the socio-economically prestigious, standard language of 

government institutions as a foreign language only used in the classroom, but it could also be 

part of the fabric of everyday life, a common second language, or perhaps just for a local 

elite. Regardless of its place in the local language ecology, proficiency in the standard 

language will be an espoused educational aspiration and this language will be a major player 

in the education policy space. Concerns over academic achievement in the standard language 

can undermine classroom initiatives for the creole vernacular: It is a commonly held but 

mistaken belief that the greater the time spent submersed in the standard language the better 

the curriculum learning results will be (Siegel 2006a).  

Education policies for standard languages, which intentionally respond to creole 

speakers, are mindful of recognising and respecting students’ language backgrounds while 

explicitly teaching the standard language as a second or foreign language. The language of 

instruction for teaching the curriculum for each school subject is overtly stated and expressly 

taught as a target. At the very least, this requires language awareness programs that foster 

acceptance of the creole amongst educators and community members so that the need for a 

target language teaching methodology (i.e. second or foreign language teaching) is 

established and accepted. Where the standard language is used as the medium of instruction, 

content and language integrated learning (CLIL) approaches support creole speakers to learn 

both the target, standard language and the content of each subject. A staged language 

curriculum in the target standard language also focuses attention on the fact that creole 
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speaking students are learning the standard language as a language additional to their creole 

mother tongue. Second language proficiency tools can be developed to track creole speakers’  

language learning journeys. These steps intentionally steer human and curriculum resources 

towards the provision of an additive language learning environment. Teaching the standard as 

a second/foreign language might even be the only pragmatic educational response in the short 

term, perhaps due to community sentiments; ongoing, unstable language shift processes; 

early stages of creole language instrumentalisation; or the linguistic diversity of the student 

population. So even though standard language programs and early exit bilingual programs 

would generally be considered less desirable than mother tongue or extended bilingual 

programs, in many contact language ecologies, creole aware, targeted standard language 

teaching would go well beyond the laissez faire ignoring or submersing of creole speakers in 

a standard language classroom, and may be the only practical response currently available 

(e.g. Winer 2006; Angelo & Hudson 2018).  

 

Heritage & other significant languages in multilingual education for creole speakers 

Languages of ethnic and cultural identity are powerful motivators. Creole speakers might 

therefore overtly value other languages which are used less prominently in the local ecology 

in terms of speakership, but which serve as languages of identification and affiliation, such as 

Indigenous languages or other cultural heritage languages. For example, Indigenous 

vernaculars with their connections to traditional lands, knowledges and practices might be 

considered intrinsic to an Indigenous group’s recognition, self-determination and cultural 

survival (McCarty & Coronel-Molina 2017). Alternatively, ethnic groups within a creole 

speaking speech community might be heavily invested in their heritage languages as a vital 

part of their own religious practices or formal education pathways, where they live or in their 

ancestral countries. Such languages of cultural significance might have a high profile in the 
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community and might generate considerable advocacy. Where there is little awareness of a 

creole, but affiliatory traditional/heritage language(s) have high visibility and prestige, it is 

even possible for outsiders to believe that children are speakers of the higher profile 

traditional/heritage language(s), rather than their own creole mother tongue.   

 

CASE STUDIES 

The following case studies cover a selection of contexts for creole speakers in a range of 

program types, language ecologies and socio-political settings. Real world dynamics affect 

creoles in education so these grounded snapshots reveal some of the variability in whether 

and how programs are operationalised and maintained. 

 

French-lexified creoles in the Indian Ocean 

French-lexified creoles are spoken by the majority of their populations in the independent 

countries of Seychelles and Mauritius and the French overseas region (département) of 

Reunion. These countries have plantation histories, with their populations historically drawn 

from a wide variety of backgrounds, particularly Africa, India and Asia. Each country has 

different (sets of) official languages and is on a different multilingual education pathway: The 

Seychelles has an official mother tongue instrumental program, Mauritius treats Kreol as an 

optional language subject, while Reunion implements predominantly language awareness 

programs. 

 

SEYCHELLES. Around 95% of the population of the Seychelles speak Seselwa, the French-

based creole, an official language here along with English and French (Michaelis & Marcel 

2013). The creole, Seselwa, also called Kreol, is used in mother tongue-based education 

which commenced here in 1982 to stop miseducation in colonial languages not understood by 



 

 225 

children. High literacy, graduation and continuing education rates have been associated with 

this initiative (Laversuch 2008: 378-9). An official trilingual language policy informs the 

National Curriculum Framework. All learning until Key Stage 2 (Year 3 of primary school) is 

in Seselwa. At this juncture, a standard language, English, is added as a language of 

instruction for three subjects and it remains the medium of instruction throughout secondary 

school. French, another standard language and the lexifier, is taught as a foreign language 

(Ministry of Education 2013: 16-9 particularly).  

Today, the position of Seselwa in education is still far from assured even though the 

mother tongue-based language policy has had positive educational outcomes and significant 

language planning initiatives have been undertaken to build the prestige of the local creole 

and to counteract prejudice. A major destabilising factor is that Seselwa is not the language 

of international companies or powerful governments on whom the Seychelles depends 

directly and indirectly for grants, investment and tourism. This socioeconomic inequality 

complicates the position of the local creole in education, often undermining it overtly or 

covertly (Laversuch 2008). The transitional positioning of Seselwa in education reportedly 

contributes to its lack of academic prestige amongst secondary students and teachers: After 

the early years of schooling Seselwa is used only in non-academic subjects until it is dropped 

altogether, potentially bolstering perceptions that it is unimportant educationally. 

Furthermore, if formal experiences of Seselwa texts and discourse are predominantly for 

early didactic purposes, then speakers may also feel insecure in using it formally as adults 

(Jones & Singh 2005: 128-30). Seychelles teachers are also susceptible to negative views of 

Seselwa and almost thirty years on may still question the efficacy of Seselwa medium 

education (Fleischmann Schwarz & Nick 2018). 
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MAURITIUS. In contrast to the Seychelles, Mauritius only has one official language, English. 

Kreol Morisien (Mauritian Creole) is spoken by most people (86% of the population in the 

2011 Census), a percentage which has been steadily increasing since 1944 when these 

records began. English is the main language of education and administration, while the 

lexifier of Kreol, French, is socially prestigious (Baker & Kriegel 2013; Owodally 2014). 

Since 2012, Kreol has been included in school curriculum as one of the “heritage language” 

options alongside Arabic, Urdu and Hindi, amongst others. As a result there is now a suite of 

school resources for grades 1-7 of teacher guides and student work books (e.g. Mauritius 

Institute of Education (MIE) 2017). There are also useful reference works including a 

grammar (Police-Michel, Carpooran & Florigny 2011), a monolingual Kreol dictionary 

(Carpooran 2009) and a guide to the standard orthography (Carpooran 2011), all written in 

Kreol.  

Although a latecomer to Mauritian school curriculum, Kreol is now included, but 

amongst the heritage language options.  Whereas the other heritage languages are affiliated 

with specific ethno-religious groupings and are often target languages for students, Kreol is 

the most commonly spoken language on Mauritius, is spoken proficiently across all the 

different ethnic groupings and rarely needs teaching. Pedagogically Kreol could be more 

useful for mother tongue literacy or as a medium for delivering classroom curriculum. As 

Kreol is just one of many heritage language options, it is unlikely that parents affiliated to 

specific ethnic groups would select Kreol over their ethnic heritage language and so its rate of 

selection (as an optional school subject) may not reflect its large speakership (Owodally 

2012, 2010, 2014).  

 

REUNION. Reunion is an overseas jurisdiction (département) of France and French is the only 

official language here. The French-lexified Reunion Creole is spoken by around 90% of the 
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population, as well as by a diaspora population in France (Bollée 2013). Reunion Creole is 

one of four creoles recognised in 2000 by the French government with the status of a 

“regional language”, or Langue Vivante Régionale (often abbreviated to LVR in education 

documents). This legal status permits Reunion Creole to be officially utilised in schools, and 

it was included as one of the target subjects in the secondary teacher accreditation 

examinations, CAPES, from 2003 (see Bolus 2010: 93-5  for an account in a different 

jurisdiction). In Reunion, awareness of Creole has been growing, as has its status as a marker 

of local Reunion identity, but initiatives to include it in schools have moved slowly. Lofis la 

lang Kréol la Rényon advocates for Reunion Creole, including its potential benefits in 

schools (e.g. Gauvin 2009). It is also possible to study Reunion Creole at undergraduate and 

masters level at the Université de La Réunion. 

There is a departmental plan for implementing LVR programs in Creole and Académie 

de La Réunion (the education council of Reunion) hosts a LVR website, with links to laws, 

policies and Creole language and cultural teaching resources, such as early childhood rhymes 

and story books, local culture and history and comparative grammar. In 2016, there were 267 

LVR qualified teachers, delivering awareness programs or language teaching in cycles 1-3 

(early childhood, primary and junior secondary school), including 26 early years bilingual 

programs (Georger 2016: 4). In Reunion, language awareness might assist students with 

discriminating between their Creole and the target French language, the lexifier and official 

medium of instruction. The separate linguistic systems might be obscured by the pronounced 

variation in Creole (Bollée 2013) and hybridisation of French and Creole (Lebon-Eyquem 

2015, 2010). Preliminary evaluations suggest students’ metalinguistic discrimination abilities 

and standard French test results benefit from LVR approaches (Georger 2016: 6). 

 

Melanesia 
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The Melanesian nations of Papua New Guinea, Vanuatu and the Solomon Islands are highly 

linguistically and ethnically diverse nations. Each has an English-lexified creole (or expanded 

pidgin), Tok Pisin, Bislama and Pijin respectively, which functions as an important lingua 

franca and increasingly as a mother tongue. Since gaining their independence from colonial 

rule (between 1975 - 1980), each country has pursued its own education policies. In 

education documents from this region, the term “vernacular” sometimes refers exclusively to 

traditional Indigenous languages, (i.e. not including the pidgin/creole), a potential source of 

misunderstanding for researchers. 

 

PAPUA NEW GUINEA. In the 1990s, Papua New Guinea was considered a regional leader in 

providing early childhood education in the local language chosen by each community, which 

then in children's subsequent school years transitioned to English medium of instruction. This 

initiative included Tok Ples, local traditional vernacular languages, as well as the English-

lexified creole, Tok Pisin, and Hiri Motu, another creole lingua franca. Both creoles are 

officially recognised as national languages alongside English (Smith & Siegel 2013). Tok 

Pisin is expanding as a mother tongue, and it has progressed considerably along an 

instrumentalisation pathway, with public use in parliament, print and broadcast media, 

widespread signage etc, and relatively high levels of literacy. The early impetus of mother 

tongue medium education floundered for a time with a move to English only medium of 

instruction announced in late 2012 (Lo Bianco 2015: 605; Honeyman 2015). However, recent 

curriculum documents signal a re-commitment to using students’ “home language” in 

elementary classes (the first three years) and Tok Pisin is utilised frequently to word target 

curriuclum content (e.g. Department of Education (PNG) 2015). Complex reactions to the 

introduction of formal Tok Ples and/or Tok Pisin programs in elementary school have been 

reported from the outset, even though student results are reportedly better in some instances 
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(Malone & Paraide 2011; Siegel 1996). Within the one community setting, stakeholders can 

have different perspectives on the matter, with students, more than their teachers and parents, 

considering Tok Pisin helpful as a bridge into English learning (Devette-Chee 2013, 2015). 

Teachers generally receive little professional development about managing languages for 

curriculum learning and are understandably uncertain about how “bridging” from first 

languages to English should be undertaken exactly. They nevertheless demonstrate 

considerable facility for harnessing their own and their students’ language repertoires, 

including Tok Pisin, for classroom learning (Franken & August 2011).  

 

VANUATU. In Vanuatu, the English-lexified creole, Bislama, has the status of national 

language, and it is also one of the country’s three official languages, along with the colonial 

languages English and French. Bislama is spoken widely as a lingua franca and increasingly 

as a first language, and is employed frequently in the public domain in broadcast and print 

media. Until recently, schooling was offered in English or French medium, parents choosing 

between options (if actually available in their locality) (Meyerhoff 2013; Willans 2015). 

Impetus for a multilingual language approach to education has, however, been growing here 

in recognition of the varying language ecologies across the nation. There is now some 

support for delivering Years 1-3 in a mother tongue, be it a local traditional Indigenous 

vernacular and/or Bislama, while young students simultaneously also learn one of the other 

official languages, English or French, in a gradual additive dual language approach ‘ademap 

lanwis sloslo’ (Willans 2018; Vanuatu Education Support Program [VESP] 2017). Even 

though early exit transitional bilingual programs are generally not considered optimal from 

an academic research point of view, this has been seen as a turning point for Vanuatu 

education which has struggled to define multilingual, post-colonial education policies outside 

of its English and French legacy (Vandeputte-Tavo 2013; Willans 2011, 2014, 2017). 
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Considerable curriculum development has been undertaken in Bislama, with a suite of early 

years syllabus materials now written entirely in Bislama (e.g. Ministri blong Edukesen mo 

Trening 2017). For some decades, Bislama has been a subject at the tertiary level at the 

University of the South Pacific. Nowadays, it is the language of instruction in a number of 

courses in Vanuatu Studies, plus there are two semester length courses about Bislama. 

Bislama reference materials include an extensive reference grammar  and dictionary 

(Crowley 2003, 2004). 

 

SOLOMON ISLANDS. Pijin functions as a lingua franca across this island nation and, like the 

creoles in the other Melanesian nations, speakership is growing. In towns it is the language of 

everyday life and the mother tongue of the younger generations who might not speak a 

traditional Indigenous language. In rural areas, most people gain at least some exposure to 

Pijin through their visits to urban centres, radio programs etc. Pijin appears seldom in print 

media, but is used in social media often with idiosyncratic spellings. English is the official 

language of the Solomon Islands, but it is not widely spoken, particularly not outside urban 

areas and its use is confined to official purposes or education. As the lingua franca, Pijin 

operates as a de-facto national language (Jourdan 1990, 2013). It is becoming a language of 

increasing value and utility for Solomon Islanders because of its wider communication, 

facilitating inter-island economic activity and marriage arrangements (Hicks 2017). Despite 

its lingua franca function and mother tongue status for some, complex and conflicted 

positions towards Pijin are held amongst university students and lecturers (Angeli 2008) and 

high school students and teachers (Tanangada 2013), who are still largely not supportive of 

its use instead of English for formal purposes such as education. Nevertheless, attitudes 

towards Pijin as a language for the classroom are reportedly softening perhaps because of the 

growing number of urban youth who speak it as a first language (Jourdan 2007, 2014, 2008). 
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Education Department documents now also explicitly include Pijin with traditional 

Indigenous languages as “vernaculars”  (e.g. Ministry of Education and Human Resources 

Development (MEHRD) 2010: 7) and short- and long-term plans refer to the development of 

vernacular medium of instruction programs, particularly in early childhood settings (e.g. 

Ministry of Education and Human Resources Development (MEHRD) 2016: 6 & 9). 

 

Australia 

Australia is a settler-colonial society where English is the historical colonial language and the 

modern dominant language, including in education. Under twenty of the over two hundred 

traditional Indigenous languages originally spoken on this continent are still acquired as a 

mother tongue (Simpson & Wigglesworth 2018). Two English-lexified creoles, Kriol and 

Yumplatok (also known as Torres Strait Creole and Broken) are spoken by Indigenous 

Australians in parts of the north, mostly as a mother tongue. These have been recognised for 

around four decades but more localised creoles and the varieties ensuing from recent 

language shifts are slowly gaining acknowledgement too (Angelo forthcoming). Two 

instrumental bilingual programs, one utilising Kriol, the other Torres Strait Creole (as it was 

then known) were reported in the literature (Siegel 1999a) but both ceased in the 1990s due 

to lack of system support.  

Currently, early childhood settings, particularly pre-schools, are most likely to overtly 

encourage the use of Indigenous students’ first languages, inclusive of creoles, but this is 

largely at local school discretion (e.g. Department of Education Training & Employment 

(DETE) (Qld) 2013). The national Framework for Aboriginal languages and Torres Strait 

Islander languages acknowledges that an Indigenous creole could be a legitimate language 

for study (Australian Curriculum Assessment & Reporting Authority (ACARA) 2016) yet the 

document discourse represents traditional Indigenous languages exclusively, probably 
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downplaying this opening for creoles into schools (see Sellwood & Angelo 2013: 260-3 for a 

critical analysis). Policies here also struggle to differentiate creoles from ethnolects of 

English spoken by Indigenous Australians (e.g. Sandefur 1985). Overall, education initiatives 

typically focus on raising awareness of creoles and contact language ecologies, recognising 

students’ creole mother tongues, and their status as second/foreign language learners of 

English (Angelo 2013; Angelo et al. 2015). The invisibility of creole speaking student 

cohorts remains a prime concern, particularly since the 2008 advent of national high stakes 

standardised tests in English which distract from managing students’ language proficiencies 

for their classroom learning (Angelo 2012). Various in-community language awareness 

initiatives have been conducted to counteract the invisibility of creoles and their ecologies. 

The Community Vernacular Language Poster project which develops a visualisation of local 

language use with community members (Angelo, Fraser & Yeatman 2019). A Language 

Awareness Continuum (Angelo 2006) describes a pathway for increasing language awareness 

in education settings, and has contributed to initiatives such as the Critical Language 

Awareness Curriculum for a senior high school English subject implemented with Indigenous 

students from a variety of contact language backgrounds (Carter, Angelo & Hudson 

forthcoming). At the start of 2020, four Northern Territory schools were officially utilising 

Kriol in programs delivering an Indigenous Languages and Cultures curriculum pathway, a 

positive recognition of Kriol for student learning (Department of Education (NT) 2017). 

There is no tertiary level course on Kriol or Yumplatok in an Australian university at this 

point in time. 

 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

This chapter examines multilingual education and policy settings for creole speakers from an 

ecological perspective. This ecological approach offers rich opportunities for translational 
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research concerning how each language is operationalised for students’ educational benefit. 

Baseline information is required about classroom learning needs of creole speakers in a 

variety of contemporary education settings and language ecologies. How do student language 

repertoires affect their classroom engagement and achievement? In this era of big data, how 

much of this story is revealed or obscured in the data accessible to the relevant education 

jurisdiction (e.g. students’ proficiencies and achievement data in each language)?  

Rich documentation and evaluation of programs that intentionally craft classroom 

teaching for creole speakers is of great assistance, especially how program designs fit 

particular language ecologies and how they map to classroom curriculum learning. 

Curriculum learning should be at the heart of program evaluation, be it accommodation, 

awareness, instrumental and/or multilingual (mother tongue, standard as second language 

and/or heritage language). How do such programs interact with policy, curriculum, pedagogy, 

assessment and training (i.e. where and how are they embedded in policy and practice)? 

Teachers are pivotal: They can widen or close the gap between education policy and 

implementation, so how do teachers actually work with creole speakers in the classroom? 

What difficulties do teachers themselves experience in supporting their creole speaking 

students’ learning and what do they believe would assist their teaching?   

 Language awareness can be seen as a pivotal step in recognising the existence of a 

creole as an autonomous language, but studies are yet to confirm that creoles do indeed have 

common language awareness pathways and trajectories. We need quality, contextualised 

information about language awareness programs that tells us what content has been taught 

and how (e.g. through what language, by whom, to students of what age, with what language 

proficiencies, for how much time, with what resources etc) and how it relates to curriculum 

learning. At the very least this would assist in gauging their potential applicability in other 

contexts. 
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Schools are a meeting place, where educators and training institutions, students and 

their community, government policy and wider society come together. These stakeholders 

may have varied educational backgrounds, language proficiencies, identities and ideologies. 

Researchers and educators working with creole speaking communities would benefit from 

publications describing and evaluating initiatives that enable such diverse stakeholders to 

engage in constructive dialogue about the creole and its language ecology and speakers’ 

educational aspirations. Community language awareness is often seen as the lynch pin for 

initiating and sustaining programs for creole speakers, so what kinds of information have 

community members found useful? 
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Study 2. Language contact and contact languages 

Study reference 

Angelo, D. (forthcoming Language contact and contact languages. In C. Bowern (Ed.), 

Australian languages handbook. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Abstract 

This chapter provides comprehensive background information about past and present 

language contact and contact languages in Australia. It focuses on the historical 

language contact and shift processes, underway since imposition of settler-colonial 

society from 1788, which have profoundly altered modern Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander language ecologies. It describes the vibrant contemporary contexts of the 

resulting contact languages, such as the creoles, mixed languages, restructured 

traditional languages and Englishes, and their rich and significant roles in Indigenous 

social and cultural settings. It addresses equity issues that arise when contact 

languages spoken by Indigenous people are unrecognised and unserviced. The chapter 

examines the various constructions of ‘Aboriginal English’ and why dialects of 

Standard Australian English should be differentiated from other contact languages in 

policies and some on-the-ground services. It includes Indigenous second language 

learning of Standard Australian English.  

 

OVERVIEW 

The language contact and shift processes underway since English colonisation in 1788 have 

profoundly altered the makeup of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander language ecologies 

across Australia. The vibrant contemporary Indigenous contact languages and speech 

varieties spoken today by many Indigenous Australians as their first languages are an 
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outcome of mammoth language shifts. These Indigenous contact languages – creoles, mixed 

languages, restructured traditional languages and Englishes – function as vernaculars of 

Indigenous speech communities. A corollary of these contact language ecologies is change in 

the speech community’s use of original traditional language(s) together with the potential 

irrelevance of Standard Australian English for intra-Aboriginal and intra-Torres Strait 

Islander modes of communication in family and community settings (see Language Revival, 

Sociolinguistics and Young People’s Language this volume).  

 

Australian contact languages old and new 

In regional and remote areas, the first language and vernacular of many Indigenous 

communities is a contact language. This includes some speech communities in towns. 

English-lexified creoles, Kriol and Yumplatok (which is also known as Broken or Torres 

Strait Creole), constitute the largest  languages with a predominantly Indigenous speakership, 

although exact speaker numbers are difficult to ascertain. Kriol is spoken by maybe 30,000 or 

more Aboriginal people across a large swathe of north Australian mainland with some 

regional variation (J. Hudson, 1983a; Sandefur, 1979; Schultze-Berndt et al., 2013) (see Kriol 

this volume). Yumplatok is spoken throughout the Torres Strait and diaspora mainland towns 

in the state of Queensland (Shnukal, 1988, 1991). It is estimated that almost 20,000 people 

speak Yumplatok (Marmion et al., 2014), with some regional variation (Mittag, 2012; 

Shnukal, 1985b). Closely related forms including Cape York Creole and Lockhart River 

Creole are spoken by Aboriginal people in northern Cape York communities in Queensland 

(Crowley & Rigsby, 1979; Harper, 2001; Mittag, 2016) (see North-eastern affiliates in Case 

Studies this volume).  
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Kriol and Yumplatok have been recognised by linguists for over four decades, whereas other 

contemporary Indigenous contact languages have only been studied more recently. In the past 

decade or so, for instance, these have included child language studies on Alyawarr English 

(Dixon, 2017, 2018) and Wumpurrarni English in the Northern Territory (Disbray, 2008; 

Disbray & Simpson, 2004). New creoles, Lockhart River Creole (Mittag, 2016), Yarrie Lingo 

(Sellwood & Angelo, 2013), and the intermediate creole of Woorie Talk (Munro & Mushin, 

2016) have been recognised in Queensland. The mixed languages of Light Warlpiri 

(O'Shannessy, 2005, 2013), Gurindji Kriol (McConvell & Meakins, 2005; Meakins, 2013) 

and Modern Tiwi (Lee, 1987; A. Wilson et al., 2018), plus a restructured traditional language 

(young men’s) Murrinhpatha (Mansfield, 2014, 2016) have all been recently described, or 

reanalysed, in the Northern Territory (see Case studies and Sociolinguistics this volume). 

Indeed, a hallmark of current research into language contact in Australia is the increasing 

understanding of the diversity of language contact outcomes across what Angelo and Carter 

(2015) call “shifting langscapes” (Mushin et al., 2016; O'Shannessy & Meakins, 2016; 

Wigglesworth & Simpson, 2008).  

 

Previous research 

A number of excellent overview articles have been written in the past decade about language 

contact in Indigenous Australian contexts (McConvell, 2010; Meakins, 2014; Mühlhäusler, 

2008; O'Shannessy & Meakins, 2016). In addition, some recent edited volumes have dealt 

with this area (Meakins & O'Shannessy, 2016), including from the perspective of Aboriginal 

child language acquisition (Simpson & Wigglesworth, 2008; Wigglesworth et al., 2018). This 

chapter does not seek to reproduce these efforts. Accordingly, background on historical 

language contact in Australia is provided as context for the ensuing section on the 

contemporary situation of contact languages. Kriol has been assigned a separate chapter in 
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this handbook. A Case studies chapter then addresses other contact languages, including 

those more recently described.  

 

Notes on terminology 

The term ‘contact languages’ is used in this chapter to refer generically to creoles and pidgins 

and other varieties resulting from language contact phenomena, such as mixed languages and 

restructured traditional languages. An even wider net is cast by the phrase ‘ways of talking’. 

It is maximally inclusive of Indigenous speech varieties regardless of their sociolinguistic 

provenance or type. ‘English-lexified’ and ‘English-based’ are intentionally differentiated 

notions here too. ‘English-lexified’ evokes the attributes of those contact languages that are 

termed pidgins and creoles in the literature. Most of their lexicon can ultimately be traced to 

an English source, but other components of Standard English systems were not incorporated, 

and so the morphosyntax of such varieties is vastly different. In contrast, ‘English-based’ 

refers to varieties that are English dialects, which share the bulk of their linguistic 

components, including their morphosyntax, with Standard English not just their lexicon. 

Also, ‘mixed’ outputs contrast with ‘blended’. In ‘mixed languages’ linguistic material from 

different source languages is combined in conventionalised ways in a new, standalone 

language. ‘Blended’ refers to less conventionalised or predictable mingling of resources from 

different languages. Finally, Australian states and territories have changed boundaries and 

names since their historical inception with British colonisation. For brevity and clarity, they 

are referred to here by their current designations and geographic boundaries, in an 

abbreviated form, in upper case: New South Wales (NSW), Northern Territory (NT), 

Queensland (QLD), South Australia (SA), Tasmania (TAS), Victoria (VIC), Western 

Australia (WA). Also, the area presently known as the Australian Capital Territory is not 

differentiated from NSW in this chapter. 
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND TO AUSRALIAN CONTACT LANGUAGES 

Varied historical language contact settings across Australia are outlined in this section. 

Particular attention is paid to the contexts of the two broad English-lexified contact language 

traditions that emerged in early Australian history in the pastoral and the maritime industries. 

They have provided templates of language features, which have been propagated from one 

context to another, sometimes variably due to numerous local factors (see Case studies, this 

volume). Note that research on the history of language contact  often employs terms like 

‘pidgin’ and ‘jargon’ (also known as ‘pre-pidgin’; see for instance (Siegel, 2008; Velupillai, 

2015) but the socio-linguistic evidence for such distinctions is often scant in early Australian 

contexts.  

 

Pastoral industries 

English-based contact languages for communicating across the English-Indigenous languages 

divide arose early in the first occupation site of Indigenous lands. Within a few decades of the 

settlement of Sydney in 1788, shared core vocabulary and morphosyntactic conventions attest 

to a relatively stable English-lexified lingua franca that had been carried by pastoral 

expansion across the mainland colony (approximately NSW and VIC) (Mühlhäusler, 1991a; 

Troy, 1994). The pastoral industry bore this early pastoral contact language north into QLD 

(Allridge, 1984; Dutton, 1983). From QLD, this contact language was carried onwards to the 

west into the NT (Harris, 1986) and then into the Kimberleys of WA (J. Hudson, 1983a; 

Munro, 2000). The pastoral industry also expanded to the south into VIC (Clark et al., 1996; 

Troy, 1994, pp. 353-426) and to the southwest into the SA colony where it contributed to 

language contact there (Clarke, 1994; Foster et al., 2003; Simpson, 1996). The central 

Australian situation was influenced from this southern development as well as from the 

arrival of the cattle industry from QLD in the east (H. Koch, 2011). While in northern WA, 
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the pastoral industry contact language entered from the NT and QLD to the east, in southern 

WA this contact language may have had less direct influence, as the agricultural and pastoral 

undertakings and the local Neo-Nyungar contact language had some decades to develop 

relatively independently (Douglas, 1976). 

 

The manner and extent to which the linguistic seeds of this pastoral contact language 

subsequently developed (or not) depended on local contexts. With the creation of the Roper 

River Mission, founded in 1908 in the NT, the contact language which had been brought into 

the area with early occupation forces found fertile ground and creolised (Dickson, 2015; 

Harris, 1993; Munro, 2004; Sandefur, 1986; Sharpe, 1975). Further to the west in the Fitzroy 

Valley of WA, an early form of pastoral contact language was already in place, and Kriol is 

thought to have spread to the area afterwards, to be overlaid as another contact language 

strata of a relatively fully formed code: Two groups have been associated with this Kriol 

spread, Kriol-speaking adults who moved west to Fitzroy Crossing after the closure of the 

government settlement of Moola Bulla in Halls Creek, and teenagers from outlying 

communities acquiring Kriol as a lingua franca in the context of the new student boarding 

facility in Fitzroy Crossing (J. Fraser, 1977; J. Hudson, 1983a, 1983b; Munro, 2000 who also 

discusses other cases of Kriol diffusion)(see also Teenager Speech, Kriol, this volume). In 

another cattle industry context, in the Aboriginal communities of Kalkaringi and Daguragu in 

the NT, the spread of an early form of pastoral contact language and Kriol has had a different 

outcome. Here, these forms of English-lexified contact languages together with the continued 

use of the Gurindji language in bilingual code-switching practices has led to Gurindji Kriol, a 

mixed language (McConvell, 1988; McConvell & Meakins, 2005; Meakins, 2013). Indeed, 

the pidgin that travelled with the pastoral industry has been implicated in a whole range of 

other modern day Aboriginal speech varieties, including creoles and intermediate creoles in 
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QLD (Mushin et al., 2016),  Central Australian Aboriginal English in the NT (H. Koch, 

2011), as well as playing a part in Cape York QLD  (see Mixed languages, Superdiverse 

Indigenous settlements , in Case studies, this volume).  

 

Maritime industries 

Language contact was fostered through the maritime industries of whaling and sealing in 

southern climes; in northern tropical waters, sandalwood, bêche-de-mer, trochus and pearl 

shell, pearling and plantation work.70 These industries brought together speakers of 

Indigenous languages, English and other languages from the Pacific, Asia and further afield, 

on the boats, as well as in on-shore processing sites, base camps and host communities/ports.  

Sydney was a major port of the southwestern Pacific and the base for the Pacific whaling 

fleet (Troy, 1994). Thus the burgeoning NSW contact language was in a position to influence 

the early contact languages spreading along the southern edges of the continent, such as on 

the sealing islands of the Bass Strait (Clark et al., 1996; Crowley, 1996) and Kangaroo Island 

(Clarke, 1994, 1996; Simpson, 1996), as well as, to the north, the earliest settlement of 

Brisbane (Dutton, 1983). Subsequently, but building on this early foundation, a maritime 

contact language developed along the QLD tropical coastline (Harper, 2001, 2016; Shnukal, 

1985a, 1988, 1991). The QLD labour trade, involving approximately 50,000 Pacific Islanders 

from the 1860s until it ceased in 1904, was a major driver of contact languages in the 

southwest Pacific (Baker, 1993; Mühlhäusler, 1996). More or less directly, this spawned the 

English-lexified Melanesian pidgins and creoles, Bislama of Vanuatu (Crowley, 1990, 2004), 

Pijin of Solomon Islands (Jourdan, 1985, 1990), Tok Pisin of Papua New Guinea  

(Mühlhäusler 2003; Smith & Siegel, 2013) and on Australian shores in QLD, Yumplatok of 

 

70 Plantation work is often considered together with maritime industries because of the historical links between 

these labour forces as well as the involvement of shipping in labour procurement. 
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the Torres Strait (Shnukal, 1988) and the historically closely related Cape York Creole 

(Crowley & Rigsby, 1979) and Lockhart River Creole of Cape York (Mittag, 2016) (see Case 

studies, this volume) as well as the QLD Kanaka Canefields English which was spoken 

among Pacific Islander labourers residing in QLD up until the 1970s (Dutton, 1980; 

Mühlhäusler, 1991b). 

 

Maritime industries were also associated with a number of early non-English-based 

communication strategies. A pidgin-like speech variety based on Ngarluma, a WA coastal 

Aboriginal language, appears to have developed amongst various Aboriginal groups 

labouring in shell harvesting and as ship crews (Dench, 1998). Further north in WA, Broome 

Pearling Lugger Pidgin was based primarily on Malay, influenced by (easterly) Kupang 

Malay earlier on, and later by western and/or Peninsular Malay, and included some Japanese 

elements (Hosokawa, 1987). Macassan Pidgin was in use where seasonal visits of trepang 

harvesters occurred along the northern Australian coastline (Urry & Walsh, 1981), and its use 

penetrated inland, at least to some extent (Evans, 1992; Harris, 1985).   

 

Other enterprises   

Other economic activities, like mining, communication and transport, have also impacted 

language contact, by influencing the spread and uptake of pastoral and maritime contact 

languages or by adding other contact languages. Gold rushes, for instance the huge Palmer 

River event in the 1870s on Cape York (Verstraete & Hafner, 2016), caused large scale 

language contact through population influxes, including by Chinese miners. Harris (1986, pp. 

157-183) describes the racial stratification of early mining in the Top End, observing also that 

the Chinese remained long after the initial “rush”. There is evidence that language contact 

went both ways between Aboriginal and Asian peoples in mining contexts, with Aboriginal 
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people acquiring expressions (Day & Hercus, 1986), vocabulary (Simpson, 2000, p. 196) or a 

Chinese language (e.g. Anderson & Mitchell, 1981), and conversely Asian immigrants 

learning Aboriginal contact languages (Hosokawa, 1987, p. 288; MacKeith, 1987, p. 17; 

Siegel, 2009 especially pp. 329-330). 

 

American World War II army camps in the Top End of the NT have been identified as a 

mechanism for the diffusion of Kriol (and/or forms of the pastoral industry contact language) 

between Aboriginal peoples of different traditional language backgrounds who congregated 

there for work, reportedly valuing their egalitarian treatment as well their economic benefits 

compared to the pastoral industry of the times (Berndt & Berndt, 1987; Munro, 2000, pp. 

262-263). 

 

Transport industries have also been implicated in language contact processes. A remote 

transport depot, such as a railhead, could furnish much needed supplies for Indigenous 

populations excluded from their lands, and so become a site of language contact. An example 

of such a setting was recorded at the Ooldea train siding SA at the edge of the Nullarbor 

desert in the 1920s where an English-lexified contact language was in use (Bolam, 1978)71. 

Transportation has also acted as a contact language vector. In many parts of arid and remote 

Australia, Afghan cameleers associated with Aboriginal peoples as they did their supply 

rounds, as well as in townships where they too were excluded from European society. 

Records of their ways of talking include contact language features (Simpson, 2000).  

 

Towns, settlements and missions  

 

71 English-lexified contact language excerpted by Harold Koch are available on David Nash’s website ‘Some 

Australian Pidgin references and samples’, http://www.anu.edu.au/linguistics/nash/aust/Bolam%201923.html 
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Towns brought large numbers of English speakers into long-term contact with Indigenous 

Australians. Sometimes, in initial stages of a settlement when English speakers were fewer, 

cross-linguistic communication generated contact languages with a higher traditional 

language content, for example in Sydney (Troy, 1990, 1992), Adelaide  (Simpson, 1996), 

Flinders Island  (Crowley, 1996) and Coburg Peninsula NT (Harris, 1985)72. In one of the 

early attempted NT outposts, the use of an English-Aboriginal language code occurred when 

circumstances briefly encouraged collaborative communication (Harris, 1985). These were, 

however, more or less short-lived and were subsequently replaced by varieties with greater 

English influences as English dominance became entrenched.  

 

Strong correlations have been shown between urbanisation and diminishing use of traditional 

Aboriginal languages, with factors of greatest import being an increasing non-Indigenous 

population and the time-depth of their occupation (Schmidt, 1990). Jernudd (1971) describes 

how language use in Bagot, an urban Aboriginal community in Darwin, contrasts markedly 

with two remote NT community contexts with other population characteristics, Bamyili 

Reserve (now Barunga) and Oenpelli Mission. In polyethnic northern Australian towns, 

people of non-European ancestry usually resided separately to Europeans, which in some 

situations promoted contact between Indigenous peoples and non-Europeans. “Malaytown” 

in Cairns (one of many “Malaytowns” in northern Australia) was a vibrant, racially tolerant, 

if less affluent area. Here an increasingly Torres Strait Islander and Aboriginal population 

augmented the original Malay, African, Sri Lankan, Chinese, Japanese, South Sea Islander 

and Jamaican residents, at a time when draconian legislation still dominated many Indigenous 

Queenslanders’ lives (Ganter et al., 2006). Town-based contact languages/ethnolects sourced 

 

72 Some English-traditional language blendings were also created through proselitising and translating activities 

by non-native speakers, for example by Robinson in Tasmania (Crowley & Dixon, 1981). 
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largely from English and spoken by Indigenous Australians have been studied in a range of 

specific locales, including remote: Alice Springs NT (Harkins, 1994; Sharpe, 1977, 1979), 

Tennant Creek NT (Disbray, 2008; Disbray & Simpson, 2004), Wilcannia NSW (Sharpe, 

1990), Bourke NSW (Kamien, 1978); regional: Moree NSW (Hitchen, 1992); and urban: 

Sydney NSW (Eagleson, 1977, 1978, 1982) and Adelaide SA (G. Wilson, 1996).  

 

Many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander individuals and groups were removed to 

missions, ration stations, government run reserves/settlements, pastoral stations and town 

camps. Each new such speech community combined, in varying proportions, speakers of 

different traditional Indigenous languages, different English-lexified contact languages, and 

other English-based varieties. Local circumstances influenced the ensuing language contact 

trajectories. In some speech communities, a traditional language based lingua franca has 

developed (Mühlhäusler  & Amery, 1996), including koines such as Dhuwaya in eastern 

Arnhem Land NT (Amery, 1993). Elsewhere, traditional languages have been restructured 

under language contact, as in the present day examples of teenage Pitjantjatjarra at Areyonga 

NT (Langlois, 2004) and young men’s Murrinh Patha at Wadeye NT (Mansfield, 2014). 

However, it is well known that traditional languages generally did not thrive in high language 

contact settings of many missions, reserves and settlements. Sometimes there is little 

information about what the Indigenous speech community shifted to and how. An obvious 

exception is the much cited example of Roper River Mission NT (present day Ngukurr) 

where mission history, speaker demographics and language shift processes are well-

documented (Dickson, 2016; Harris, 1986; Munro, 2004, 2011; Sandefur, 1986) (see Kriol 

this volume). The study of young people’s use of the waning Dyirbal language in Jambun 

Aboriginal community in northern QLD is also accompanied by a description of the local 

English-lexified contact language, Jambun English (Schmidt, 1985). In some cases, 
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circumstances precluded a collective shift towards a single variety. In western NSW, 

Donaldson (1985) describes how Ngiyampaa use was gradually eroded by successive 

relocations and reconstitutions of (speech) communities. Each move saw an increased role for 

English as a lingua franca and a parallel reduction in Ngiyampaa resources, but the English 

outcomes varied from individual to individual and did not coalesce recognisably at the 

community level into a specific speech variety (Donaldson, 1985).  

 

CONTEMPORARY CONTEXTS OF CONTACT LANGUAGES 

Indigenous contact language ecologies and multilingualism 

Not only has language contact generated new contact languages, it has also wrought great 

changes in the types of languages represented in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

individuals’ multilingual repertoires. In pre-colonial times Indigenous multilingualism 

typically consisted of a medley of traditional language proficiencies. Modern First Nations 

Australians’ multilingualism is drawn from language resources that include English(es), 

contact languages and traditional languages to the varying degrees that their community and 

personal contexts encourage . Individuals’ local language ecologies determine which are 

acquired “automatically”, as first languages, and which are learned subsequently as additional 

languages, perhaps requiring purposeful strategies of language learning. For example, child 

speakers of an English-lexified contact language in a remote community might from a young 

age also have exposure to English through mainstream media. They might also occasionally 

hear a traditional language spoken by Elders or as elements blended into the local creole 

variant (see for example Dixon, 2012, p. 304 for a description of child Alyawarre English 

speakers). A stronger second language proficiency in the traditional language or Standard 

Australian English will be gained if explicitly taught by family, in school etc, or via 

opportunities later in life.  
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Speaker views of contact languages 

In many Indigenous speech communities, it is contemporary Indigenous contact languages 

that function as the medium for community-based, intra-group communication, including 

imparting modern and traditional Indigenous cultural knowledge (e.g. Dickson, 2015) and 

enacting Indigenous identities and values (J. Hudson, 1983a, p. 16). In most cases, they also 

extend speakers’ inter-group communicative reach, and indeed this appears to be one 

mechanism for the spread of contact languages. Although negative views and evaluations 

have sometimes been aired about contact languages, in my experience speakers themselves, 

young and old, enjoy trading linguistic and sociolinguistic insights about their and others’ 

ways of talking, with an ease that has contributed, for example, to keen engagement in the 

celebratory community vernacular language posters (Angelo et al., 2019)(see also poster 

description in Superdiverse Indigenous Settlements, Case studies this volume). Local 

Indigenous ways of talking are indexical for local status, and insiders use these varieties with 

a strong sense of agency, efficacy and pride, although such affirming and positive attributes 

are less visible in the literature (see also the experiences of Dixon, 2017, p. 87). In a contact 

language ecology, moreover, failing to use the local contact language vernacular when 

speaking with your family and community would be a grave cultural misjudgement 

(Ponsonnet, 2010). That said, positive views of contact languages do not appropriate or 

impinge on the cultural lineage and gravitas accorded traditional Indigenous languages. 

Where contemporary Indigenous Australians’ multilingualism includes contact languages, 

then these, unsurprisingly, occupy different sociolinguistic niches to their traditional 

languages and to Standard Australian English.  

 

Sporadic inclusion in policy  
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The fact that Indigenous contact languages are spoken by so many Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander communities and families does not always find easy recognition or policy 

inclusion. This can be partly ascribed to Australia’s infamous monolingual mindset (Clyne, 

2005), which affects all non-English languages, but contact language specific factors apply 

too (see Sellwood & Angelo, 2013 for a discussion of multiple layers of invisibility). Even 

though these contact languages are the first languages of many communities and hence the 

means of everyday and effective communication there, the social justice rights of speakers of 

contact languages can be overshadowed by aspirations and advocacy for fluency in other 

languages of present day importance to Indigenous Australians: traditional languages for 

connections to country and culture, and Standard Australian English for further education and 

employment opportunities (e.g. Moses, 2009, pp. 17-24 on Kriol, Walmajarri and Standard 

Australian English at Yakanarra WA). Inaccurate demographic data can also impact 

negatively on the visibility of Indigenous contact languages and thus their presence in policy 

responses. For example, a lack of standard nomenclature poses difficulties for uniquely 

referring to a new “way of talking”, a problem indeed for collecting accurate data about 

(speakers of) emergent, unrecognised and/or unprestigious contact languages (Angelo & 

McIntosh, 2014; Dixon & Angelo, 2014). Despite their large speakership, then, the role of 

contact languages for effective communication and optimal outcomes in education, health 

and well-being, legal or governance contexts for their speech communities, might not be at 

all evident to an outsider (Angelo et al., 2019; and see Angelo & Hudson, 2018 who illustrate 

this in an education context).  

 

Mistaken identity: English-lexified contact languages and Standard English 

English-lexified contact languages can be misconstrued as a kind of “non-standard English”. 

As a result, in some demographic data, such as Census or school enrolment data, English-
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lexified contact languages are not consistently distinguished from English (e.g. Dixon & 

Angelo, 2014; Wigglesworth & Simpson, 2008). Such miscategorisation is problematic on 

many levels. It obscures the existence of the contact language because it is subsumed under 

an English category. It also relates the contact language to standard English via an absence of 

standard features, and this comparison can potentially appear denigratory, that is, ‘sub-

standard’. The lexifier-lexified relationship provides the partial overlap in vocabulary that 

leads to a potential semi-permeability of meaning (a partial semantic transparency), which 

can give a false impression of close relatedness. When it comes to naming and claiming their 

contact language, speakers may consider the English-derived quotient to be highly salient 

(see Dixon, 2017, p. 87 for example discussion of naming a new variety). And, wherever 

there is no agreed upon differentiating nomenclature, ‘English’ can also be used as a kind of 

“best-fit” term by speakers and non-speakers (see for instance the case study in Angelo & 

McIntosh, 2014, pp. 285-287). If not distinguished, speakers of English-lexified contact 

languages and English speakers are grouped alike. This grouping obviates consideration of 

whether an individual can, in fact, equitably access English-only services. Recognition of a 

mother tongue other than English is a requisite step for purposeful provisions for its speakers 

(see Sellwood & Angelo, 2013 on invisibility).   

 

Employment, education and training  

While contact languages, like any vernaculars, are used in interactions between speech 

community members at the school, health clinic, shop, etc., proficiency in the local contact 

language is typically not an overtly valued criterion in hiring practices or position 

descriptions, and so remains a covert requisite for successful interaction with community 

members. Specifically seeking to counter this lack of recognition for Kriol is a current local 

initiative in the Kriol-speaking community of Ngukurr NT, (Meigim Kriol Strongbala, 2019). 
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Interpreting is, however, one employment pathway that explicitly harnesses Indigenous 

languages, including the major contact languages. Kriol-English interpreters have been 

formally accredited for over two decades now and Kriol is supported through both the 

Kimberley WA and the NT Aboriginal Interpreting Services. Both Kriol and Yumplatok are 

included in a suite of Indigenous language self-screening animation tools to encourage 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to consider becoming interpreters (National 

Accreditation Authority for Translation and Interpreting (NAATI), 2017).  

 

In the education sphere, awareness of English-lexified contact languages and English-based 

ethnolects (although these may not be clearly distinguished, see Aboriginal English below) 

has been growing since the 1960s (Flint, 1968). Nowadays, there is mostly a respectful, non-

deficit tone about students whose first languages are contact languages, but challenges remain 

in recognising and responding to students with these language backgrounds. There have been 

many recommendations for the classroom use of contact languages, typically in the form of 

language awareness, to be recognised as a departure point for English Language Learner 

accommodations, and/or as a mother-tongue medium of instruction. Still, present day linguist 

researchers of classroom language in these language ecologies rarely observe purposeful, 

systemic responses for contact language speakers (Angelo & Hudson, 2018; Dixon, 2018; H. 

Fraser et al., 2018). In general, classroom contexts with Indigenous language speakers often 

do not support students as English language learners (Gawne et al., 2016). Current systemic 

student achievement data tends to treat all Indigenous students as a single (ethnocultural) 

cohort disregarding their different language ecologies and repertoires (Angelo, 2013; 

Macqueen et al., 2018; Simpson et al., 2011). This obviously reduces traction for 

differentiated language curriculum and pedagogy initiatives that address ‘schooling in 

shifting langscapes’ (Angelo & Carter, 2015). 
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A single “official” (i.e. specifically funded) bilingual/bilteracy Kriol-English program ran for 

two decades in Barunga, NT (Meehan, 2017), and hundreds of Barunga Kriol readers are now 

online at the Living Archive or Aboriginal Languages (LAAL) (Bowe et al., 2014) (see also 

Digital Technology this volume). These use the first standardised Kriol orthography 

(Sandefur, 1984), but a distinctive orthography now also exists for Kimberley Kriol (Disbray 

& Loakes, 2013). Recognition of contact language ecologies has been slowly and 

sporadically trickling into education systems. At a national level, while creoles are not a 

focus, they are also not specifically excluded from the national curriculum Framework for 

Aboriginal Languages and Torres Strait Languages as potential languages of study 

(Australian Curriculum Assessment & Reporting Authority (ACARA), 2016). Students 

whose mother tongue is a contact language are, at times, recognised as “3-way strong” 

multilingual learners, who are speakers of a contact language, learners of English as an 

additional language and of their traditional language(s) too (e.g. Department of Education 

Training and Employment (DETE Qld), 2011). Approaches to student and community 

engagement, classroom pedagogy, curriculum, assessment and teacher training have been 

developed to respond to students from contact language ecologies (Angelo & Carter, 2015; 

Carter et al., forthcoming; C. Hudson & Angelo, 2014). Local school initiatives constantly 

(re-)occur “on the ground”. One such was the Injinoo Home Languages Program which used 

the creole spoken by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations of the Northern 

Peninsula Area of Cape York QLD for classroom learning and mother tongue literacy and to 

bridge into English (Turner, 1997). However, local education initiatives tend to be ephemeral 

due to the lack of supportive language-in-education policy. At the present time, there appear 

to be no “official” (i.e. intentionally staffed and resourced at a departmental level) mother 

tongue literacy or medium of instruction programs in schools or adult education in Kriol, 
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Yumplatok or any other contact language. It is not yet possible to study Kriol or Yumplatok 

at a tertiary level, neither as a target nor an own language. 

 

Media and literature  

At an official level, Indigenous contact languages receive little programmed airtime. An 

ongoing initiative to produce short, online radio news bulletins in Kriol by the Australian 

Broadcasting Commission and the Aboriginal Interpreting Service in Darwin has been 

downgraded to weekly. Community messages about health, housing, finance etc, which 

specifically target Indigenous audiences, or which choose to be inclusive of linguistically 

diverse populations, may select the contact languages of Kriol and Yumplatok on account of 

their large reach (e.g. ATM Pin Warning (n.d.)). Official programming and translating are, 

however, but one view of the media scene: Wherever local talent is engaged in local media 

for local audiences we find local Indigenous ways of speaking. Radio 4MW in the Torres 

Strait, for example, estimates that eighty percent of broadcast time is in Yumplatok 

(Community Broadcasting Association of Australia (CBAA), n.d.). Likewise, NITV 

(National Indigenous Television) features Indigenous Australian presenters and content 

which frequently includes Indigenous ways of talking that differ from Standard Australian 

English.  

 

In the entertainment industry, a local English-lexified Indigenous speech variety is 

occasionally employed, thereby endowing a work with a linguistic authenticity. Examples 

include the movie Toomelah (2011), which is told through character interactions in the local 

mish ‘mission’ way of speaking (described as ‘Aboriginal English creole’ in the media 

release). Similarly, the Torres Strait Islander characters in the television series Remote Area 

Nurse (2005), realistically, all speak Yumplatok. Kimberley Kriol and Aboriginal English 
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can be heard, appropriate to characters and settings, in the recent television series Mystery 

Road (2018). The all-Indigenous cast of Black Comedy uses Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Englishes with devastating flair and bite, firing home truths with insider-branded language 

(Bond, Nov 2014). Songs and musicals probably led the way in putting Indigenous contact 

languages on the stage. Bran Nue Day, considered the first Aboriginal musical, originally 

featured “Broome Creole” speaking characters in a linguistically ecclectic line up (Chi, 

1991). Admittedly, however, authentic linguistic portrayal of Indigenous characters is far 

from consistent. The modern film of Bran Nue Dae (2009), a remake with mainstream 

audiences in mind, eschews the local Indigenous ways of talking that characterise the 

original.  

 

Local Indigenous ways of talking have been represented across a range of literature. Perhaps 

marking a shift in public perceptions, for the first time a young children’s book written in 

Kriol, Moli det Bigibigi (Manbulloo, 2017), was selected for the 2019 Australian Reading 

Hour. Authors writing in English of Indigenous characters sometimes represent their speech 

varieties. In the children’s novel The girl with no name (Lowe, 1994), various Kimberley 

Kriol lects are spoken by Aboriginal characters, while in the detective novel My island 

homicide (Titasey, 2013), Torres Strait Islander characters speak Yumplatok to each other. 

Both Yumplatok and Kriol are employed in secular and liturgical translations, including bible 

translations (Australian Society for Indigenous Languages (AuSIL), n.d.; Bible Society in 

Australia, 2007). Autobiographies of Indigenous Australians commonly include Aboriginal 

or Torres Strait Islander ways of talking. In Follow the Rabbit Proof Fence (Pilkington, 

1996), conversations between Aboriginal people are conducted in an English-lexified contact 

language in Jigalong, a remote community in the Pilbara, WA and at Moore River Native 

Settlement, south-western WA. Oral histories quote Indigenous interviewees and so, for 
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example, Aboriginal ways of talking in Central Australia are included amongst traditional 

languages in Every hill got a story (Bowman, 2015) and Kaytetye Country (G. Koch & Koch, 

1993), or Torres Strait Islander and Aboriginal ways of talking in the history of The pearl-

shellers of the Torres Strait (Ganter, 1994). With the notable exception of Kriol and 

Yumplatok liturgical material and educational resources, authors and editors of other written 

works largely employ “etymological spellings” for English-lexified contact languages 

(Siegel, 2010): These adapt standard English spellings to render salient features of 

pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar. There is little or no educational exposure to the 

standard orthographies of contact languages (should they even exist), so speakers use adapted 

English and other invented spellings for written communication with each other, such as in 

on-line, text-messaging or graffiti contexts (Angelo & Carter, 2015; Kral, 2010). (see also 

Woorie Talk & Yarrie Lingo in the Case Studies for examples, this volume). 

 

ENGLISHES SPOKEN BY ABORIGINAL AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER 

PEOPLES 

Aboriginal English(es) and Torres Strait English(es) 

The terms ‘Aboriginal English’ and ‘Torres Strait English’ refer to the distinctive ways in 

which some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations speak English, but there is 

considerable elasticity surrounding the terminology, a matter that is discussed below. Torres 

Strait English (Shnukal, 2001) does not have a large presence in the research, so it is flagged 

here, but the ensuing discussion perforce refers to Aboriginal English. Aboriginal English 

(e.g. Eades, 2013; Malcolm, 2000) is not always addressed in works about contact languages 

because the term is agnostic with regard to language contact histories and processes: It refers 

broadly to ‘Aboriginal ways of speaking English’ (Eades, 2013), regardless of how they came 

to be. However, one provenance is language contact (e.g. Eades, 2014) and, by some 
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definitions, Aboriginal English abuts English-lexified contact languages, and by others it 

overlaps with them. This terminological and conceptual terrain thus has relevance for contact 

language research in Australia.  

 

This section therefore focusses on aspects that may interact with concerns of contact 

language researchers, including the many definitions of ‘Aboriginal English’, current 

nomenclature choices, research issues and practical operational concerns. It takes the 

opportunity to apprise the linguistic fraternity of how the expression ‘Aboriginal English’ is 

now commonplace in non-linguistic circles where it has proliferated especially in cross-

cultural information for non-linguist professionals in education, health and the law. In these 

high stakes contexts, the imprecise or inappropriate use of the concept of ‘Aboriginal 

English’ muddies language issues and leads to non-optimal policy responses and 

applications.  

 

Disparate definitions of Aboriginal English in research  

A matter of some concern is that the term ‘Aboriginal English’ has been applied to widely 

differing types of English-based varieties spoken by Aboriginal people (see Eades (2014) for 

a detailed recent review). Sometimes Aboriginal English seems restricted to Aboriginal 

speech varieties that share most of their surface level linguistic material with (Standard) 

Australian English (Eades, 2013), but it also serves as an umbrella term for the entire range 

(heavy to light) that is (as yet) not identified either as a creole or as Standard Australian 

English (examples include Butcher, 2008; Eades, 2004, 2007; Kaldor & Malcolm, 1991; 

Malcolm, 1994, 2004; Sharifian, 2001). ‘Aboriginal English’ can also refer to a specific 

geographically and socio-ethnically bound variety, as spoken in the WA Yamatji lands, north 

of Perth around Geraldton (Rochecouste & Malcolm, 2003), by some Aboriginal people in 
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Alice Springs NT as a second language (Harkins, 1994) in Maningrida NT as a second 

language (Elwell, 1979) or in south-east QLD as a first language (Eades, 1983), amongst 

many others. Sometimes studies of ‘Aboriginal English’ revolve around individual speakers’ 

English-based lect(s), be they spoken as L1 or L2, as in court and land claim interactions (for 

instance Eades, 1993; H. Koch, 1991). Sometimes, all these different varieties are treated as 

one linguistic entity (Malcolm, 2004, pp. 668-677) (see also discussion in Wigglesworth & 

Simpson, 2008). In the estimation of McConvell (2010) ‘Aboriginal English’ research 

emphasises discourse and pragmatic features (e.g. the role of silence or questions) rather than 

language forms. However, sometimes maximally non-standard features are flagged in 

‘Aboriginal English’ research in order to serve as a visible illustration of its distinctiveness 

from the standard, e.g. the use of bin as a past marker (Malcolm, 2004, p. 269). However, this 

can undermine the contrast between contact languages like the Aboriginal creoles, as many 

“extreme” features are integral to the grammar of creoles, but not core obligatory elements in 

‘Aboriginal English’ (Disbray, 2008, p. 65 footnote 16). This somewhat bewildering array of 

research definitions was already noted some decades ago in a national report (Young, 1996) 

which gave clear examples of how each one states or implies information about an 

Aboriginal individual’s or group’s linguistic repertoire that conflicts with other definitions 

(pp. 5-9). It also made suggestions (twelve points) for establishing a consistent definition of 

‘Aboriginal English’.  

 

 Local versus generic naming 

It has been claimed by some that the majority of Aboriginal people speak a form of 

‘Aboriginal English’ (e.g. Butcher, 2008, p. 625) but many studies of English-sourced 

Aboriginal speech varieties have eschewed a generic construct such as Aboriginal English. 

Instead, in consultation with community members, researchers have purposefully categorised 
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local Aboriginal speech varieties separately, and not as an instance of a generic, pan-

Aboriginal variety. Recent examples include Mornington Island Creole (e.g. Nancarrow, 

2014), Lockhart River Creole (Mittag, 2016), Yarrie Lingo (Angelo et al., 2019), Woorie 

Talk (Munro & Mushin, 2016), Alyawarr English (Dixon, 2017, 2018), or Wumpurrarni 

English (Disbray, 2008). Prior to their naming, these distinctive contact language varieties 

could have come under the umbrella term of ‘Aboriginal English’ as a default category, as 

they are spoken by Aboriginal people, diverge from standard English and had not been 

labelled Kriol. From community members’ points of view, the local characteristics of their 

‘way of talking’ are highly salient and so they favour nomenclature that reflects this (Mushin 

et al., 2016). Researchers’ reasons for promulgating a localised nomenclature include local 

community views and identity, the distinctiveness from other Aboriginal speech varieties, the 

distance from Standard English and, in the cases here, also a language contact trajectory (see 

Mittag, 2016, pp. 12-14 for a perspective on differentiating factors).  

 

Research and practical application concerns 

‘Aboriginal English’ according to Eades (2013) is clearly a reification and there are in fact 

many Aboriginal Englishes, each lect with salient forms indexical for speakers. She argues 

that reification and essentialism may be justified, for example, in social justice advocacy, an 

argument with merit given her own tireless work and the resulting traction in the justice 

system or the efforts of Malcolm and others in education (Malcolm et al., 1999). ‘Aboriginal 

English’ advocacy promotes accommodations to foster successful “intercultural 

communication between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians” (Eades, 2013, p. 1), but 

not language-based initiatives such as interpreting, mother-tongue medium instruction or 

second language teaching of English. Language advocacy should therefore be mindful that 
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‘Aboriginal English’ operationalises differently to those contact languages which are not 

dialects of English.   

 

The singularity implied by the term ‘Aboriginal English’ can all too easily, in the land of the 

“monolingual mindset” (Clyne, 2005), be misinterpreted to mean all Aboriginal Australians 

speak a single speech variety which is a dialect of English, when they do not (Simpson & 

Wigglesworth 2008, esp. 20-27). A one size fits all English-based speech variety does not 

accord with the QLD context where different groupings of Aboriginal peoples speak a 

number of creoles, and probably more than one variety of (Aboriginal) English (McIntosh et 

al 2013: 451). A one size fits all mentality subverts the need for differentiated language 

services for Aboriginal people of different language backgrounds, speakers of an Aboriginal 

English, versus Lockhart River Creole versus Murrinh Patha (Dixon & Angelo, 2014; C. 

Hudson & Angelo, 2014; Wigglesworth & Simpson, 2008). Research has shown that some 

broad discourse and pragmatic features, such as tolerance for silence or dispreference of 

question and answer routines, listed in Aboriginal English literature do not apply, 

straightforwardly, to Aboriginal people across the continent. Angelo & Hudson (2018: 212) 

list studies with particular groups of Aboriginal people in specific interactions that found no 

evidence for avoidance of questioning and/or answering in parent-child interactions (Moses 

& Yallop 2008 and Moses 2009), a response is expected between child interlocutors  

(Rendle-Short & Moses 2010),  and a response is usually given between adults (Gardner 

2010). 

 

For education purposes, an overly expansive definition of ‘Aboriginal English’ can 

encompass Aboriginal students with pedagogically distinctive language needs. Students 

whose first language is an Aboriginal way of speaking English differ from creole speakers 
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who are learning Standard Australian English as a target language, in addition to their own 

first language (Angelo 2013: 74-75). Hudson and Angelo chart a growing awareness of the 

diversity of Indigenous students’ dialect or contact language backgrounds in English as a 

second language assessment tools (2014: 51-55). However, the general socio-cultural alerts in 

the Aboriginal English literature, such as those about Aboriginal people’s dispreference for 

direct questions and answers, can be misconstrued by non-linguist educators and other 

professionals: The socio-cultural interpretation of not answering questions obscures an 

alternate possibility that a non-response occurs because an early stage of second language 

English makes understanding a question and/or formulating a response too difficult. (Angelo 

& Hudson 2018).  

 

Standard Australian English learned as a second language or dialect 

English, like many colonial languages in former colonies, has become a standardised 

language in Australia, utilised in national institutions, media and mainstream services in the 

form of Standard Australian English (Collins, 2012; Peters, 2014). Despite the major role that 

English has played in language contact and shift in this country (e.g. Schmidt, 1990) there is 

relatively little research on Indigenous Australians’ acquisition and use of L2 Standard 

Australian English. Indigenous students have only relatively recently become a consistently 

included cohort of potential English language learners in Australian school policy (C. Hudson 

& Angelo, 2014) although appropriate identification, assessment, pedagogy and curriculum is 

still unsystematic (Angelo & Hudson, 2018; Gawne et al., 2016; Wigglesworth et al., 2018). 

Aspects of Indigenous students’ L2 English acquisition in the classroom are described for L1 

traditional language speakers (Hill, 2008; Poetsch, 2018) and L1 contact language speakers 

(Angelo, 2012; Dixon, 2018; H. Fraser et al., 2018). Higher education contexts have no 

dedicated programs or policies for Indigenous students who are English language learners 
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(Koramannil, 2016). Demonstrably, many Indigenous Australians command the language 

resource of Standard Australian English. However, in many areas where Indigenous 

languages, traditional and/or contact, are the vernacular, Standard Australian English can be a 

language foreign to everyday community interactions and language use in the home which 

impacts on opportunities to learn it. 

 

The place of English in Indigenous multilingualism 

The role for Standard Australian English varies across Indigenous language ecologies, 

families and individuals. Local patterns of use and individual proficiency levels should 

determine how (Standard Australian) English is utilised as a first language or taught as a 

second/foreign language in education (Angelo & Poetsch 2019:12). For a host of reasons, 

however, English usage and proficiency can be difficult to ascertain from demographic data 

sets such as the Census or school enrolment data (Angelo & McIntosh, 2014; Dixon & 

Angelo, 2014). The Aboriginal Child Language Acquisition (ACLA) projects have therefore 

provided highly informative studies into aspects of the language ecologies surrounding 

children, including the different niches occupied by English. In Kalkaringi NT, for example, 

there is virtually no role for English for young pre-school aged speakers of Gurindji Kriol. In 

Yakanarra WA, English has a small role for the Kriol speaking children, while in the remote 

NT town of Tennant Creek it has a somewhat more active role for young Wumpurrarni 

English speakers (Wigglesworth & Simpson, 2008, p. 23). It should be noted that even in 

town and urban settings English does not necessarily have a significant role within 

Indigenous speech community enclaves, as is explained by the personal story of a Yumplatok 

speaker in Cairns (Sellwood & Angelo 2014). In the remote Warlpiri speaking community of 

Yuendemu NT, a study of Year 6 students’ language network maps shows that they 

acknowledge English to be useful for communicating beyond the community, including to 
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Aboriginal people with other language backgrounds, but in their personal language portraits 

English does not figure prominently (Browne 2019). In Ipmangker community (Murray 

Downs), local language use has shifted to Alyawarr English amongst younger people. Little 

intra-community use of Standard Australian English is observed despite apparent reasonable 

L2 proficiency amongst the middle age group (30-60 years old) and younger generations. 

Young Alyawarre English speakers start adding Standard English to their repertoire through 

exposure at school (Dixon, 2017, pp. 79-85 especially). In an Arrernte-speaking community, 

(Poetsch, 2018) describes young school-aged children predominately speak Arrernte with the 

exception of the classroom where they speak some L2 English. There is an asymmetry in 

their classroom L2 English use, as it is spoken with the teacher, but much less so with 

Arrernte-speaking peers. In a very different language ecology, in Maningrida NT where 

multiple traditional languages are spoken, a 1970s study examined language choices between 

interlocutors across all age ranges in the contexts of the local shop and the library (Elwell, 

1979, pp. 196-208, Appendix F). Uses of ‘English’ were noted to have significant 

L2/substrate features (pp. 62-65). For younger people in Maningrida, English appeared to be 

usurping the role of a large-scale L2 lingua franca, a role which Gunwinygu, a neutral 

language had fulfilled for adults.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Language contact has been and continues to be a powerful dynamic that is shaping the 

languages spoken by contemporary Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and the 

language ecologies of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander speech communities. Whereas 

the outcomes of language contact were perhaps once evaluated largely in terms of language 

obsolescence and language loss, there is an increasing appreciation of the intrinsic value of 
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historic and emergent contact languages as vehicles of cultural and language continuity and 

for inter-group communication between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.   

Contact languages are a point of differentiation amongst the types of language ecologies 

experienced by Indigenous Australians across the continent. Contact languages, like all 

minoritised mothertongues, are an equity issue for speakers that, when unacknowledged and 

unserviced, will pose a barrier to equal participation. Linguistic description has a part to play 

in recognising contact languages, particularly as source language components can obscure a 

new language and cause it to be misrecognised.  

 

Language contact and contact languages provide rich, complex and dynamic material for 

linguists to investigate with Indigenous Australians. Language contact can be researched 

from many linguistic perspectives sociolinguisc, historical and language documentation, and 

it is a major factor in language planning, language maintenance and language revival. Much 

remains to be understood about the operative variables in language contact processes in each 

situation and what influences the forms and trajectories of newly emerging and older contact 

languages.  
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Abstract 

In this paper we examine the historical and social factors associated with language 

contact in three Queensland settlements – Yarrabah, Cherbourg and Woorabinda – 

and discuss the impact these may have had on the emergence of the English-lexified 

vernacular languages associated with these communities today. Our focus is on the 

20th century and how Queensland Government policies of removal towards 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, including those of the Cape York 

Peninsula, at that time provided new contexts for sustained language contact in these 

settlements, not only between traditional languages, but also with pre-existing contact 

varieties. We show here how each vernacular is different because the sociohistorical 

circumstances in which they emerged are different. So while the three vernaculars we 

examine have been labelled as ‘Aboriginal English’, our research demonstrates a 

much richer picture – one which demands a re-examination of the vernacular of any 

Aboriginal community today as a product of its own unique history. 
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Introduction73 

Contemporary English-lexified vernacular languages spoken in Indigenous74  communities 

have received variable attention by linguists. In Queensland the best described variety has 

been the creole language that emerged in the Torres Strait (known as ‘Yumplatok’, ‘Torres 

Strait Creole’ or ‘Broken’ – e.g. Shnukal (1983, 1988)). Crowley & Rigsby (1979)’s 

description of Cape York Creole showed the extension of Torres Strait Creole into the 

mainland at the northern and north-eastern tip of Cape York Peninsula (see Harper, this 

volume, for an analysis of a narrative in this variety). Most other vernaculars spoken in 

Queensland communities today have been bundled under the moniker ‘Aboriginal English’ 

(e.g. Alexander 1965, 1968, Dutton 1965, Readdy 1961, Eades 1983, 1991).75 

 

Regardless of whether they come from communities designated as speaking ‘Cape York 

Creole’ or ‘Aboriginal English’, Indigenous people themselves recognise the distinctiveness 

of their own community vernaculars, not only in contrast with the English varieties of 

mainstream Australia, but also with other Indigenous vernaculars. For example, people in the 

central Queensland ex-reserve community of Woorabinda, or the far north Queensland ex-

mission community of Yarrabah regularly report that their own vernacular is different from 

 

73 For locations mentioned in the text, see the two general maps at the front of the volume  
74 The term Indigenous is sometimes used in this paper with the intention of respectfully including both 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and recognising them as First Peoples  
75 Treating all vernaculars as ‘Aboriginal English’ creates issues for Indigenous education, language assessment 

and demographic data. These have been the subject of much work by the Language Perspectives group of the 

Indigenous Schooling Support Unit of the Queensland Department of Education, Training and Employment, 

who argue that this labeling has led to (erroneous) assumptions about similarity and/or mutual 

comprehensibility with other varieties of English (see for instance Angelo 2004, 2006; discussions in McIntosh, 

O’Hanlon & Angelo, 2012; Angelo, 2013; Angelo & McIntosh in press).  
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what is spoken outside them – that there is a particular ‘Woorabinda’ or ‘Yarrabah’ way of 

speaking. In Southern Queensland, the speech of those from the ex-reserve Cherbourg is 

frequently described as distinctive. Indigenous residents in Cherbourg, Woorabinda and 

Yarrabah − along with outsiders familiar with these language varieties − distinguish the 

varieties from these reserves and missions (henceforth ‘settlements’) from other Indigenous 

speech varieties in Queensland, including each other. Similarly communities in the northern 

Cape York area, such as Napranum, Mapoon and Lockhart River, consider their community 

vernaculars to be different from each other (see also Thompson, this volume, and Harper, this 

volume on Lockhart River and the northern Cape York area, respectively).  

 

This Indigenous awareness of language variation contrasts with the current level of 

scholarship on the nature of the variation between English-lexified vernaculars and the socio-

historical reasons for this variation. Work has been done on the early emergence of a pidgin 

in the Sydney region and New South Wales (Troy 1990) and the spread of this pidgin 

northward as settlement spread into what is now Queensland (Dutton 1983) and then on into 

the Northern Territory in the 19th century (Harris 1986). However, very little has been 

published on the further development of contact languages on the Queensland mainland 

during the 20th century and how patterns of language contact found in different parts of 

Queensland may have resulted in the emergence of community-specific or region-specific 

vernaculars (but see Shnukal 1988 for detailed research for the Torres Strait Islands). 

 

In this paper we present the beginnings of such an investigation through a comparison of 

three present day Aboriginal communities with similar histories as settlements – Yarrabah 

(far north Qld), Barambah/Cherbourg (southeast Qld) and Taroom/ Woorabinda (central 

Qld). Yarrabah was founded as an Anglican mission in 1892, while Barambah (founded in 
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1901 and renamed Cherbourg in 1932) was established as a Government-run reserve. 

Similarly Taroom (founded in 1911 and relocated to Woorabinda in 1927) was also set up as 

a Government-run reserve.76 The locations of these settlements can be found in the general 

map of Queensland included in this volume.  

 

People in each of these three communities today recognise a variety of language that is 

widely spoken and acquired by children as an L1 associated particularly with that 

community: ‘Yarrie Lingo’ (YL) in Yarrabah; ‘Cherbourg Talk’ (CT) in Cherbourg; and 

‘Woorie Talk’ (WT) in Woorabinda.77 Descriptive work on these varieties is ongoing, and a 

detailed account of their grammars is beyond the scope of this chapter. All three were the 

subject of minor theses in the 1960s, where they were all labelled ‘Aboriginal English’ 

(Alexander 1965 for Yarrabah, Readdy 1961 for Cherbourg and Alexander 1968 for 

Woorabinda). Allridge (1984) showed how these varieties displayed features of other 

Australian contact languages, a theme articulated in recent published and unpublished work 

by the three authors of this chapter (Angelo (2004, 2006, 2013) and Sellwood and Angelo 

(2013) for Yarrie Lingo, Munro & Mushin (2016) for Woorie Talk and Munro (2012) for 

Cherbourg Talk). Recently each of these communities has undertaken a ‘language awareness 

 

76 A fourth settlement, Palm Island (founded as a Reserve in 1916 near Townsville), would also ideally be 

included in a study such as this, as it shares a number of historical features with these other three and there were 

significant movements between all four of these settlements during the 20th century, but we have restricted this 

discussion to the communities in which we have conducted primary research ourselves.  
77 These names have been coined in consultation with community members for the purposes of the poster 

project described in the next paragraph, and do not necessarily reflect their widespread use as language names in 

the respective communities (Angelo & McIntosh in press). Indeed, in all three cases the vernacular language can 

suffer from stigma by Indigenous and non-Indigenous people alike as a ‘broken’ or ‘rubbish’ type of English, or 

as the ‘elephant in the room’, virtually a linguistic non-entity, being neither of the prestige kinds of language: 

‘proper English’ or traditional Aboriginal languages (Sellwood & Angelo 2013).  
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project’ in the form of a Vernacular Language Poster, in collaboration with the Language 

Perspectives arm of the Indigenous Schooling Support Unit of the Queensland Department of 

Education.  

 

Among other things, each poster project gave community members an opportunity to reflect 

on their own vernaculars and to choose examples that for them best characterised the way(s) 

people talk locally. The poster projects have provided us with the contemporary samples of 

each vernacular cited in this paper (Language Perspectives, 2009, 2013, 2015).  

 

These community-based projects reveal that each vernacular retains features that were 

documented by Dutton (1983) for the varieties of NSW Pidgin that spread into Queensland, 

but not necessarily the same features in the same ways. For example, all three use a -fla/-fulla 

suffix (youfulla (YL)/youfla (WT)/yu fulla (CT)) for a 2nd person plural pronominal, 

although the CT form perhaps operates more like a vocative noun group (e.g. ‘you fellas’).78 

Generally, CT makes little or no use of this suffix in other plural pronouns, whereas YL and 

WT do, but for different forms, as in moofulla (YL)/ ufla (WT) for a 1st person plural.  

 

Yarrie Lingo forms past tense with the invariant marker bin, which is attested in both NSW 

Pidgin and Melanesian Pidgin descendants such as Kriol (Schultze-Berndt et al. 2013) and 

Torres Strait Creole (Shnukal 1988) (e.g. YL Oo bin gidda turdle? ‘Who got a turtle?’). In a 

local development, bin is often cliticised to -m following pronouns (e.g. [..] wim go roun 

where Nana [...] ‘we went round to Nana’s place’.). Woorie Talk forms past tense with an 

 

78 We retain the original orthographies developed for each poster.  
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invariant was auxiliary for stative predicates while an -ed suffix is frequently found in non-

stative contexts (e.g. We was up da hill ‘We were up the hill’; Oo killed dat bird ‘Who killed 

the bird’). Like Woorie Talk, Cherbourg Talk also uses linguistic resources which are, on the 

surface, reminiscent of English for marking past tense forms (e.g. I beated yu to school ‘I 

beat you to school’).  

 

All three varieties use some words from NSW Aboriginal languages that were introduced via 

the spread of NSW Pidgin (e.g. bogi ‘swim, wash’; goona ‘faeces’). Each vernacular also 

utilises different sets of high frequency words that come from traditional substrate languages, 

including fauna, e.g. YL joonggi ‘crustacean species’; relations e.g. WT bulloo ‘granddad’, 

goondoonoos ‘children’; or everyday items e.g. CT. moonyoo and yoondra ‘money’.  

 

An intersubjective discourse particle la is found in all three vernaculars, but is unattested in 

NSW/QLD pidgin, Torres Strait Creole and Kriol. Gourlay & Mushin (2015) recently 

analysed this particle as signalling that the speaker is inviting the addressee to jointly attend 

to a specific object in the here and now of a situation (e.g. one dere la (YL), look ere la 

(WT), ay, look ere la (CT)). There are a number of possible substrate origins of la, including 

the traditional languages of the initial Yarrabah population, Gungganydji and related dialects 

(Dixon 1977), and the south west languages Margany and Gunya (Breen 1981) in relation to 

Woorabinda. This particle is thus a likely candidate for a form that exclusively emerged at 

one of these settlements, which spread with the movement of residents between settlements 

throughout the 20th century, with possible reinforcement from similar forms or practices in 

‘recipient’ settlements.  
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The sample of language features above illustrates clear inputs from 19th century English-

lexified contact varieties (e.g. NSW Pidgin) and other possible sources like Melanesian 

Pidgin; local developments (e.g. past -m clitic); more localised substrate influences from 

traditional languages; and spreads or reinforcements of some substrate inputs into other 

settlements during the 20th century. From this a picture begins to emerge of these varieties as 

kinds of contact languages. All three illustrate input from NSW Pidgin, but with slightly 

different present-day outcomes. All show influence of other traditional substrate languages, 

but not the same ones. All demonstrate a shared innovation, the particle la, not attested in 

other Australian creoles.  

 

However, even the brief list of language features we provide above shows that YL, CT and 

WT are not the same variety, and that CT and WT have more linguistically in common with 

each other than with YL. Community members recognise this: for example, Woorabinda 

residents regularly report that their way of speaking is very close to what was spoken at 

Cherbourg but that people in Yarrabah speak quite differently.  

 

One of the key aims of this chapter is to examine reasons why the vernacular that emerged in 

Yarrabah should be different from those that emerged in Cherbourg and Woorabinda, and to 

account for why Cherbourg and Woorabinda vernaculars have so much in common. In 

particular we need to account for why YL appears to share so many features commonly 

associated with creole languages more generally (See Angelo 2004 and Sellwood & Angelo 

2013 for a list of these features) and why CT and WT by comparison appear to have more 

influence from the lexifier, English. We can see this in the differences in past tense marking: 
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YL uses bin, which is associated with many other creole varieties, while CT and WT form 

past tense in ways that appear, at least on the surface, to be closer to English forms.79 

 

We call this paper a ‘beginning’ as our research is ongoing and points to a far richer picture 

than we are able to present in a single chapter. Our focus here is on identifying historical and 

social factors that are shared by the three settlements and those that diverge, and examining 

how these may have been consequential for the development of what are identified by 

community members themselves as distinctive varieties. Studies such as these are aimed at 

helping us understand contemporary Indigenous language varieties as tied to the particular 

historical contexts from which they emerge, thus enriching the study of these contact 

language varieties.  

 

In the next section we outline some of the general aspects of Queensland’s history that appear 

to be shared across the three settlements. We then turn our attention to a more detailed 

summary of historical and social factors that impacted on patterns of language contact in each 

case: Yarrabah (§3), Barambah/Cherbourg (§4) and Taroom/Woorabinda (§5). In §6 we 

summarise the ways in which these three communities diverge and how this may have 

impacted on the linguistic properties of the language varieties spoken there today, and we 

consider directions for further research.  

 

SHARED HISTORIES UNDER THE ACT 

 

79 We have used the difference in past tense as an illustration of the more creole-like features of YL. There are 

many others, as documented in Angelo (2004).  
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All three settlements shared the ignominy of being significant sites for the placement of 

Indigenous people removed under the Queensland Government 1897 Aborigines Protection 

and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act (henceforth ‘The Act’) (e.g. Kidd 1997). The Act, 

which lasted with some modifications until 1971, was implemented ostensibly to protect 

Indigenous people from corruption associated with contact with non-Indigenous people and, 

arguably, particularly Chinese and their reputed dealings with opium. In reality, The Act 

served to control every aspect of life of Queensland’s Indigenous people, including where 

they could live and work, where their children would reside, who they worked for and for 

how long, and who they could marry.  

 

Under The Act, Indigenous people who were not legally employed, including those of mixed 

descent, could be removed to a settlement. Thousands of people who had survived the violent 

frontier period of initial colonisation were forcibly removed over a number of decades of the 

20th century, from all over Queensland (including Cape York and the Gulf regions – see 

Richards this volume for an example) to designated settlements, some of which already 

existed as missions (e.g. Yarrabah), and some which were set up expressly to be sites of 

removal (e.g. Barambah and Taroom). Throughout The Act, Indigenous residents in a 

settlement were forcibly restricted from any freedom of movement, and the punishments for 

disobeying such government controls were harsh, including imprisonment or relocation to 

another settlement.  

 

Copland (2005:100) reported that of 12,576 documented ‘removals’ between 1859 and 1972, 

21% were to Barambah/Cherbourg, 15% to Taroom/Woorabinda and 8% to Yarrabah. 

Additionally 33% were removed to Palm Island off the coast from Townsville. There were 
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many removals between the settlements throughout this period – Cherbourg to Woorabinda 

and Palm Island, Yarrabah to Cherbourg, Palm Island to Woorabinda, and so forth.  

 

By the end of the 1930s, each of the three settlements that are our focus housed people from 

at least 40 different traditional language groups, some from regions far from the settlement 

location. Many of these groups would have had little or no contact with each other prior to 

these removals. Some people would have been L1 speakers of their traditional languages, 

with others having varying degrees of proficiency. At this point in Queensland’s history, 

most Indigenous peoples would have had some experience of a contact language, ranging 

from L1 speakers of a creole, through to L2 speakers of a pidgin.  

 

In terms of the nature of these pidgins and creoles, Dutton (1983) proposes two prongs of 

contact language spread from the south. One was an Inland Pidgin based on NSW Pidgin that 

spread with the pastoral industry’s expansion into Queensland from the 1840s (further 

progress via the Gulf Track and into the Northern Territory in the 1870s is documented in 

Harris 1986, Munro 2000, 2004). The other, which Dutton terms ‘Coastal Pidgin’, also 

arrived from NSW, but earlier, to the fledgling Brisbane colony (circa 1823) via the sea 

route.80 Other documented contact varieties in Queensland were introduced from the north 

through maritime industries and plantation labour (e.g. Dutton 1980, Shnukal 1988, Crowley 

& Rigsby 1979, Tryon & Charpentier 2004), through other local sources of language contact, 

such as mixed agriculture in coastal areas (Schmidt 1985) or gold rushes (including Chinese-

Aboriginal language contact) (Anderson & Mitchell 1981).  

 

80 Dutton’s terms ‘Inland’ and ‘Coastal’ refer primarily to the path of their spread, as at least by the later phase local 

linguistic differences exhibited in the earlier Coastal variety had mostly been leveled out.  
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Furthermore, as these settlements continued to be sites of removals throughout the 20th 

century there were constant changes in the demographic profile of language groups as people 

were removed out and in. The degree of diversity of language groups appears equivalent, a 

judgement based in part on Norman Tindale’s 1938 survey of these settlements. However, the 

inventory of languages, the proportions of speakers from each, plus their levels of proficiency 

varied, and thus so did the relative inputs of languages within the settlements.  

 

In the next three sections we outline some of the more specific factors that contributed to 

language contact in each of the three settlements, focusing on the diverse linguistic 

backgrounds of the peoples in each place, the ways Indigenous people from differing 

traditional and contact language backgrounds interacted within the settlements, and the kinds 

of contact residents had with English or other non-Indigenous languages. Factors we discuss 

include: living arrangments within the settlements, including policies of segregation in 

dormitories; exposure, or lack of exposure, to mainstream Australia, including education; and 

labour arrangements.  

 

YARRABAH 

The Yarrabah Mission was established in 1892 on Gungganydji lands on the far side of the 

promontory across the inlet from Cairns. Despite its relative proximity to Cairns (12 km in a 

direct line), the settlement remained very isolated as all transport in and out of Yarrabah was 

by sea until 1972, when a road was pushed through rugged rain-forested mountain ranges. 

The present-day community of Yarrabah is accessible from Cairns by 50kms of road. Yarrie 

Lingo, an English-lexified contact language, is the vernacular spoken by the community here.  
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Who came together at Yarrabah Mission and why  

Yarrabah Mission was initially set up through a partnership between the Australian Board of 

Missions, the Diocese of North Queensland and the Government of Queensland (Hume 1991: 

5) during a phase of mission establishments in the far north (Thompson 1995: 80). Although 

the Gungganydji’s land tenure and lifestyle remained virtually unviolated at the time of the 

foundation of Yarrabah Mission, its rationale was to minister to the physical and spiritual 

needs of local Aboriginal peoples being displaced by the new township of Cairns (Richards 

2010), which had been founded in 1876 as a supply port for the new goldfields in the 

hinterlands. Initially, as in the other settlements, Yarrabah residents hailed exclusively from 

the local areas. At the close of its first decade, however, the Yarrabah population totalled 317, 

including recent arrivals from two mission closures: Bloomfield River in the north, in 1901, 

and Bogimbah Mission on Fraser Island in the southeast in 1904 (Hume 1991: 8).  

 

Yarrabah Mission officially operated in concert with The Act, with a Superintendent present 

from 1899 (Loos 2007:62). Of the 968 documented removals to Yarrabah up until 1972, by 

far the greatest proportion of people hailed from the far north, including Cape York Peninsula 

(around 65%), followed by the north including the Gulf (around 30%), with others’ 

homelands ranging from the Torres Strait to south-east Queensland. No removals from the 

southwest were relocated to Yarrabah (Denigan 2008:10). From 1900, Yarrabah also began 

housing children from far afield when it was granted Industrial School status (Denigan, 

2008:4). Subsequently, 25% of all Queensland’s child removals were sent here (Copland 

2005: 152).  
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In the 1970s it was estimated that approximately one third of Yarrabah residents identified as 

Gungganydji, another third as Yidinydji, the neighbouring dialect group, while the remaining 

third represented a variety of affiliations (Dixon, 1977).  

 

How did people live? 

The Yarrabah Mission rigidly controlled the lives of residents, making work and religious 

activities the main focus. Yarrabah had a main village where the school, dormitories, hospital 

and missionary residence were located (Denigan 2008). The Mission sanctioned residents’ 

marriages, and couples mostly resided in the main village in individual houses (Loos 2007: 

59–61). However, many traditionally-oriented Gungganydji continued to live in a beach 

fringe camp for some decades. Another feature of Yarrabah life was between 10–17 

outstations, operating from the earliest years up until the 1960s when they were disbanded 

due to a government policy of centralised housing. The outstations’ purpose was to settle and 

cultivate more land, give some independence to adults and allay tensions in the socio-

culturally complex mission setting. Additionally, there is some evidence that adults from the 

same region and/or cultural groupings congregated if they had the opportunity (Hume 1989, 

1991).  

 

A system of segregated dormitories for boys and girls operated at Yarrabah until 1942, when 

parents successfully persuaded the North Queensland bishop to allow their children to live 

with them (Thomson 1989:46). Child removals arriving in Yarrabah were placed directly into 

dormitories, but children whose mothers lived at Yarrabah remained with them till they were 

11-12 years old before being placed in a dormitory. Girls remained in the dormitory until 

they were married unless working off-site, while boys left their dormitory at around 16 to 

work (Hume 1989: 94).  
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A sense of ‘Yarrabah identity’ existed by the 1980s (Hume 1989: 47). Perhaps this was 

already on the rise during World War II, when general labour shortages meant that Yarrabah 

labourers brought in the region’s harvests and earned award wages (Hume 1989:110–112). 

Concerted actions by Yarrabah residents, such as the 1942 petition against dormitories or the 

1958 strike (Hume 1989: 128–9) are likely indications of a sense of community.81  

 

Languages spoken on the Mission  

The majority of the earliest residents of Yarrabah were L1 speakers of languages belonging 

to the Cairns (and hinterland) region, predominately the language group comprised of the 

Gunggay/Yidiny/Marday/Wanyurr dialects, but some from the language group just over the 

inlet and to the north, the Nyagali/Djabugay/Guluy/Bulway/ Yirrgay dialects (Dixon 1977). 

By far the largest numbers of new arrivals overall were from the far north, followed by 

people from the Gulf country to the west, although some came from further south (e.g. Fraser 

Island in the south-east). For many decades, new arrivals in Yarrabah were therefore likely 

L1 or proficient speakers of their traditional language(s), as the progress of language shift 

was less advanced in the far north than central and southern Queensland (Schmidt 1990). 

However, many elderly residents in the 1980s reported having acquired only a receptive 

understanding of their language (e.g. Smith, cited in Hume 1991: 10). So although there were 

speakers of a number of traditional languages in Yarrabah into the 1940s and beyond, their 

languages were not passed on fully to subsequent generations.  

 

81 Note, however, that Craig who was undertaking fieldwork in the 1970s found ‘no over- riding culture or set 

of values integrating Yarrabah’s Aborigines into a single unit’ (quoted in Hunter et al, 2001:48). The 

amalgamation of housing into one area at Yarrabah took place in the 1960s and was highly disruptive, so the 

after-effects might have been the source for Craig’s observation.  
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Right from the start, most Indigenous peoples entering Yarrabah Mission also brought with 

them prior experiences of English-lexified jargons, pidgins and creoles (Angelo 2013). The 

Gungganydji had had some contact with bêche-de-mer luggers since the 1840s, and camps 

were established offshore from the 1870s (Bottoms 1993, 2002). Yarrabah residents hailing 

from much of the northern coastline had had connections with maritime jargons/pidgins 

through associations with sandalwood camps and lugger crews often consisting of 

Aboriginals, Torres Strait Islanders and Pacific Islanders (see also Harper, this volume, and 

Thompson, this volume). Residents with origins in the inland were likely to have experienced 

the pastoral industry and its associated pidgin which had been spreading northwards through 

Queensland since the 1840s, reaching the Gulf by the 1870s and Cape York Peninsula a 

decade later. Many early Yarrabah residents, including children of mixed descent, came from 

the Palmer River gold rush area (1870-80s); the gold rush brought Indigenous peoples 

together with a massive influx of Chinese and European miners, disrupting traditional speech 

communities and fostering new language contact contexts with non-Indigenous people. 

Residents who had come from areas with tropical plantations may have had experiences of 

the speech used amongst multilingual workforces, including by South Sea Islander labourers. 

As a result of such prior learning, a ‘Pidgin English’ was being used for interactions between 

mission staff of English speaking backgrounds, the South Sea Islander missionary and the 

local Aboriginal peoples already within the first two decades of Yarrabah’s operation (as 

reported by Gribble 1930).82 

 

82 The Gribble family of missionaries also played a part in the development of the contact language in Yarrabah, perhaps 

even as vectors. For instance, prior to Yarrabah they were themselves, with Gribble junior, present at Warrangesda on the 

Murrumbidgee (1880), Gascoyne River in Western Australia (1885) and then Brewarrina on the Darling River. During his 

time at Yarrabah (1892–1910), Gribble junior also assisted at Mitchell River on Western Cape York. After this he went to 
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Other factors influencing language contact outcomes 

There was not much exposure to Standard Australian English for Indigenous residents of 

Yarrabah. Although most mission staff were English speakers, they formed a tiny proportion 

of the population. In 1904, for instance, there were three L1 English speaking staff to 317 

residents. Interactions between them and Yarrabah residents would have been far outweighed 

by interactions amongst community members themselves in their vernacular(s). Significantly, 

even the English-speaking mission staff were noted to adjust their English for Aboriginal 

interlocutors (Gribble 1930: 99).  

 

Some education was provided for Yarrabah school children, although Roth, Protector of 

Aborigines, acknowledged ‘the standard of education attempted is purposely not a high one, 

more value being set on the entailed habits of discipline, obedience and routine’ (Roth 

1903:18). Until the late 1950s, classroom learning was generally only to a grade 3 level 

(typically what is expected of 8–9 year old children) which would not require high levels of 

attainment in English. After this time, Yarrabah students were achieving grade 5 and 6 

standards (around what is expected of 10–11 year old children), and some students 

experienced school outside Yarrabah (Hume 1991: 20).  

 

Work situations outside of Yarrabah were generally very hierarchical and usually exhibited 

social segregation along racial lines (Richards 2010:247), so immersion in English also did 

not necessarily occur, if indeed ‘English’ was what was used in these linguistically complex 

contexts. At the start of the 1900s, Aboriginal girls from Yarrabah were in demand as 

 

Forrest River in the northern Kimberleys (1914–28) and Palm Island (1930–57) in northern Queensland (Dixon 1977: 22; 

Halse 1996: 219).  
 



 

 310 

domestic servants, while males were recruited for labour on fishing boats and sugarcane and 

banana plantations (Hume 1989:104) and this pattern appears to have been maintained in 

subsequent years (e.g. Thomson 1989). The maritime and agricultural settings certainly 

involved interactions with a polyglot workforce. Yarrabah resident May Smith, also recalled 

that Yarrabah residents were for a time trained by Torres Strait Islanders who lived across the 

inlet in Malay Town (a shanty town for non-European and non-Chinese in Cairns): Yarrabah 

women were taught mat weaving and boys were instructed in diving for bêche-de-mer 

(Thomson 1989: 37).  

 

BARAMBAH/CHERBOURG 

Cherbourg was the first Government Reserve established in Queensland under The Act and as 

such, ‘became critical to the direction of Queensland’s Aboriginal policy ... [and] a crucial 

test of the government’s administrative abilities’ (Blake 2001: 18). Mission Talk, or 

Cherbourg Talk, an English-lexifier contact language, is the everyday vernacular of 

Cherbourg today.  

 

The immediate area surrounding the Cherbourg site was originally comprised of small 

holdings. It appears that the historical pattern of violence and dispossession associated with 

the spread of colonisation, following surveys and exploration, occurred here also (e.g. Blake 

2001). Since 1843, southeast Queensland experienced an expansion with free selection, 

settlement and increased immigration into the area where Cherbourg would eventually be 

located. Cherbourg’s close proximity to Brisbane, the state capital, and what is now known as 

the Sunshine Coast (previously ‘North Coast’) hinterland saw it surrounded by colonial 

populations. Cherbourg’s geographic location placed it in close proximity to considerable 

numbers of English speaking settlers. Cherbourg’s social history, however, shows that its 
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residents were not free to mix with the settler population, which hampered their ability to 

learn English fluently. The contact language that developed in Cherbourg came out of the 

tension that existed between a segregated Indigenous population amidst a rapidly expanding 

settler population around it.  

 

How people lived  

Blake (2001:202) provides maps of Barambah settlement, which show that Indigenous 

residents were separated from non-Indigenous officials and the official buildings of 

Cherbourg. In the 1910s Indigenous residents also had separate camps for ‘Sundowner’s 

Tribe’ (SW Qld), ‘Kulilli Tribe’ (SW Qld), ‘Cooktown Tribe’ (N Qld) and ‘Wakka Wakka 

Tribe’ (local), and similar divisions continued through the 1920s. From this information we 

know large numbers of people (and their languages) came from north Queensland (including 

the east coast of Cape York Peninsula) and southwest Queensland and joined existing camps 

based loosely around regional, cultural and familial ties. The existence of such camps 

indicates that the traditional cultural sense of identity linked to language and country 

remained strong in the first two decades of the 1900s.  

 

Blake (2001: 211–212), however, goes on to show that this all changed by the late 1930s 

when the ‘regional’ camps were abandoned by at least a quarter of the population in favour of 

living in houses in the main ‘village’. At the same time the dormitories were expanded to 

accommodate another quarter of the population. The scale of removals meant there were ever 

more language groups entering the settlement; and, by the late 1930s, residents ‘through their 

shared experiences on the settlement ... developed a sense of togetherness and began to 

identify also as “one big mob”’ (Blake 2001: 212).  
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The languages of Cherbourg  

The traditional language of the country that includes Cherbourg and immediate surrounds is 

Wakka Wakka. In the early years of establishment most residents, being local to the area, 

would have had some proficiency in this language. Between 1905 and 1972, there were 

influxes of Indigenous people possessing different traditional languages and contact 

languages. For example, during a particularly severe drought in 1900, over 70 Aboriginal 

people from southwest Queensland were removed to Durundur and thence in 1905 to 

Barambah (Blake 2001: 35), bringing with them an influx of people possibly speaking an 

Inland Queensland Pidgin along with traditional languages of that region. In 1916 over 100 

Aboriginal people were forcibly moved to Cherbourg from the Rockhampton area, again due 

to drought (Blake 2001: 35). They would have brought with them another contact language 

variety that had been developing in that region, as well as knowledge of traditional languages 

of that region. Currently, there is evidence of 49 traditional languages being removed to 

Cherbourg.  

 

There is evidence also that at least some of these traditional languages were still spoken in 

Cherbourg as L1s into the 1960s, as a number of Aboriginal languages were recorded by the 

Queensland Speech Survey at Cherbourg. Tennant Kelly (1935) also discusses the amount of 

cultural knowledge that Aboriginal people managed to retain in the settlement until the mid-

1930s. However, Tennant Kelly also describes how aspects of cultural knowledge were being 

lost – an indicator that traditional languages were not being passed on to the young 

generations. One of the reasons for this is that Aboriginal people were ‘chary of openly 

discussing these [cultural] matters’ (Tennant Kelly 1935:471) as they felt the threat of 

punishment for simply speaking their own languages (e.g. Hegerty 1999). There are no fluent 

speakers of traditional languages in Cherbourg today.  
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The other languages in use in Cherbourg were the contact languages that Indigenous people 

brought with them, which they may have spoken either as an L1 or L2. The early pidgin 

development around Cherbourg would have involved a later form of the Coastal Pidgin 

identified in Dutton (1983) that would have been in use in this south eastern region prior to 

the establishment of Cherbourg. However, the significant numbers of removals from the 

southwest of Queensland would have spoken the Inland Queensland Pidgin (Dutton 1983). 

Inland and Coastal pidgins may have merged in Cherbourg. With large numbers of people 

arriving from all over the state, any number of other contact language varieties would also 

have been in use in the Reserve. For example, a small percentage of people originated from 

the Torres Strait Islands, so we would expect the presence of a few Torres Strait Creole 

speakers, although with insufficient numbers for it to be an influential language.  

 

Exposure to English  

The other language in use in Cherbourg was English, predominantly by the non-Indigenous 

staff. From the very outset of its establishment, Cherbourg acted as a labour depot to organise 

and distribute cheap Indigenous labour on fixed term contracts. Blake (2001:120) describes 

how residents were sent away to work as far afield as Charleville and Roma in southwest 

Queensland and Alpha in central Queensland, although the vast majority were within a 100 

kilometre radius of Cherbourg. The number of ‘engagements’ peaked in 1926 when 1369 

placements for labour were made and again, as in Yarrabah, in the 1940s due to labour 

shortages caused by WWII (Blake 2001:124–5). Adult men and women, as well as children, 

were sent out to work. Cherbourg also provided workshop training for Indigenous people, 

who were sent from other Reserves to receive instruction and work placements. Men were 
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mostly sent to work in the pastoral or agricultural industries, while women were sent to work 

in the domestic arena.  

 

The ramifications of this work practice on language contact were twofold. The developing 

contact language in Cherbourg was spread considerably outside the settlement, and at the 

same time Aboriginal workers were brought into contact with other varieties of English 

outside the Reserve, along with Indigenous speakers of other contact varieties. As work 

permits only lasted 12 months at maximum, people did not necessarily remain in permanent 

employment, instead moving in and out of the settlement. This would have hampered people 

learning English fluently, but no doubt provided environments where features could be 

transferred from varieties of English or indeed other contact languages.  

 

Another factor constraining exposure to English at Cherbourg was its dormitory system. A 

key feature of the removals policy up until the late 1930s was a preoccupation with the 

removals of children and adults of mixed decent. Infrastructure had to be built to 

accommodate them, so that by 1910 there were two dormitories, one each for boys and girls. 

By 1928, three new dormitories were built, one each for boys and girls and another for 

mothers with babies (Blake 2001). As Blake (2001:73) notes, while only 3% of the 

population lived in dormitories in 1910, by 1933 over 22% were dormitory residents. Not 

only were mixed-descent women and children removed to Cherbourg under The Act, but 

children from within Cherbourg were also removed from their families and placed in the 

dormitory, sometimes acting as child-minding centres while their parents were sent out to 

work.  

 



 

 315 

Life inside the dormitory did not allow any exposure to traditional Aboriginal languages, but 

some exposure to English. Copland (2005:135) notes that the aim of dormitories from the 

official point of view was ‘complete segregation’, both from the rest of the settlement and 

wider community. Children inside the dormitory did receive some schooling in English, 

although it was ad-hoc at best and carried out by untrained teachers. It was not until 1962 that 

the Department of Education took over responsibility for Indigenous education, which then 

provided trained teachers and an expectation that children also attend high school, until the 

age of 16 (about year 10 or 11). There is no doubt that the dormitory system and the 

rudimentary schooling received there would have affected the everyday speech varieties that 

were developing, but it is difficult to pinpoint the exact levels of exposure of English.  

 

TAROOM/WOORABINDA 

The contemporary community of Woorabinda was established in 1927, when the entire 

population of the Taroom Reserve was relocated to make way for the Dawson Irrigation 

Scheme (never completed). Apart from the 18 month period of relocation, the social and 

living conditions on Taroom and Woorabinda Reserves shows remarkable continuity. We 

therefore consider the history of Woorabinda to begin with the establishment of the Taroom 

Reserve in 1911. Our summary here draws from a more detailed account of the emergence of 

Woorie Talk, the vernacular of Woorabinda (Munro & Mushin 2016).  

 

As noted in L’Oste-Brown et al. (1995), there are very few historical records of the Taroom 

Reserve, so it is unclear what motivated the establishment of a Reserve in the Dawson River 

region. Certainly by 1911 the Pastoral industry had been well established in that region and 

the local Yiman tribes decimated (Forde 1990: 12). The first inhabitants were those living in 

camps around the town of Taroom and surrounding cattle stations, but people were also 
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removed from camps further afield from places such as St George and Roma (southwest from 

Taroom), and the Burnett region (east of Taroom) (L’Oste-Brown et al. 1995:8). There was 

also a clear presence from early on of people from much further north, whose cultural 

practices were seen as particularly distinctive. So there is evidence that within the first ten 

years of the settlement the population was already culturally and linguistically diverse, 

including some from language groups with no prior history of contact.  

 

The diversity of population continued after the move to Woorabinda. Initially most removals 

came from the surrounding areas, especially Springsure, Baralaba and Rockhampton. In 1942 

more than 200 residents from the (German) Lutheran Cape Bedford mission (now Hopevale) 

were removed to Woorabinda. The move resulted in a terrible death toll, and most of these 

Guugu Yimidhirr speakers returned to Cape Bedford following the war years (see also 

Haviland, this volume). However some did remain, reinforcing the presence of ‘northern’ 

Indigenous people at Woorabinda. After World War Two, removals became more widespread 

with additions of people from the Gulf region (e.g. Burketown, Doomadgee, Mornington 

Island) for the first time, and more from North Coast urban centres, Cairns and Townsville. 

The 1950s also saw a dramatic increase in the number of removals from Cherbourg to 

Woorabinda, followed by a significant overall decrease in the 1960s.  

 

How did people live?  

People initially lived in distinct camps at Taroom, as they did in Cherbourg, organised around 

five regions: ‘Cooktown’ (far north Qld), ‘Gulalee’ (southwest Qld), mixed, ‘Burnett’ and 

‘Western Queensland’ (L’Oste-Brown et al. 1995). This division into camps was maintained 

and expanded at Woorabinda (Kolijn-Vink 1986: 59). Like Cherbourg, the few non-

Indigenous staff and their families lived in areas strictly removed from the Indigenous 
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residential areas. As removals continued through the 20th century, people were often able to 

join others from similar linguistic and cultural backgrounds. For example, when 37 people 

were removed to Woorabinda from Noccundra in the far Southwest in 1952, they were 

joining an already well-established ‘Kulili/Gulalee’ group that had maintained an identity as 

people from the southwest since Taroom days.  

 

As reported in Munro & Mushin (2016), the separation of people into distinct camps was 

maintained until some time in the late 1950s, when there was still a distinction made between 

‘North’ and ‘South’ people. Up until this time, it appears that people still identified 

themselves by their places/language groups of origin rather than as people of Woorabinda.83 

By the early 1960s, housing had become more integrated, and changes to The Act meant that 

people were able to move more freely in and out of the settlement. It is around this time that 

it appears that people began to self-identity as members of a Woorabinda community. This is 

much later than either Yarrabah or Cherbourg, where there is evidence of integration as a 

community by the 1930s.  

 

There was a dormitory system at Taroom and Woorabinda, but it was less isolating than 

Cherbourg, as children were able to visit their families on weekends. There was a dormitory 

for girls in Taroom, while boys remained in the camps. In Woorabinda there were 

 

83 The people who came directly from Taroom, however, appear to have a particular status in the community as ‘founder’ 

families, but these themselves came from multiple backgrounds.  
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dormitories for both boys and girls. Children who were raised in the dormitories lived there 

until they were of working age (fourteen) under the supervision of a non-Indigenous staffer.  

 

Languages spoken at Taroom/Woorabinda  

No inventory of language groups was compiled during the Taroom Reserve period. Norman 

Tindale visited Woorabinda in 1937, and identified 47 different language groups. People in 

Woorabinda today claim 52 language groups are in the community. There is evidence, 

however, that at least some of the groups were no longer actively passing their languages on 

to their children as a first language as early as the Taroom foundational period. We know 

from Gavan Breen’s linguistic salvage work (Breen 1990) that the last speakers of many 

languages of the southwest (i.e. languages associated with the ‘Gulalee’ group) were already 

reduced to a handful of old speakers by the 1960s, suggesting that these languages had ceased 

to be used inter-generationally by the dawn of the 20th century.84 

 

L’Oste-Brown et al. (1995:9) note that many of the original residents of Taroom had already 

been working in the pastoral industry as drovers, station hands and domestics. This means 

that many, if not most, of the earliest residents of Taroom were already speakers of Inland 

Queensland Pidgin, at least as a language of contact between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

 

84 There is evidence, however, that at least some languages were maintained at Taroom and Woorabinda. By 1965, when 

Elwyn Flint visited Woorabinda as part of the Queensland Speech Survey, there were speakers of at least Wakka Wakka, 

Gunggari, Bidjara, Gangulu, and possibly Wadjigu still resident, but these languages do not appear to be in active use then. 

There is also evidence that Guugu Yimidhirr and Kuku Yalanji were maintained in some families, as supported by the 

recollections of Elders we interviewed in 2012.  
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pastoral workers.85 It is therefore possible that some groups had begun using an expanded 

version of this pidgin as a language among themselves.  

 

The diversity of language backgrounds at Taroom/Woorabinda afforded many contexts for 

the use of a contact variety as a lingua franca: work assignments within the settlement 

(people had to work 24 hours a week on the settlement) and children living in dormitories. 

Although people lived in separate camps in both Taroom and Woorabinda at least until the 

late 1950s, the divisions appear to be geographic rather than linguistic, so that people from 

different language backgrounds may have lived in the same camps. This may have provided 

additional impetus for the development of a lingua franca that became Woorie Talk.  

 

Other factors in language contact outcomes  

As for the other settlements, there would have been very little exposure to English in daily 

life, and Indigenous people were highly segregated from non-Indigenous people. Like 

Cherbourg and Yarrabah, Woorabinda’s Indigenous residents vastly outnumbered staff at all 

stages, and as noted above, they resided in separate areas. Until 1962, when the Queensland 

Department of Education took over responsibility for Indigenous education and children 

could attend High School, schooling in English was rudimentary and ad hoc.  

 

As for Cherbourg and Yarrabah, the principal exposure to English would have come from 

work assignments outside of Taroom/Woorabinda. As noted above, these were 

 

85 The use of this pidgin would have been reinforced in this period as most Taroom residents sent out to work continued to 

work in the pastoral industry around Central and Western Queensland.  

 



 

 320 

predominantly in the pastoral industry as drovers, stock hands and female domestics, 

although there are records of Woorabinda people working in industries all over the state (e.g. 

sugar, corn and railways; see Forde 1990). People generally returned to Woorabinda at the 

end of each contract, bringing perhaps the influence of the regional and non-standard 

varieties spoken by pastoralists in this period.86  

 

 

Therefore, as for Cherbourg, there is very little evidence that Taroom/Woorabinda residents 

ever had much exposure to mainstream English varieties sufficiently to be the target of 

language shift. Woorie Talk emerged from existing contact varieties, non- standard English 

varieties and traditional languages that were still spoken up until the 1950s. Despite increased 

exposure since the 1960s to standard varieties of English through mobility, access to 

education, and mass media, the Woorie Talk recorded as part of the Queensland Speech 

Survey in the early 1960s bears much resemblance to the contemporary vernacular, and is 

evidence of its association with an emerging identification of Woorabinda as a community 

rather than a locus of removal.  

 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

On the surface, the story of language contact in each of the settlements shows remarkable 

consistency. In all three cases groups of people speaking a large range of both traditional and 

pre-existing contact languages were brought together in the 20th century, often for the first 

 

86 Thus, as Munro (2000) noted for the emergence of Kriol in the Roper River region of NT, we must 

understand more about the English varieties spoken by settlers with whom Indigenous people came into contact 

in order to properly account for contemporary Indigenous vernaculars. This is the subject of ongoing research.  
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time, to live in a highly controlled environment that was segregated from mainstream 

Australia. Not only were residents removed into such settlements, but they were also moved 

between settlements. This practice created opportunities for linguistic conventions to be 

shared, especially between these significant sites of removal. One consequence of these 

commonalities is that all three vernaculars share linguistic features.  

 

Our summaries of the three settlements of Yarrabah, Cherbourg and Woorabinda, however, 

also point to some important differences in patterns of language contact that we hypothesize 

are key underlying reasons for the differences we find between the languages spoken in each 

settlement. From this we start to be in a position to address the question of why YL appears 

more distinct from CT and WT, which are linguistically more similar to each other than to 

YL.  

 

As shown earlier, YL exhibits more obvious pidgin/creole-heritage traits in its structure than 

WT and CT which appear, at least superficially, to share more material with English-like 

varieties. Thus, English-like features, such as the past tense markers was and -ed have been 

taken into CT and WT, while the past tense marker of pidgin/ creole-heritage, bin, is not 

used, and is indeed commonly associated by Cherbourg and Woorabinda community 

members today with Yarrabah ways of speaking and/ or with Northern Territory Kriol (if 

occasion has arisen to become familiar with such varieties).  

 

Possessive marking provides another example where YL appears to have more pidgin/creole 

traits in its contemporary use. There are a number of ways of constructing possessives in all 

three, but only YL utilises the purposive/possessive marker ‘ba’ as in Oo ba dis fishing line? 

literally ‘who for is this fishing line’. The YL marker ‘ba’ is reminiscent of possessive 
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marking in other Australian creoles, with Kriol variants blanga, bla, ba, blanganda, fo, bo 

functioning as possessive (also as post-position) (Schutze-Berndt et al. 2013: 245) and 

blonga, blo or blong, blo in Yumpatok (Shnukal, 1988: 59–60) or Cape York Creole 

(Crowley & Rigsby: 1979: 181) respectively.  

 

Our investigation of the sociohistorical conditions at each of these three settlements provides 

evidence of factors for conditions that favoured the introduction and/or retention of more 

pidgin/creole features at Yarrabah than at Cherbourg or Woorabinda:  

 

1. Colonial occupation was less advanced in the far north than in the rest of the state (20 

years maximum at the time of Yarrabah’s establishment). For the Gungganydji locals, the 

mission was the first permanent incursion on their land. In contrast, the lands surrounding 

Cherbourg, Taroom and then Woorabinda had already seen several decades of colonisation 

with the decimation and displacement of local groups by the turn of the 20th century. The 

shift from traditional languages to contact varieties based on earlier English-lexified pidgins 

as a principal language between Indigenous people themselves was thus already more 

generationally entrenched in the south and central regions.  

 

2. At Yarrabah, a high proportion of speakers of local and related traditional languages in the 

early years and throughout its history may well have facilitated a transfer of substrate features 

into YL and/or reinforced existing substrate compatible features in the early pidgins. In 

contrast, language shift was already well underway in the south and central regions prior to 

the establishment of the settlements. As traditional languages further declined and became 
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less viable sources for substrate input, any further language development was more likely to 

draw from the superstrate, or be driven by internally motivated innovations;87  

 

3. Contact with the superstrate, English, was more recent at Yarrabah in the far north, if it had 

actually occurred at all, as a separate phenomenon to contact with English-lexified pidgins. 

The pidgins that had spread primarily via maritime, pastoral, mining, plantation and 

missionary work into the far north presumably reinforced each other in those aspects they 

held in common (e.g. past marker bin), apparently outweighing and blocking the transfer of 

the corresponding English-like features, if these were even available in this linguistic milieu. 

In contrast, Cherbourg residents may perhaps have had the greatest contact with English 

through the settlement’s role as an industrial training centre. By virtue of its geographic 

location, the region around Cherbourg was also populated earlier and more densely by 

English-speaking settlers. Woorabinda was more geographically remote, and as Munro & 

Mushin (2016) suggest, most exposure to English would have come through the varieties 

spoken by pastoral workers. The ways in which pastoral varieties of English may have 

influenced the development of Woorie Talk is the subject of ongoing research.  

 

4. Only Yarrabah residents had sustained opportunities for contact with English-lexified 

varieties that entered from the north (e.g. Melanesian Pidgin, Torres Strait Creole), and they 

probably had the greatest influence on YL due to this community’s longstanding associations 

with maritime and plantation industries. Simultaneously, there was less time-depth contact 

with English to level out non-English features. In contrast, the residents of Taroom, and later 

 

87 We do see substrate inputs in both CT and WT. More precise research is required to determine the types of 

substrate inputs we find in all three varieties, along the lines of Munro (2004) for Roper River Kriol.  
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of Woorabinda, were mostly from groups impacted directly by the pastoral industry where 

Inland Queensland Pidgin had become a dominant contact variety. It is likely that this was 

the most dominant contact variety influence on the development of Woorie Talk, although 

there was also likely contact with Englishes for several generations longer than in the north. 

The situation at Cherbourg is complicated by the early bringing together of coastal and inland 

groups from southern Queensland, and the subsequent rapid and dramatic diversification of 

the origins of its population which would have used different varieties of contact languages. 

This diversity may have had the effect of cancelling out some typical pidgin/creole features, 

as would have the longer and more intensive contact with Englishes outside the settlement. 

So while all three settlements had important influences from pre-existing contact languages, 

the relative dominance of these varieties coupled with the influence of Englishes were 

determined by local demographic and historic factors.  

 

5. The confinement of children in dormitories in all three settlements led to the development 

of ‘dormitory talk’ speech styles. However, the dormitory system in Yarrabah, as we 

understand it, would have allowed locally born children 10 years’ living with their families, 

and thus to become proficient in their local language, before entering the dormitory to 

efficiently pass this on to the newly removed child arrivals. In contrast, the Cherbourg and 

Woorabinda dormitories took in younger children (with Cherbourg children by far the most 

segregated from the rest of the settlement), and children from a mixture of language groups, 

including those who were already using a contact variety as the principal means of 

communication.88 Furthermore, Woorabinda children had regular contact with their families 

 

88 Munro (2004) noted differences in speech styles in Roper River based on dormitory experiences, and so we 

expect these to have had an effect on the forms of the contemporary vernaculars, although this would be the 

subject of future work.  
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on weekends that was denied children in Cherbourg dormitories. We therefore expect the 

dormitory talk that emerged at Cherbourg to be the least influenced by substrate languages 

and for the variety used in Yarrabah dormitories to be the closest to the varieties spoken by 

adults outside of the dormitories.  

 

In summary, the mechanisms behind the different make-up of YL appear many and complex. 

The key drivers include the early establishment of a pidgin as a lingua franca in a relatively 

cohesive community-like context, the ongoing reinforcement of pidgin/creole-heritage 

features with a corresponding lack of English input from the very outset, the inculcation of 

new arrivals into the local lingua franca/vernacular through dormitories and on-site work, and 

a preponderance of related local traditional languages increasing the possibility of substrate 

influence.  

 

In contrast, although Barambah/Cherbourg and Taroom/Woorabinda both started with people 

drawn from their surrounding regions, often speaking related languages, removals very 

quickly diversified so that even very early on there is evidence of language groups from the 

far north (‘Cooktown’) and far southwest (Kullili/ Gulalee and ‘Sundowner’), which are not 

(closely) related. So while for all three settlements there was an impetus to develop a lingua 

franca, the residents of Barambah/ Cherbourg or Taroom/Woorabinda would have had fewer 

shared substrate influences thus drawing more from the superstrate (as suggested in Munro & 

Mushin (2016) for Woorie Talk). Furthermore, the early camp structure of the 

Barambah/Cherbourg and Taroom/Woorabinda settlements were probably less conducive to 

the development of an early community-wide pidgin.  
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Our research so far has identified many social and historical similarities and differences 

between Yarrabah, Woorabinda and Cherbourg, which with further investigation may point 

to other factors in the emergence of these contemporary vernaculars. Obviously a more fine-

grained understanding of all aspects of each settlement’s demographics, alongside a more 

detailed picture of colonial activities in areas impinging on them and their (future) residents, 

will assist with teasing out more accurately their linguistic corollary. Similarly, piecing 

together the patterns of language contact that were drawn into and spread out of these hubs is 

vital for understanding the extent to which these influenced each vernacular. Further 

investigation is required to identify all the operative variables of off-site and on-site labour, 

dormitory life, schooling and training experiences and community organisation in order to 

learn how these played out linguistically. There is also the fact that Yarrabah received more 

child removals than the other settlements, and Yarrabah and Cherbourg received more 

residents of mixed descent. We are not yet in a position to know how these and other factors 

may have impacted on the nature of the language varieties we see in these places today.  

 

Like most studies of language contact in colonial contexts, our findings are limited by the 

range of historical and linguistic materials that exist for each settlement. Even those who kept 

records of life in the settlements under The Act did not tend to document linguistic 

behaviours. For example, the Removals records tell us where someone may have been 

removed from and where they were removed to, but they do not necessarily tell us where they 

were born and they do not say what language(s) they spoke. There are no recordings of the 

vernaculars of these settlements prior to the 1960s. Many parts of the story must remain 

untold, unless other documentary material comes to light.  
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The study of contact varieties in Australia has gained some recent momentum, as seen in 

recent surveys (e.g. Meakins 2014) and the contributions to the Atlas of Pidgin and Creole 

Language Structures (e.g. Schultze-Berndt et al. 2013). Emerging from this body of work is a 

growing recognition that while the contact languages in Australia with the greatest numbers 

of speakers are those that emerged from colonisation by English speakers, there are great 

dimensions of variability. This variability is a consequence of the particular historical and 

social circumstances that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have found themselves 

in many different parts of the continent. Our comparison of only three settlements in 

Queensland exposes this diversity, showing that the impact of colonisation on the vernaculars 

of Australia’s First Peoples is not one story.  

 

There is surely more to understand about contemporary vernaculars in Queensland by 

investigating how they have emerged from such historical and social contexts, rather than 

conceptualising them purely as a generic phenomenon under the label of ‘Aboriginal 

English’. We expect to find similar kinds of variation – some subtle, some obvious – in other 

parts of the state, and the individual communities within those regions, that we have not been 

able to examine here: Cape York Peninsula, the Gulf region, Palm Island, as well as varieties 

spoken in urban and regional communities. We hope that this brief study opens up new 

possibilities for further study of Queensland’s Indigenous contact languages.  
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Study 4. Contact language case studies from Australia’s shifting langscapes 

Study reference 

Angelo, D. (in press). Case studies from Australia's shifting langscape. In C. Bowern (Ed.), 

Australian languages handbook. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Abstract 

This chapter takes a fresh look at contemporary contact languages in Australia 

with case studies of varieties from the north-eastern affiliated creoles, the 

superdiverse Indigenous settlements, the mixed languages and the peripheries 

around the Kriol Sprachraum. Groupings of contact languages are established on 

the basis of typological, sociolinguistic and historical evidence as well as through 

an analysis of distinctive linguistic characteristics 

 

AUSTRALIA’S SHIFTING LANGSCAPES 

This chapter looks at a selection of present day contact languages found in Australia. The 

image of ‘shifting langscapes’ (Angelo & Carter, 2015) invokes the dynamic, multilingual 

and place-based dimensions of contact languages in contemporary Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander language ecologies. Contact languages are characteristic of these language 

ecologies owing to widespread language contact and shift processes, but different local 

contexts have given rise to a diversity of contact languages across the continent (O'Shannessy 

& Meakins, 2016; Wigglesworth & Simpson, 2008) (see Language  contact this volume).  

In this chapter contact languages are grouped on the basis of typological, sociolinguistic and 

historical evidence along with salient linguistic markers. Attention is drawn to what is shared 

by each grouping, or sub-grouping, and what is distinctive between these groupings and 

between individual languages within each grouping. The contact languages which are the 
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focus of this chapter represent a range of types when compared to each other, or to their 

lexifier (oftentimes English), or to traditional/substrate languages. Some, such as the mixed 

languages, draw considerable material from a traditional language source. Others have 

predominately English-derived vocabulary, but are not like any Standard English lect, so 

these contact languages constitute the English-lexified creoles. This chapter examines a 

number of different Australian creoles, but note that Kriol is treated in a separate chapter (see 

Kriol in this volume), while Englishes or English-based dialects are dealt with in the 

Language contact chapter.  

 

In addition to these very broad typological characterisations of Australian contact languages, 

there are groupings of other kinds too. For example, the north-eastern creoles are a 

contemporary areal grouping of affiliated creoles in the Torres Strait and northern Cape York 

in QLD89, which all have shared historical links including to the maritime industries there. 

The varieties spoken in the Superdiverse Indigenous settlements in QLD are a discontinuous 

grouping of contact languages that cluster on shared historical, political and demographic 

grounds. From the perspective of linguistic markers, contemporary Australian contact 

languages draw on pools of language features which have been in circulation from different 

sources, at different times, with different spreads. Each speech community reconfigures these 

somewhat and as a result each contact language is marked by its own constellation of 

features. The variable distributions of these linguistic markers can also assist with 

establishing groupings and untangling overlays of diffusion where differing language contact 

trajectories abut.   

 

89 Australian states and territories have changed boundaries and names since their historical inception with 

British colonisation. For brevity and clarity, their current designations and geographic boundaries are used here, 

in an abbreviated form and in upper case, including New South Wales (NSW), Northern Territory (NT), 

Queensland (QLD), Western Australia (WA).  
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The existence of many of Australia’s contemporary contact languages, and what they have in 

common and what differentiates between them, remains largely under-researched, and policy 

and advocacy only sporadically include contact languages and their ecologies (Sellwood & 

Angelo, 2013). Greater awareness and clarity surrounding these ‘shifting langscapes’ is likely 

to contribute to recognition of contact language diversity and to tangible policy responses 

appropriate for various contact language ecologies. To this end, this chapter provides case 

studies that shine a light onto some of the lesser known, and/or more recent arrivals onto the 

Australian language contact ecology stage.  

 

NORTH-EASTERN AFFILIATED CREOLES - A LANGUAGE CONTACT AND 

DIFFUSION ZONE: YUMPLATOK, CAPE YORK CREOLE AND LOCKHART 

RIVER CREOLE 

 

Language contact and contact languages in the north-east 

A north-eastern language contact zone in QLD has been on the linguistic radar for many 

years (amongst many, see  Mühlhäusler, 1996; Sandefur, 1990), but many of the 

commonalities and divergences in this area remain to be investigated. Descriptions exist for 

Yumplatok (aka Broken, Torres Strait Creole, etc.) (Shnukal, 1988), Cape York Creole 

(Crowley & Rigsby, 1979) and more recently Lockhart River Creole (Mittag, 2016). All of 

these ‘affiliated’ English-lexified contact languages are spoken in the far north-east, in the 

Torres Strait and on northern Cape York. The contact vernaculars in this region clearly have 

their origins in the maritime industries, which commenced in the 1840s-50s and generated a 

language and cultural contact and diffusion zone. The common maritime inheritance appears 

to be the factor most crucial to their common linguistic makeup, and considerably overrides 

substrate transfer effects (Mittag, 2012). The multilingual maritime labour forces in this zone 

comprised speakers of many Aboriginal as well as Torres Strait Island languages, plus 



 

 337 

speakers of diverse overseas languages, the latter temporally layered: Early on, labour hailed 

more from the Pacific due to the QLD labour trade, and later more from Asia (Ganter, 1994; 

Ganter et al., 2006). It is also acknowledged that in this zone the different maritime and 

pastoral industry contact language traditions met (for instance Harper, 2001) (see Language 

contact this volume). 

 

Although maritime industries introduced maritime contact languages from Australian/Pacific 

sources into the north-east, linguistically complex populations and their overlapping histories 

and movements provided the extra and ongoing mechanisms that ensured the continued use 

and expansion of these early contact languages. Early Christianising activities involved 

Pacific Islanders who entered the eastern Torres Strait in 1871 and their ‘high social status’ is 

posited as a major impetus behind the spread of their speech variety which had developed 

from maritime contact languages (Shnukal, 1985a). A plantation labour trade brought 

thousands of Pacific Islander workers to QLD shores in the last half of the nineteenth 

century. Despite its abolition in 1901, ongoing contact between Pacific Islanders and this 

north-eastern region continued with, for example, a permanent Pacific Islander refuge and 

mission on Moa Island in the western Torres Strait from 1904, or Pacific and Torres Strait 

Islander involvement in the Lockhart River Mission from 1924 (Mittag, 2016; Thompson, 

1995). In a similar fashion, colonial administration and internal migration fostered ongoing 

contact between Torres Strait Islander and Aboriginal people on northern Cape York. 

Examples include the establishment of Somerset on Cape York in 1864, as the colonial 

government outpost overseeing the Torres Strait, or the permanent Torres Strait Islander 

community, Bamaga in 1948 on the Northern Peninsula Area of Cape York. In addition to 

ongoing language contact between Torres Strait and Cape York populations, new Aboriginal 

speech communities developed on northern Cape York as a response to colonisation of 
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Aboriginal lands from the 1870s. Government policies of the 1960s created further language 

contact contexts via the re-settling policies imposed on Aboriginal peoples which brought 

them to the Northern Peninsula Area from other parts of northern Cape York (Dutton, 1970; 

Harper, 2001). 

 

Yumplatok (Broken, Torres Strait Creole) 

Yumplatok (literally ‘our language’ yumpla 1PLIN, tok ‘language’) is spoken across the 

Torres Strait Islands, in the Northern Peninsula Area at the tip of Cape York and in the 

diaspora communities of coastal QLD, particularly Cairns and Townsville. It has been 

extensively described under the nomenclature of Broken (Shnukal, 1988) as well as Torres 

Strait Creole (Shnukal, 1985b, 1991). An early piece of research termed it ‘informal English’ 

in the Torres Straits (Dutton, 1970). There is a short historical sketch of a jargon spoken in 

the area in the early 1900s (Ray, 1907, pp. 251-254). ‘Broken’ is still a common designation, 

and does not necessarily imply disparagement, as might be assumed by English speakers.90 

The name Yumplatok seems to have first been coined by Torres Strait Islanders involved in 

Bible translating activities, and is now used in many official settings, such as the national 

Census. Yumplatok is known to have dialect differences, which are most noticeable in 

vocabulary drawn (historically) from the local western (Kala Lagaw Ya) and eastern (Meriam 

Mir) traditional languages (Mittag, 2012). Shnukal suggests age is a greater determiner of 

morphosyntactic variation than geographical region (Shnukal, 1985b). The local time depth 

of the contact language as the community vernacular has also been posited as causing some 

variation (Dutton, 1970). 

 

 

90 However, ‘Broken’ does not uniquely identify this creole because Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people across Queensland commonly refer to their own different, separate contact languages as ‘Broken’ too. 
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Cape York Creole 

‘Cape York Creole’ is the name assigned by Crowley and Rigsby (1979) to the creole variety 

spoken by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the Northern Peninsula Area of 

Cape York. Their description draws specifically on speakers from Bamaga, the post World 

War II Torres Strait Islander settlement on Cape York, but they state their belief that this is 

only minimally different from what is spoken in the Torres Strait and in other communities of 

northern Cape York. Harper expresses a slightly different perspective, namely that the 

Crowley and Rigsby data ‘[...] exemplifies a language which could be considered an 

Aboriginal variety of Torres Strait Creole’ (2001, p. 141 footnote 133). In her study of 

language shift on northern Cape York, Harper shows that the maritime industry contact 

language was taken on as the lingua franca in northern Cape York by Aboriginal people in 

their new speech communities. As we have seen, there were many forms of Cape-Strait 

contact that fostered this contact language on Cape York including the maritime industry, the 

1865 settlement of Somerset, the post-World War Torres Strait Islander settlement of 

Bamaga, etc. Owing to connections such as these, the maritime contact language legacy has 

held sway in this Northern Peninsula Area of Cape York. Although the contact language 

associated with the pastoral industry also entered the region via cattle stations from the 

1870s, followed by the telegraph line in the 1880s which fostered further settlement and 

spread of the pastoral variety, its influence may have been limited to the use of some features 

by those Aboriginal people who have worked in the cattle industry (Harper, 2001, pp. 140-

148).  

 

Lockhart River Creole 

Lockhart River Creole is spoken as a first language by residents of Lockhart River 

community, a small community on the eastern coast of Cape York, about 300km from the tip, 

and administratively and historically separate from the Northern Peninsula Area. Many 
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Lockhart River Creole speakers also reside in the regional centre of Cairns (Thompson, 

2016). The coastal Aboriginal groups around Lockhart River participated early in maritime 

industries, including a large sandalwood enterprise on their country, and had long-term 

associations with Japanese pearling luggers. In the 1870s, the Aboriginal groups hailing from 

the inland hinterlands experienced the onslaught of the Palmer River goldrush and the 

pastoral industry. Lockhart River community has also had a mission presence since 1924, 

with considerable involvement from people of Pacific and Torres Strait Islander 

backgrounds. These demographic and cultural influences are quite evident today (Chase, 

1981; Thompson, 1995). Lockhart River Creole has a recent grammatical description (Mittag, 

2016). It has also been used to translate traditional language learning resources to enhance 

their usability for community members (Hill & Thompson, 2011). Lockhart River community 

was the endpoint of one of the investigations exploring the extent of Kriol speakership in 

QLD (Sandefur, 1990) and was noted as a place where north Australian Kriol meets Torres 

Strait Creole. Mittag (2016) concludes that Lockhart River Creole should be considered as a 

creole in its own right from a linguistic and historical point of view, but that it bears more 

similarity with Yumplatok than with Kriol or with any member of the Melanesian 

pidgin/creole grouping, or for that matter with Aboriginal English.  

 

Language features of the north-eastern creoles 

The affiliated creoles of north-eastern Australia display some tense and transitivity features 

commonly attested in other English-lexified contact languages of the pan-Pacific region. 

However, a set of ‘diagnostic’ features in Table 1 illustrates how these north-eastern creoles 

also largely pattern together, and contrast with the Kriol, Superdiverse Indigenous 

Settlements, Melanesian and Greater Pacific groupings.  

 

Table 1. Diagnostic tense, transitivity and aspect features of contact language groupings  
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Grouping & Language PAST TRANSITIVE -im FUTURE PROGRESSIVE 

 

North-eastern affiliated creoles 
  

Yumplatok bi(n) + (no final -m) go stil (preverbal) 

Cape York Creole bi(n) + (±m) go stil (clause initial) 

Lockhart River Creole bi(n) + (±m) go -bat TR/INTR 

 

Kriol  

  

Roper River Kriol bin (3SGPST imin) + (-i~a~u ±m) 

(rare: -it) 

garra (partial -rra;  

some 1SG -l)91  

-bat TR/INTR 

(rare: -in) 

Kimberley Kriol bin  + (-im~am~um) garra  (1SG/PL -l)  -bat TR 

-in INTR 

 

Superdiverse Indigenous Settlements 

 

Yarrie Lingo bin~Pro-m rare gana -ing 

Woorie Talk - (rare) Ø gona (1SG  -l;  

ahmma~ahmonna92) 

-in 

 

Melanesian 
   

Tok Pisin bin + bai istap (postverbal) 

Solomon Islands Pijin bin  + bae stap (preverbal) 

Bislama bin pfv + bae stap (preverbal) 

 

Greater Pacific 
   

 
Hawai’i Pijin93 bin/wen  - gon ste &/or Vb-in(g) 

Norf’k bin - gwen -en 

 

SOURCES: Bislama (Meyerhoff, 2013); Cape York Creole (Crowley & Rigsby, 1979); Hawai’i Pijin 

(Velupillai, 2013); Kimberley Kriol (J. Hudson, 1983b); Lockhart River Creole (Mittag, 2016); Norf’k 

(Mühlhäusler 2013); Solomon Islands Pijin (Jourdan, 2002); Roper River Kriol (Schultze-Berndt et al., 2013); 

Tok Pisin (Smith & Siegel, 2013); Woorie Talk (Language Perspectives, 2015b; Mushin & Watts, 2016); Yarrie 

Lingo (Language Perspectives, 2009); Yumplatok (Shnukal, 1988).  

 

 

91 1SG ‘definite future’ -l is recorded for Roper River Kriol (Munro 2011:472) 
92 see Mushin and Watts (2016) for in-depth discussion of future marking in Woorie Talk. 
93 wen is more frequent than bin; ste &/or Vb-in(g) marks progressive, but the combination is also common (Siegel 2008: 

71-77) 
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The three affiliated north-eastern creoles all employ bi(n) (1) and 0 and the transitive suffix -

i(m)~e(m) (2) and 0, which are ‘pan-Pacific’ features (see Siegel, 2011 for full list),  with the 

final nasal element variable (see Table 1 above). Some other ‘pan-Pacific’ features  in these 

north-eastern varieties are dual and plural number and clusivity on pronouns, for instance 

demtū 3DU (1) contrasting with im 3SG (6) (or em in some varieties) and ōl 3PL.SUB (4) and 

exclusive forms mitu 1DUEX (2) and mīpla 1PLEX (5) versus inclusive yumi 1DUIN (6) and 

yumpla 1PLIN, as in Yumplatok, literally ‘Our Language’ (2). However, in many ways these 

north-eastern creoles pattern together distinctively and contrast with other Australian and 

regional contact languages:94 Some characteristic features common to these north-eastern 

creoles include preverbal go as a future marker (cf Kriol garra) (2) (see also Table 1) and 

sentence negation with preverbal particle no (cf Kriol nomo) (3).  

 

(1) Lockhart River Creole95 

Demtū  bi   faind-i    dadi  blo  demtū bi   slīp [...]  
   3DU  PST find.out-TR  dad  POSS  3DU   PST  sleep  
‘The two of them found out that their dad was sleeping [...]’ Mittag 2016: 368, ex. 8-54. 
 

(2) Yumplatok 

Yu  go  rait-e   leta  po  mitu   wen  yu  go  lib-i    Purma. 
 2SG  FUT write-TR letter BEN 1DUEX when 2SG FUT leave-TR Coconut.Island 
‘You will write to us after you leave Coconut Island (aka Poruma).’ Shnukal 1988: 77, ex 
484. 
 

(3) Yumplatok 

Yu no  brok-e   mai    buk!  
  2SG NEG  break-TR 1SGPOSS  book   
 ‘Don’t tear my book!’ Shnukal 1988: 74, ex. 455. 

 

94 Kriol examples (from Schultze-Berndt & Angelo, 2013; Schultze-Berndt et al., 2013) are included in the 

ensuing text so readers can see comparative data at a glance. 
95 Orthography is reproduced from source materials. Vowel length is shown in Lockhart River Creole with a 

macron and in Cape York Creole with a doubled vowel; it is not considered phonemic in Yumplatok. 
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A strikingly different construction compared to other Australian contact languages is the 

postverbal use of the serial verbs kam 0 and go (5) (e.g. Mittag, 2016, p. 271): They are 

obligatory after verbs with a motion component (and tend to follow any object) and express 

direction away or towards the speaker (i.e. hither, thither). In these north-eastern creoles, a 

distinction is made between a possessive preposition blong~blo and a purposive po~fō~fa (5) 

(cf Kriol blanga~bla~ba variants that cover both functions and are interchangable).  

(4) Cape York Creole 

Ōl    bin  bring-im  kaikai  kam.  
 3PL.SUBJ PST bring-TR food  hither 
‘They brought the food (here).’ Crowley & Rigsby 1979: 195. 
 

(5) Lockhart River Creole 

Mīpla  go  kar-im   go   skūl   tūmora               
 1PLEX  FUT  carry-TR  thither  school  tomorrow  
 

fō   show-i   dem   kid-s   blo  mīpla.  
 PURP  show- TR  DET.PL  kid- PL  POSS  1PLEX 
‘We will carry it (there) to school tomorrow to show it to our kids.’ Mittag 2016: 273, ex. 6-
54. 
 

The preposition long~lo displays comitative and locative meanings in (6), but also covers 

instrumental and allative functions (cf Kriol which splits gada COM/INST from langa~la 

LOC/ALL). In Lockhart River Creole the same broad semantic range of long~lo is still covered 

by a single preposition, but most commonly this is we (<English ‘where’) (7), although 

long~lo also occurs. A salient feature which sets Lockhart River Creole apart from the other 

north-eastern affiliates is the use of the progressive -bat suffix (7), a form not attested in 

Yumplatok or Cape York Creole data (see Table 1 for distribution).  

(6) Cape York Creole 

Im  wok   lo       yumi.    
 3SG walk  INST/COM/LOC/ALL 1DUIN  
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 Im  stop   lo        Bamaga.    
 3SG live  INST/COM/LOC/ALL place.name  
‘She/He is walking with us. She/He lives in Bamaga.’ Crowley & Rigsby 1979: 181. 
 

(7) Lockhart River Creole 

Dem  pig  ōl    bin  swim-bat   we       det  madi   pleis.  
 DET.PL  pig  3PL.SUB PST  swim- PROG  INST/COM/LOC/ALL  DET  muddy  place 
‘The pigs were swimming in that muddy place.’ Mittag 2016: 313, ex. 7-79. 
 

SUPERDIVERSE INDIGENOUS SETTLEMENTS - MULTIPLE LANGUAGES IN 

CONTACT OVER TIME: WOORIE TALK AND YARRIE LINGO 

Language contact in the superdiverse Indigenous Settlements in Queensland  

A grouping of contact languages arose in the former QLD government Settlements96 of 

Yarrabah, Palm Island, Woorabinda and Cherbourg. Historically they were sites of massive 

language contact due to the draconian legislation, the Act of 1897, which removed and 

relocated over twelve thousand Indigenous people from their lands between the late 1890s 

and the 1970s (Munro & Mushin, 2016; Mushin et al., 2016). In each Settlement, residents 

came from over forty different traditional language groups. All residents were exposed to 

contact languages that developed in situ, as well as from inter-Settlement transfers, their 

former homelands and/or their outside labouring contexts. Residents were segregated by law 

from mainstream English-speaking society, apart from short-term work contracts (often, but 

not necessarily, from English speakers). Racially stratified employment settings and only 

early levels of education further restricted access to English. The superdiversity of languages 

(i.e. scores of traditional language backgrounds and a number of contact languages), a 

continually re-forming speech community and restricted access to English are amongst the 

 

96 Spelling ‘Settlements’ in upper case is intended as a reminder to readers of the complex role these institutions 

played in government-initiated removals and controls of Indigenous peoples under their various guises of 

mission, reserve, placement for mixed descent children, training institution etc 
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factors thought to have shaped the contact languages in these communities. Two of these 

contact languages, Woorie Talk from Woorabinda and Yarrie Lingo from Yarrabah, are 

showcased below. 

 

Early investigations 

Little is noted of the speech in the Cherbourg, Woorabinda, Palm Island and Yarrabah 

Settlements before the1960s Queensland Speech Survey, which led to theses analysing 

phonology, morphosyntax and lexicons of speech recordings from each location (Alexander, 

1965, 1968; Dutton, 1964, 1965; Readdy, 1961). Just as Aboriginal community members do 

today (Mushin et al., 2016), these 1960s studies also recognised the speech varieties as 

similar to each other yet distinctive (Dutton, 1965). Furthermore, they were known to be 

distant from Standard Australian English, so much so that English speakers tested with low 

comprehension rates on Cherbourg and Palm Island speech (Dutton, 1964). These 1960s 

studies broke new ground, even though they viewed all such Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander speech as a kind of ‘informal English’, a characterisation which lacks a language 

contact dimension (Munro & Mushin, 2016). At that stage of describing Australian contact 

languages in QLD, it was only considered necessary to distinguish the ‘informal Englishes’ 

of the largely Aboriginal Settlements from the ‘informal English’ of the Torres Strait. Hence, 

simple ethnic categories ‘Torres Strait’ or ‘Aboriginal’ appeared to suffice in the 1960s, but 

not today (see also Sandefur, 1985) (see Aboriginal English in Language Contact, this 

volume). A comparative analysis concludes that the lects in the 1960s recordings from these 

Settlements derive from the earlier NSW contact language (Allridge, 1984), a connection also 

posited by Dutton (1983). As well as this shared contact language inheritance, the vernaculars 

from these Settlements all have a shared innovation, the discourse particle la (Gourlay & 

Mushin, 2015).  
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Re-positioning as contact languages: reasons and methods 

A re-examination of local language contact contexts and their linguistic outcomes has been 

underway in QLD since the early 2000s, initially due to recognition from the education sector 

that many Indigenous students’ L1s are English-lexified contact languages that are very 

distant from Standard Australian English (i.e. not dialects) even though school enrolment and 

assessment and other demographic data does not reflect this (Angelo & McIntosh, 2014; 

Dixon & Angelo, 2014; C. Hudson & Angelo, 2014). Numerous recent projects have been 

undertaken in these language ecologies, such as interviews with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander educators about their personal language stories and development of vernacular 

language posters with community members (Carter et al., forthcoming). The posters in 

particular represent a methodological step forward (Angelo et al., 2019). Their creation 

engages a local speech community in long term investigations of ‘how we talk around here’, 

including discussions of internal variation such as sociolinguistic variables and embracing 

topics such as how local speech is different/similar to elsewhere and why this might be, why 

it would be important for outsiders to know about this, and what should be presented on a 

poster for such an audience and how (e.g. with what spellings, through which character: 

child? teenager? elder?, in what context, etc.).  

 

Woorie Talk 

Woorie Talk, the local English-lexified contact language in Woorabinda, has been re-

evaluated as an ‘intermediate creole’ because of parallels with the language contact situations 

associated with other intermediate creoles, such as Bajan in Barbados (Munro & Mushin, 

2016; Mushin & Watts, 2016). This classification aptly captures its language contact history 

while suggesting a less distant relationship to its lexifier than a ‘full’ creole. In Woorabinda, 

like Barbados, incomers had many different traditional language backgrounds. For example 

47 languages were identified by Tindale in 1938, although this was prior to the transfer 
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during World War II of the entire Cape Bedford Lutheran mission (now Hopevale) from 

Cape York in the far north (Munro & Mushin, 2016, p. 93 & 101). In Woorabinda, as with 

the other Settlements, residents were regulated by the Act and were not free to leave the 

Settlement of their own volition. The Superintendent of each Settlement placed residents in 

short term indentured labour contracts on the outside (12 months at a time) for little or no 

pay, according to settler demand for their labour. Residents arrived continuously in 

Woorabinda (and re-entered after contracts) over several decades, and experienced various 

English-lexified contact languages and English-based dialects inside and outside the 

Settlement, again reminiscent of the Barbados situation. This superdiversity of language 

varieties appears to have disrupted the potential transfer of substrate language influences, and 

even some of the features of historical contact languages (Allridge, 1984). Woorie Talk does 

not, for example, exhibit some of the common Australian contact language features such as 

bin PST (which is rare) and -im TR (see Table 1 above) (Munro & Mushin, 2016, pp. 87-88). 

There is no evidence of decreolisation or depidginisation between the earlier 1960s study 

(Alexander, 1968) and the present day studies of Woorie Talk (Mushin & Watts, 2016), so 

those processes do not seem to have been a factor in shaping this variety, at least not in the 

last 50 years.  

 

Woorie Talk97 has subject verb object word order although interrogatives are usually placed 

clause initially (8). Nominal headed clauses occur due to a zero copula (9). The final 

discourse particle la serves to achieve shared attention and it often collocates with 

demonstratives such as the distal deya ‘there’ (9). The la discourse particle is a hallmark of 

 

97 All Woorie Talk examples are taken from the awareness raising poster entitled, Youfla wichay? Woorie Way! 

(Language Perspectives 2014). The original “adapted English” etymological spellings shown in brackets have 

been rendered in a consistent practical orthography here. 
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the varieties spoken across all the Superdiverse Indigenous settlements, but usages vary 

slightly (see Yarrie Lingo below). In Woorie Talk the prenominal determiner det SG (9) 

contrasts with a plural form dem.  

(8) Woorie Talk 
An  wat   yufla  duw-in?   (An wat youfla doin?) 

 and  what   2PL  do-PRES 
‘And what are you lot doing?’ 
 

(9) Woorie Talk 
Im  Ø  deya la,   wit det shenghai (Im dere la, wit dat shanghai.) 

 3SG  Ø    there  ATTEN with DET shanghai 
‘He’s there see, with the shanghai (a hand held ‘slingshot’ or ‘catapult’, typically home made 
from a forked stick and rubber from tyre innertubes or football bladders).’ 
 

The plural suffix -s on nouns is present but variably deployed, not always according to 

standard English usages cf. poki-Ø (10) versus pokis 0. For pronouns, the suffix -fla indicates 

plurality on many forms, such as afla 1EXPL (10) and yufla 2Pl (8), while clusivity can be 

explicitly established through pronoun choice afla 1EXPL (11)(10) versus generic wi 

1NONSING 0. Note that gender is unspecified in the 3SG forms i/im; the typical subject form is 

i except in nominal headed clauses (9).  

(10) Woorie Talk 
Afla  aut poki-Ø  ant-in.  (Ufla  out porki untin.) 

 1EXPL out echidna  hunt-PRES 
‘We are out hunting echidnas.’ 
 

(11) Woorie Talk 
If  afla  git  tu   poki-s,    (If ufla git two porkis,)  

 if  1EXPL get two echidna-PL  
  
 wi   sheya  sam  wit  da  old  pipul.   (we share some wit da old people.) 
 1NONPL share  some with DET old  people 
‘If we get two echidnas, we’ll share some with the old people.’ 
 

Present tense verbs  are unmarked e.g. go (12), but in the case of activity verbs, they take the 

–in suffix e.g. duw-in ‘do-pres’ (8). Motion verbs occur with bare noun phrases as goals (12). 
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Deletion of subject and preverbal markers in sequential clauses is common in discourse (12) 

and these often have a purposive reading. 

 

(12) Woorie Talk 
Wi   go  kefei,  bai tjip-s  en  greibi . (We go cafe, buy chips an graby.) 

 1NONSING go  cafe  buy chip-PL  and  gravy 
‘We’re going to the cafe (and we’re going to) buy chips and gravy.’ 
 
Yarrie Lingo 

Yarrie Lingo is the creole spoken at Yarrabah. Of all the varieties spoken in these 

Superdiverse Indigenous Settlements, Yarrie Lingo shows most signs of creolisation (Mushin 

et al., 2016) and displays some common Australian contact language features like bin PST 

although -im TR is infrequent (see Table 1). Yarrie Lingo is easily distinguished from the 

other major Australian contact languages, as it does not employ iconic Kriol features such as 

the progressive -bat suffix or garra FUT marker (Table 1) nor typical Yumplatok items such 

as go FUT, postverbal go and kam as directionals or a preposition with such broad semantic 

range as lo~long INST/COM/LOC/ALL etc.  

 

Of the Superdiverse Indigenous Settlements, Yarrabah was established the earliest under the 

1897 Act but with the least time-depth of colonial occupation as the nearby township of 

Cairns only began in 1876. This historical context meant that at the time of its inception there 

were low numbers of L1 English speakers in the Settlement of Yarrabah, as well as in outside 

labouring contexts, and conversely there was a stronger influence from various contact 

languages and from fluent speakers of the many (over 40) traditional languages amongst the 

Indigenous residents. Sources of contact language ‘priming’ for Yarrabah residents include 

their maritime industry connections, goldrush experiences (in particular Palmer River), 

plantation and pastoral industry work. The early mission work force included a Pacific 

Islander and a missionary family experienced in other Aboriginal mission contexts, who were 
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au fait with one or more contact languages. As labour providers, Yarrabah residents also 

associated with the polyethnic Malay Town across the Cairns inlet and with Chinese 

employers, the latter comprising over 50% of the population in the 1880s in Cairns and 

adjoining regions. Indeed, the perceived extent of such interactions led to settler-colonial 

dissatisfaction about competing with Chinese for access to Aboriginal labour and gave rise to 

the 1897 Act (H. Burke & Grimwade, 2013; Ganter et al., 2006; Mushin et al., 2016; 

Sellwood & Angelo, 2013). 

 

Yarrie Lingo98 has subject verb object word order including in yes/no questions (13), but 

subject and other preverbal markers are commonly elided in sequential clauses (14). The 

preverbal marker bin PST (13) can cliticise as -m on monosyllabic subject pronouns, as in wi-

m 1NONSG-PST (14), as does the intentional -na, derived from wana ‘want to’, as in a-na 1SG-

INTENT (15). The motion verb go takes bare goal noun phrases (14) or precedes unmarked 

verbs in a serial verb construction (15).  

(13) Yarrie Lingo 

Yufala  bin  ask  fo   det  os? (Youfulla bin ask for dat orse?) 
 2PL  PST ask PURP DET horse 
‘Did you (all) ask for that horse? (i.e. for permission to catch it and ride it) 
 

(14) Yarrie Lingo 

En den wi-m    go  Ø shop, Ø bai loli.  (En den wim go shop, buy lolly.) 
 and then 1NONSG-PST go    Ø  shop Ø buy lolly 
‘And then we went (to the) shop (and we) bought some lollies.’ 
 

(15) Yarrie Lingo 
A-na    go  swim.  (Unna go swim.) 

 1SG-INTENT go  swim. 
 

98 All Yarrie Lingo examples are taken from the awareness raising poster in Yarrie Lingo entitled, At da Crick 

(Language Perspectives 2008), and appear in brackets in their original “adapted English” vernacular  spellings 

and in a regularised orthography. 
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‘I want to go swimming.’ 

The future marker is gana (16). Independent pronouns can distinguish dual and plural 

number and clusivity. Plural forms typically display the suffix -fala as in mufala 1INPL (16),  

a pronominal form not identified to date in any other Australian contact language – see also 

yufala 2PL (13). Possession is indicated through various constructions, including a preposed 

unmarked possessor-possessum construction (17).  

(16) Yarrie Lingo 
Mufala  gana  go  diswei.  (Moofulla gunna go dis way.) 

 1INPL  FUT  go  this.direction 
‘We’re going to head this way.’ 
 

(17) Yarrie Lingo 

Yufala  gana breik  yufala  am  o  leg!   (Youfulla gunna break youfulla arm or leg!) 
    2PL  FUT break 2PL  arm or leg 
‘You’re (all) going to break an arm or leg (i.e. adressees are up in a tree).’ 
 
The form weya functions as a locative/allative preposition (18) (for an analogous meaning of 

the etymologically related item we, in one of its functions in Lockhart River Creole see (7)). 

In Yarrie Lingo weya also serves as a locative interrogative. Nominal headed (verbless) 

clauses occur (19) (lines a-c) and there is no copula verb. Achieving shared attention is one 

use of the discourse particle la (19) (line a). In contrast, lo, another interactional particle, can 

convey that the speaker is impressed or surprised (19) (line c).  

(18) Yarrie Lingo 
Sei  elo  weya  Anti!    (Say ello where Aunty!) 

  say hello LOC  aunty 
‘Say hello to Aunty.’ 
 

(19) Yarrie Lingo 
a.  Wan Ø  deya  la!     (One dere la!)  

   one Ø there ATTEN 
 ‘One’s there see.’ 
 

b.  Ei  luk! Wat Ø det deya?! (Aay look! Wut dat der?!) 
   HAIL look what Ø DEM there 
 ‘Hey look! What’s that there?!’ 
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c. Deya  lo!    Iil  Ø  deya!  (Dere lor! Eel dere!) 
  there   EXCIT  eel  Ø there 
 ‘There wow! An eel’s there!’  
The English-lexified vernaculars of the superdiverse Indigenous Settlements in QLD are 

significant because they are evidence of another trajectory of contact language development 

in Australia. Although not entirely separate from the histories of language contact in the 

pastoral and maritime industries, language contact in these Settlements adds the dynamics of 

superdiversity of substrate and contact languages and raise questions about the degree of 

percolating speech community membership and its effects.  

 

MIXED LANGUAGES - LANGUAGE CONTACT WITH INPUT FROM ONE 

TRADITIONAL LANGUAGE:  LIGHT WARLPIRI, GURINDJI KRIOL & 

MODERN TIWI 

 

Mixed languages and their language ecologies 

Mixed languages are the result of two source languages fusing into an independent language 

(Meakins, 2013b). In Australia, two such mixed languages have been the subject of extensive 

research, Light Warlpiri (O'Shannessy, 2005, 2009, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2016a, 2016b) and 

Gurindji Kriol (McConvell, 1988, 2002; McConvell & Meakins, 2005; Meakins, 2008b, 

2010, 2011a, 2011b, 2012, 2013a, 2016). Modern Tiwi (Lee, 1987) has also been proposed as 

another Australian example (McConvell, 2008, 2010), although its makeup is quite different 

to Light Warlpiri or Gurindji Kriol (Meakins, 2014). All these Australian mixed languages 

have developed in relatively remote NT communities in language ecologies where a 

traditional Aboriginal language has continued to be used alongside –and in spite of– an 

increasing presence from Kriol and/or English(es). It is possible that these mixed languages 

represent a stage in a community’s shifting language use from a traditional language over to 

the more prevalent contact language, in these cases Kriol (Meakins, 2014, p. 398). 
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McConvell (2008) raises the possibility that mixed languages might have arisen elsewhere in 

Australia but have not been recorded and so they might be more common than hitherto 

thought. Nevertheless, as far as we are aware, this language contact constellation alone does 

not always lead to a mixed language and so there are likely to be differential language 

responses under these conditions.  

 

Light Warlpiri and Gurindji Kriol 

Light Warlpiri is spoken in the remote Aboriginal community of Lajamanu on the edge of the 

Tanami Desert, NT. Here residents typically can also speak traditional Warlpiri, or at the very 

least have exposure to this form of Warlpiri through older adults in this community or via 

contact with other Warlpiri speaking communities. Although Lajamanu is a (Light) Warlpiri 

speaking community, most residents would have a range of second language proficiencies in 

Englishes (standard, learner varieties, Aboriginal English) and Kriol. A Warlpiri-English 

bilingual schooling program has been undertaken in this community during past decades 

along with other communities in the Warlpiri Triangle (Disbray, 2014).  

 

Gurindji Kriol is spoken in the two neighbouring communities of Kalkaringi and Daguragu in 

the Victoria River District, NT, which are the closest settlements to Lajamanu, lying 115 km 

away to the north. In Kalkaringi and Daguragu, most residents are Gurindji Kriol speakers. 

Traditional Gurindji is not actively spoken nor are there ‘reservoirs’ of Gurindji language 

speakers available in other communities (unlike the Warlpiri situation). Alongside Gurindji 

Kriol, community members speak Kriol and various Englishes, standard and otherwise, to 

varying degrees (O'Shannessy & Meakins, 2012). Gurindji identity is expressed through the 

use of Gurindji Kriol and this maintains some elements of Gurindji language, at least to a 

degree (Meakins, 2008a; Meakins & Wigglesworth, 2013). This is a marked outcome given 
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that the shift to Kriol is well-advanced elsewhere in the region, where less admixture of the 

local traditional language has been reported (but see Dickson, 2015; 2016  for a reassessment 

of the Marra language inheritance in the Kriol spoken at Ngukurr NT). 

 

The origins of Light Warlpiri and Gurindji Kriol suggest that the multilingual practice of 

codeswitching between the traditional language and Kriol/English(es) by adults has been 

reinterpreted by a subsequent generation as components of a single and systematic linguistic 

system. Light Warlpiri is thought to be an outcome of a specific care-giver code-switching 

tradition (O'Shannessy, 2012, under review). One historical entry point for non-Warlpiri 

elements would have been via the pastoral industry contact language which Warlpiri speakers 

would have encountered in various contexts (mining, cattle stations, settlements etc), 

commencing with the 1909 Tanami gold rush and increasing in intensity following their 

exodus from the Tanami following the Coniston massacre of 1928 (P. Burke, 2018, pp. 17-

23). Gurindji Kriol appears to have developed after adult Gurindji speakers added a 

pidgin/Kriol to their language repertoire for pastoral industry purposes (McConvell, 1988).  

 

A characteristic of both Light Warlpiri and Gurindji Kriol is that at least some features of the 

nominal system are sourced from traditional languages, Warlpiri or Gurindji respectively, 

while the provenance of the verbal system is typically Kriol/English(es). In the examples 

below, lower case indicates traditional language-sourced materials, and upper case represents 

material from Kriol/English(es). In the Light Warlpiri example (20) the subject, person, 

number, tense and transitivity information hail from Kriol/English(es). In the Gurindji Kriol 

example (21), the (unmarked) present tense, transitive suffix and causative construction (plus 

an object pronoun) are Kriol-sourced. Examples (20) and (21) contain a nominal suffix, either 

ERG or ‘ERG’, sourced from an ergative case marker of the respective traditional language. 



 

 355 

Note that the intransitive subject in (21), namely WB, a name, receives an ‘ERG’ suffix as its 

former function has now shifted to (optionally) mark any subject (Meakins, 2009). Lexical 

items can be drawn from either source language, and just happen to follow the pattern of the 

morphology in these examples. However, it has been proposed that the lexical makeup of 

Gurindji Kriol and Light Warlpiri has been influenced by typological differences between 

their traditional source languages. Many items from the coverb word class in Gurindji have 

transitioned into Gurindji Kriol as verbs whereas Warlpiri-origin verbs are less common in 

Light Warlpiri (Meakins & O'Shannessy, 2012).   

(20) Light Warlpiri 
Japayi  I-M    TRIP-IM  watiya-ng 

   name  3SG-NFUT  trip-TR   tree-ERG  
‘As for Japayi, the tree tripped him.’ O’Shannessy 2005: 50, ex. 35 
 

(21) Gurindji Kriol 

wb-ngku   BALDAN  NA  karnti-ngku  MEIK-IM  IM  BALDAN. 
 name-‘ERG’  fall.over      DISC branch-‘ERG’  make-TR  3SG  fall.over   
‘WB falls over because the branch trips him up.’ Meakins 2009: 62, ex. 1b. 
 
 

Modern Tiwi 

Modern Tiwi is spoken by adults on the Tiwi Islands, NT, where Traditional Tiwi is no 

longer actively used (Wilson, 2013). The language repertoire of the 1980s Tiwi speech 

community comprised numerous codes: Traditional Tiwi (and Less Traditional), Modern 

Tiwi, Children’s Tiwi, Tiwi English and Children’s Tiwi English (Lee, 1987, pp. 12-15). 

Some two decades later, Modern Tiwi and an English-lexified creole and various Englishes 

are represented in the local language ecology, alongside Tiwi children’s speech (Wilson et 

al., 2018).  

 

Compared to Traditional Tiwi, the sentence structure of Modern Tiwi is more flexible and 

analytic and this represents a major departure from the once highly fixed, inflectional and 
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incorporating verb. Most Modern Tiwi sentences consist of a phrasal verb construction 

comprising an open class lexical coverb plus a semantically light inflecting auxiliary verb 

drawn from a closed class. In (22), kam pak ‘come back’ is the lexical coverb and like other 

English/Kriol-derived material it is shown in capitals; the inflecting auxiliary verb –mi occurs 

in a complex shown in square brackets. In some tense/aspect meanings, however, the 

inflecting auxiliary verb is optional (23). Some inflecting verbs, such as –nuriyi ‘come’ in 

(24), have sufficient ‘heavy’ semantic content as to be used without a lexical coverb (24). 

The inflecting (auxiliary) verb complex in examples (22)-(24) minimally indicates subject 

plus tense and is Tiwi-derived. Modern Tiwi components do not seem to be clearly divided 

between one source language versus another, for example some prepositions are 

Kriol/English-sourced, like from in (24) while others are Tiwi-sourced, like ka ‘at’ in (25) 

further below. Open class words may potentially be expressed with a Kriol/English-sourced 

item such as kam pak ‘come back’ (22) and kil-im ‘hit- TR’ (23). Still, on the whole and 

impressionistically, Modern Tiwi is mostly Tiwi-derived (Wilson, p.c. 16/3/2018). 

(22) Modern Tiwi 

KAM PAK  [yi     -pa  -mi] 
 come back  [3SGMASC.PST -EMPH -AUX.do] 
‘He came back.’ Lee 1983: 297 ex. 4-79b. 
 

(23) Modern Tiwi 

arra  KIL-IM  ([yi     -mi])    yiya. 
 3SG hit-TR  ([3SGMASC.PST -AUX. do]) 1SG.ACC  
‘He hit me.’ Lee 1983: 403, ex. 6-11b; 6-12b. 
 

(24) Modern Tiwi 

[yi     - nuriyi]   FROM  Putawani 
 [3SGMASC.PST - come]    from   Darwin 
'He came from Darwin.' Lee 1983: 294, ex. 4-74d. 
 

In comparison to Modern Tiwi, contemporary Children’s Tiwi, ((25)-(26) below), seems 

highly variable and arguably involves more blending of Tiwi- and Kriol/English-sourced 
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resources than noted in Modern Tiwi in the 1980s, although it is unknown if age, further 

language contact or indeed other causes are involved (Wilson et al., 2018). Again, 

impressionistically, the more recent child data tends towards non-Tiwi-sourced verb 

morphology (Wilson p.c. 16/3/2018). There are no Tiwi-derived inflecting verbs in (25) and 

(26). Instead, predominately analytic type structures are displayed. In (25) the verb group 

consists of an independent modal verb want-im ‘want- TR’ plus a lexical verb do-im ‘do TR’. 

In (26), the bracketed element follows the template of an adult Modern Tiwi inflecting 

auxiliary complex but it contains the fixed form, Kriol-/English-sourced ab-im ‘have-TR’, 

rather than the Tiwi-sourced inflecting verbs that we saw in the adult Modern Tiwi examples 

(22)-(24).  

(25) Children’s Tiwi 

kama  ja   WANT-IM  DO-IM  ka  SHOP?  
 why  2SG want-TR   do-TR  at  shop 
‘Why do you want to do it at the shop?’ Wilson et al.  2018:134, ex 43. 
 

(26) Children’s Tiwi 

HOW MANY  [ngiy -AB-IM  -ana]?  
  how.many   [1SG -have-TR -QUEST] 
‘How many do I have?’ Wilson et al. 2018: 134, ex 44. 
 
 
Novel developments not replicas 

Mixed languages are considered autonomous from their source languages and not a simple 

replication of source language materials (Meakins, 2013b). In the Light Warlpiri auxiliary, 

for instance (20), the non-future –m component, is considered a novel development derived 

via grammaticalisation from two mutually reinforcing Kriol/English-sourced elements: the 

contracted form of English 1SG.PRES ‘am’ as in ‘I’m’, and the erosion of Kriol bin PST. The 

temporal reference of both source elements (present and past) has coalesced into a non-future 

meaning in analogy with the substrate language inflectional category for actualised events 

(O'Shannessy, 2013) (see Yarrie Lingo example 14 for a similar phonological erosion of bin). 
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Likewise, elements sourced from traditional languages are changed in the mixed language. 

The Gurindji Kriol example of -ngku ‘ERG’ (21), once an ergative case suffix, now an 

optional marker of subjects in a nominative-accusative aligned system, was already noted 

above (Meakins, 2015). Similarly, the development of a highly productive Modern Tiwi 

phrasal verb construction is neither entirely novel nor a direct calque, but harnesses one of 

the original Traditional Tiwi verb patterns. The favoured Modern Tiwi construction 

consisting of an inflecting auxiliary plus an open and largely uninflected lexical coverb as in 

(22)-(23), has colonised much of the space occupied by the other original Traditional Tiwi 

pattern of single polysynthetic verb which is falling from use (Lee, 1983, pp. 147-148). The 

coverb construction comfortably hosts borrowed Kriol-English verb roots in Modern Tiwi 

and in other northern Australian languages too (e.g. McGregor, 2002; Schultze-Berndt, 2007; 

Simpson, 1985). Interestingly, this construction resonates with a widespread areal pattern in 

northern Australia where a historical synthetic-analytic cycle for such verb structures has 

been identified (for instance in McConvell, 2010; McGregor, 2002; Merlan, 1979; Reid, 

2003; Schultze-Berndt, 2003). In Murriny Kardu Kigay, a contemporary way of speaking 

used by young men at Wadeye, NT, borrowed lexical verbs have been identified as a trigger 

for the rise of a coverb plus auxiliary construction (Mansfield, 2016). 

 

THE KRIOL SPHERE OF INFLUENCE: LANGUAGE CONTACT ON THE 

PERIPHERY OF THE KRIOL SPRACHRAUM 

 

Examining Kriol influence 

The Kriol Sprachraum, the area where Kriol is acknowledged to be spoken as an L1, is vast 

(see Kriol this volume). This section takes a tour of the peripheries of the Kriol Sprachraum 

(north, south, east, west) to report on phenomena that may be induced by contact with Kriol. 

Elements common to Kriol have been recycled in similar functions at these peripheries, but a 
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closer examination can reveal temporally layered influences and differentially distributed 

features, providing evidence for possible clusters of influence. The extent of Kriol influence 

emphasises the social and communicative functions that Kriol has fulfilled for many 

Aboriginal communities and networks, past and present. 

 

The unclear extent of the Kriol Sprachraum 

Distinguishing Kriol from what lies at or beyond its peripheries is hardly straightforward 

because description of Kriol itself is lagging. Only two Kriol varieties have been documented 

at any depth, both decades ago: in WA, Fitzroy Valley Kriol (J. Hudson, 1983a), and, in the 

NT, Ngukurr-Bamyili (now Barunga) Kriol (Sandefur, 1979). A recent survey included and 

acknowledged these and other varieties (Schultze-Berndt & Angelo, 2013; Schultze-Berndt et 

al., 2013). Other coinages like Barkly Kriol, Daly River Kriol or Westside Kriol acknowledge 

the source location of their Kriol data which allows for possible local differences, but 

thoroughgoing description is yet to be undertaken (for a sampling of named Kriol varieties 

see Meakins, 2014, pp. 379-380; Meakins & O'Shannessy, 2016, p. xii (map); Munro, 2000, 

p. 249). Maps depicting the range of Kriol also vary considerably. In addition, it is recognised 

that towns have a different linguistic profile compared to the communities in their 

hinterlands, even those towns situated well within the Kriol Sprachraum (Bundgaard-Nielsen 

& Baker, 2016, p. 210).  

 

Nomenclature 

Nomenclature further complexifies the process of considering the range of Kriol, as naming 

practices are not standardised. For some speakers, the term ‘Kriol’ exclusively designates the 

Roper River dialect so if their own variety is distinctive, they may well identify as not 

speaking Kriol (e.g.(Disbray, 2008, p. 37; Rhydwen, 1996). Without further information, 
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then, it remains an open question whether such a claim is due to terminology, identity, 

awareness, proficiency etc. In some areas, the name of the local English-lexified contact 

language vernacular is in flux. For example, 20 years ago the Dampier Peninsula 

communities in WA would have described themselves as speakers of ‘English’ and 

Bardi/Nyulnyul, but are now describing this English-like component of their repertoire with 

the terms ‘Kriol’ or ‘Aboriginal English’. The English lexified language variety here is 

typically a  ‘heavy’ Aboriginal English, more like Kriol than Standard Australian English 

(Bowern, personal communication, 19/8/2019). (See Kriol this volume). 

 

To the north  

In the NT and north of the Kriol Sprachraum, and non-contiguous with it, is a Kriol-speaking 

community, Nauiyu Nambiyu (Daly River). In contrast to the 1980s-90s when this 

community reportedly disowned Kriol (Reid, 1990, p. 21) or aligned to a local contact 

language identity, Ngangiwatyfela and not Kriol (Rhydwen, 1996), there is now a measure of 

pan-Kriol identification with almost half the community claiming to speak Kriol (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics (A.B.S.), 2016). Also in the north, but in Darwin in the 1960s, speech 

between residents on Bagot Reserve in Darwin was characterised as ‘Pidgin’ (older people) 

and ‘Creole’ (younger) and was apparently akin to the contact language the researcher 

observed in Bamyili (former Barunga, i.e. Kriol) (Jernudd, 1971). In the 1980s the L2 

English of Darwin’s fringe camps was termed ‘Aboriginal English’ by Sanson (1980, pp. 22-

42), but it follows markedly Kriol morphosyntactic patterns not typical English ones. 

 

There is also evidence of influence from Kriol and/or a historical antecedent in the 

restructuring of traditional language vernaculars in this area. The lexical borrowings in a 

contemporary young men’s speech style at Wadeye (Port Keats) (Mansfield, 2014, 2016) (see 
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also Mansfield this volume) have much in common with Kriol and they appear to be 

contemporary borrowings not just historical legacies. In the 1980s, the non-Tiwi influence in 

Modern Tiwi was noted to have temporal layerings. Early borrowings were described as 

phonologically and morphologically dissimilar to English and more like ‘Pidgin English’. 

Later borrowings approximated English phonology, but even so the productive use of the -im 

TR marker on non-Tiwi stems carried on (Lee, 1983, pp. 328-330). Despite the distance 

between the Tiwi Islands and the Kriol Sprachraum, there have been many opportunities for 

language contact. For example, Tiwi and Kriol speakers were together in the mainland World 

War II army camps at Mataranka and Larrimah, as well as at the Snake Bay defence base on 

Melville Island (Berndt & Berndt, 1987; Munro, 2000, p. 263 (map 3)).  

 

To the south 

It is generally accepted that the southern range of the Kriol Sprachraum consists of a form of 

Kriol spoken throughout the northern Barkly region of the NT, but very little language 

description exists (Glasgow, 1984, pp. 116-117; Graber, 1988). Observations of contact 

language use here make frequent mention of its variability: heavier and lighter Aboriginal 

English/Kriol (Pensalfini, 2011, p. 3 & 13) and basilectal Kriol or Aboriginal English 

according to age (Nordlinger, 1998, p. 9). For Garrwa people, the local form of Kriol is 

acrolectal and close to an Aboriginal English (Mushin, 2010, pp. 473-474; 2012, p. 5) and 

elderly Garrwa speakers code-switch resourcefully with Kriol (Mushin, 2010). To the west 

lies ‘Westside Kriol’, so described by the Aboriginal Interpreting Service, which includes the 

Gurindji Kriol speaking area (Aboriginal Interpreting Service (A.I.S.), n.d.). South of 

Gurindji Kriol, Light Warlpiri marks a further transition away from Kriol. Despite sharing 

some features with Kriol, Light Warlpiri also exhibits innovations on a number of these, 

which have been fully integrated paradigmatically. This scenario would be consistent with 
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Warlpiri speakers adding, historically, resources from the pastoral industry contact language 

to their language repertoires, which were then available to be developed on a pathway 

separately from Kriol (see also Mixed languages above). 

 

Southern Barkly contact languages  

Wumpurrarni English: a style drawing on multilingual resources 

Wumpurrarni English describes a linguistic repertoire and speaking style amongst some 

Warumungu heritage families in Tennant Creek NT who do not self-identify as Kriol 

speakers. Language contact commenced in this area in the last quarter of the nineteenth 

century with the building of the overland telegraph stations and the establishment of the 

pastoral industry. A number of mining events in the area also impacted on Aboriginal people 

and their languages. Over a long period of time, Warumungu people encountered the pidgin 

spoken on the cattle stations of the area and the ‘northern creole’ (i.e. Kriol) once it 

developed and Australian English (Disbray, 2008, pp. 36-47). This language contact history 

has led to a range of Wumpurrarni English styles, ‘heavy’ to ‘light’ (basilectal to acrolectal) 

whereby speakers dynamically draw on linguistic resources from a variety of language 

sources (for example texts see Disbray, 2008, pp. 40-46; Disbray, 2016, pp. 5-6). 

 

At first blush, Wumpurrarni English can appear highly reminiscent of Kriol, both lexically 

and morphosyntactically, with nominal suffixes such as  -mob PL (27) and -wan NOM (28), 

and verbal suffixes such as -im TR and -bat PROG (28). Yet there are some features which 

belong exclusively to Wumpurrarni English, such as the -kayi possessive suffix which derives 

from a Warumungu genitive suffix -kari (27) (Disbray & Simpson, 2004). In Wumpurrarni 

English, locative is expressed variably, by either the Kriol preposition na(nga)~la(nga) or the 

postposition -kana derived from a Warumungu case suffix, or both of these can be used in 
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combination as in (28) (Disbray, 2008, pp. 274-277). Warumungu words occur often in 

Wumpurrarni English, such as tangkila ‘mussel’ (28).  

(27) Wumpurrarni English 

Ola    gel-mob-kayi   inti?  
  DET.PL   girl-PL-POSS   TAG 
 ‘It’s all the girls’ isn’t it? (Disbray 2008: 47, ex. 2.53) 
 

(28) Wumpurrarni English 

Tangkila  olabat  dei     bin  ged-im-bat.  
   mussel   3PL   3PL.SUBJ   PST  get-TR-PROG  
 

Dei     bin  go  kuk-im-bat    na  tri-kana,  big-wan  tri   iya.  
  3PL.SUBJ  PST go  cook- TR-PROG LOC  tree-LOC,  big-NOM  tree  here  
‘Mussels (are what) they got. They went and cooked [them] by a tree, the big tree here.’ 
(Disbray 2008: 55 ex. 3.5-6) 
 
A development reminiscent of Light Warlpiri auxiliaries is the Wumpurrarni English use of 

an -m non-future clitic on some subject pronominal forms in a preverbal position:  a-m 1SG-

NONFUT, i-m 3SG-NONFUT, dem 3PL.NONFUT. A present reading of i-m 3SG-NONFUT is shown 

in (29), and a past in (30) (see also Mixed languages). Past meaning can still also be 

conveyed by a free pronoun or nominal plus the past marker bin, e.g. i bin 3SG PST in (30) 

(Disbray, 2008, pp. 269-270). In Wumpurrarni English an -in form of the progressive (29) is 

confined to intransitive verbs, unlike the -bat PROG suffix which occurs regardless of 

transitivity. 

(29) Wumpurrarni English 

Na  i-m     go-in   insaid,  na  i-m     go-in-bek.  
 now  3SG-NONFUT  go-PROG  inside  now  3SG-NONFUT  go-PROG-back 
‘Now she’s going in, and now she’s coming back out.’ (Disbray 2008: 55 ex. 3.1) 
 

(30) Wumpurrarni English 

Mangki  i-m     purl-dan  na  pawumpawu.  
 monster   3SG-NONFUT fall down  DISC  poor thing  
 

Mangki   i     bin  nak-im   im  
monster   3SG.SUBJ  PST  knock-TR  3SG.OBJ  
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‘The monster fell down, poor thing. The monster knocked into it.’ (Disbray 2008: 76, child 
narration extract; mangki ‘lit. monkey’ is an idiosyncratic reference to an illustration of a 
monster) 
 
 
Alyawarr English: shifting and blending 

Alyawarr English (Dixon, 2012, 2017, 2018) is a contact language spoken by young people 

under 30 at Ipmangker (Murray Downs), a small Aboriginal community southwest of 

Tennant Creek. Community members consider Alyawarr English to be the local style of 

speaking, a kind of English, yet different from English spoken by non-Indigenous people, and 

from Aboriginal speech varieties in other nearby communities. Recent research has focused 

on the language use of children who speak Alyawarr English as their L1, and understand and 

draw on their heritage language Alyawarr to some extent. In a HOME99 context, the children 

regularly produce Alyawarr noun phrase elements but in a largely Kriol-like matrix. So, in 

(31), we see the Alyawarr nominal plus case marker apmer-itwew ‘camp-LOC’, while the 

other forms in the utterance all resemble Kriol items in meaning and function. Despite their 

similarity, some Kriol-like elements are slightly different in Alyawarr English, plus they also 

differ amongst Alyawarr English speakers, according to speaker age, and depending on the 

context of use too. For example, in Kriol the motion verbs kam and go do not take the 

progressive -bat, unlike (31) and (32). In contrast to child usage in the examples here, 

however, adult Alyawarr English speakers make a categorical distinction between their use of 

-bat (only on transitive verbs) versus -ing which has a similar continuous/progressive 

function (only on intransitives). Furthermore, the -bat form is highly marked as a HOME 

form by children, who learn early to suppress it in their SCHOOL utterances (see Dixon, 

2018, pp. 277-282 for detailed treatment of -bat).  

 

99 HOME data consists of utterances spoken at home and to an Indigenous interlocutor; SCHOOL data is 

produced at school with a non-Indigenous interlocutor (e.g. Dixon 2018 p. 277).   
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(31) Child Alyawarr English 

Apmer  apmer-itwew  this  wan  yu    kam-bat. 
  camp  camp-LOC   DET one  2SG.SUBJ come-PROG  
‘Camp, to the camp, this one, you’re coming.’ (Dixon 2017: p. 114, ex 18 
HOME) 
 

(32) Child Alyawarr English 

 ‘Watfo  langwei   wen  yudu    go-bat?’ [SJD-055]  
    why   far.away  SUB 2DU.SUBJ go-PROG ? 
‘“Why so far away, when you go?”’ (Dixon 2017: p. 112, ex 15 HOME) 
 

In the centre 

The palpable influence of Kriol shown in the Barkly to the north diminishes in this region.  

Here there are multiple English-based speech varieties spoken by Aboriginal people, 

including L2 English and L1 and L2 Kriol, and L2 speakers of a regional Central Australian 

Aboriginal English (Koch, 1991) which has also been called Cattle Station Pidgin (Harkins, 

1994; Mühlhäusler, 2008). The latter contact language has features associated with its 

historical pastoral industry inheritance (a heritage common to Kriol), as well as variable 

inclusion of standard English features (Koch, 1991, pp. 96-97) and has been suggested as a 

historical influence on the speech varieties allied to Kriol in the Barkly (e.g. Wumpurrarni 

English above). In Alice Springs, a study of Aboriginal speakers’ English focused largely on 

Arrernte and Luritja speakers and their L2 English, and found only a small influence from the 

Cattle Station Pidgin (Harkins, 1994).  

 

In an Arrernte-speaking community in the NT, recent child language research indicates little 

to no Kriol influence. Classroom data shows that the primary determinant of the language of 

children’s utterances is their interlocutor and that they keep their Arrernte and their L2 

English separated most of the time. Of the English-derived elements sporadically used by 

children in their Arrernte, there are no features whose presence could only be due to Kriol 
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influence. Poetsch (2018, pp. 154-155) notes that some older borrowings are assimilated into 

Arrernte phonology, e.g. -thayete ‘side’, while more recent borrowings are English-like e.g. 

‘swimming pool’. Some borrowed items, such as temporals and conjunctions, are also 

elements commonly borrowed in other language contact situations (Thomason, 2001; 

Wilkins, 1996). Others, such as tensed subject pronouns e.g. ‘we’ll’ and preverbal markers 

e.g. bin PST are not unfamiliar in Australian contact languages (see Table 1), however their 

use is not systematised in this speech community. Unlike in Light Warlpiri, nominal or verbal 

material is not systematically sourced from one or another language (see Mixed languages).  

 

In Areyonga NT, a study has shown that teenagers speak a variety of Pitjantjatjara as their L1 

and their L2 use of English is restricted to quite specific domains, but there are still some 

innovations in Areyonga Teenage Pitjantjatjara caused by English-origin influences 

(Langlois, 2004). Interestingly, these are not Kriol-like. Some ‘English’ borrowings from an 

earlier temporal layer were accompanied by some of the widespread features in Australian 

contact languages such as -im TR. However, the encounter with a contact language seems to 

have been at one step removed here: The Pitjantjatjara and Yankunytjatjara suffix for loan 

verbs, -mile, has been borrowed from an Arrernte portmanteau of the contact language -em 

TR and the Arrernte causative -ile (Wilkins, 1989, p. 264 cited in Langlois 2004:71). 

Areyonga teenagers have re-analysed some of the older borrowed verbs, doing away with the 

overt transitive marker suffix, so the base now matches contemporary English phonology and 

syllable count. Hence, ‘drive’ in Traditional Pitjantjatjara is duraipa-mila-l ‘drive-

LOAN.VERB-CLASS’ versus draiv-mila-l in Teenage Pitjantjatjara (Langlois, 2004, pp. 71-73). 

Modern influence on Pitjantjatjara thus appears to be from English directly, not via an 

Aboriginal contact language intermediary. 
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To the east  

Mornington Island in the Gulf of Carpentaria 

Recent community-based work on a vernacular language poster (Language Perspectives, 

2015a) and a suite of community texts (e.g. Nancarrow, 2014) refer to the English-lexified 

vernacular spoken here as ‘Mornington Island Creole’. An array of contact language 

influences is acknowledged, from the north-eastern affiliated creoles, as well as from 

elsewhere on the mainland. In the 1980s, an array of English(es) and English-lexified contact 

languages were spoken on Mornington Island and these varied considerably according to 

speakers’ individual life experiences on and off the island (Evans, 1995, p. 45). In the 1980s, 

elements from the locally spoken contact language(s), such as baymbay ‘lest, might 

(unpleasant)’ and marrbi ‘perhaps, might (hypothetical)’, had been taken into Kayardild in 

lieu of the original modal case system, along with other verbal tense, mood and aspect items 

(p. 47 and p. 406) (see also Angelo & Schultze-Berndt, 2016 on apprehensive baymbay).  

 

Mornington Island Creole100 employs a series of preverbal tense-aspect-mood markers, 

including the future ga (33), desiderative na (34) and past bin (35), which are not 

incompatible with Kriol influence. The innovative future form, ga, could be explained 

variously: a contraction of the Kriol garra FUT, a variant of the go FUT marker found in all the 

north-eastern affiliated creoles, or a mutual reinforcement of both provenances. The -im TR 

suffix is variably present, hence kuk-im ‘cook- TR’ (33) and breik-im-bat ‘break- TR - PROG 

(36), but filap ‘fill.up’ (34) and gat ‘have’ (37) (cf Kriol bilimap and gadim respectively). 

Prepositions include the locative la(ng) (33) and purposive fo (34) (cf Kriol la(nga), 

 

100 All examples taken from Language Perspectives (2016) On da island, a vernacular language poster (see 

Superdiverse Indigenous communities for process); original etymological spellings (in brackets) are presented in 

a regularised orthography here.  
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blanga~bla~ba, versus Yumplatok lo(nga), fo). Plural pronouns often carry the -fla~-fulla 

suffix e.g. yufla (36) which is reminiscent of the QLD Settlement varieties (see for instance 

Yarrie Lingo above). As in Kriol, Mornington Island Creole has the -bat PROG suffix and an 

all-purpose negative nomo (36) along with specialised forms such as don negative imperative 

and neba in past or perfective contexts. Many lexical items are drawn from traditional 

Aboriginal languages e.g. mangarda ‘baby’ (37), sometimes the local languages, Lardil and 

Kayardild, sometimes from mainland languages. Many lexical items are also typical of Kriol 

e.g. elipat ‘morning; early on’ (35). 

 

(33) Mornington Island Creole  

Ai  ga  kuk-im   lang  kol  (I ga cookim lung coal) 
 1SG  FUT cook-TR  LOC coals 
 ‘I’m going to cook it on the coals (of a fire)’  

 

(34) Mornington Island Creole  

Ai  na  filap   mai    tengk go fo  fishing (Ina fillup my tank go for 

fishing) 

1SG  DES  fill.up 1SG.POSS tank go PURP fishing  

 ‘I want to fill up my tank to go fishing’ 

 

(35) Mornington Island Creole  

Ai  bin  go  elipat      (I bin go early part) 

1SG  PST  go  early.morning 

  ‘I went early in the morning’ 

 

(36) Mornington Island Creole  

Nomo breik-im-bat  brentj  yufla!  (Nomore breakimbut branch youfla!) 
  NEG  break-TR-PROG branch 2PL 
‘Don’t break the branches (off the bush tucker tree) all of you’ 
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(37) Mornington Island Creole  

Ei     yu gat mangarda!   (Ay you gut mangarda!)  
 INT  2SG  have  baby 
‘Hey, you’re pregnant (lit. ‘have baby’)!’  
 

Far western Queensland 

Little research has been carried out on the English-lexified contact varieties spoken here. The 

QLD speech survey of the 1960s acknowledged that an elderly generation of Garrwa and 

Yanyuwa speakers spoke a contact language in Doomadgee, at that time an Aboriginal 

mission. Its complex pronoun paradigm (dual, inclusive exclusive), transitive/causative verb 

suffix -im (Flint, 1971, p. 157) and clear demographic connections suggest (a variety of) 

Barkly Kriol. In the 1980s and 1990s, a survey by Roper River Kriol speakers and 

researchers also found some Kriol speakers (with NT affiliations) in Doomadgee. The local 

contact language was not described, but it was deemed sufficiently close to Kriol to be 

mutually comprehensible for Bible translation purposes (the reason for their visit) (Sandefur, 

1990; Sandefur et al., 1982).  

 

The 1980s survey team also visited the far western QLD township of Camooweal where 

Kriol speakers were also found. A recent community-based project in Camooweal (Language 

Perspectives, 2016) found a range of English-based speech varieties, some of which 

consistent with what is known of Barkly Kriol, as can be seen by the example sentences (38) 

and (39)101. This way of talking in Camooweal uses Kriol-like preverbal tense markers e.g. 

future gada (38) and past bin~-min (39), and the suffix -im on transitive verbs, such as meig-

 

101 Examples taken from  Language Perspectives (2016) Round langa community, a vernacular language poster 

(see Superdiverse Indigenous communities for process); original etymological spellings (in brackets) are 

presented in a regularised orthography here. 
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im ‘make-TR’ and ged-im ‘get-TR’ (38). The -wan suffix derives the nominal tjiki-wan 

‘dangerous-NOM’ which can be used in a nominal headed, zero copula construction (39). The 

postposed noun phrase det bul in (39) is an example of what Koch  (1991, p. 98) characterises 

as an ‘afterthought’ construction. Plural nouns can be indicated by a preposed plural 

determiner, as in dem in (39), or a quantifier. The pronoun inventory includes a generic third 

person singular, here in its subject form i ‘he, she, it’ (39), and an invariant second person 

plural yumob (38) unlike the -pla~-fla ~-fulla suffixed forms from other QLD locations, like 

Mornington Island, the north-eastern affiliated creoles or the Superdiverse Indigenous 

communities.  

(38) from Camooweal 

Ai  gada   meig-im  faya:    (I gada meigim faya:)  
 1SG  FUT  make-TR fire.  
 
 Yumob   ged-im  wud.     (Yumob gedim wood) 
 2PL   get-TR wood   
 ‘I’m going to make a fire. You all get some wood.’ 
 

(39) from Camooweal 

I      Ø tjiki-wan,    det bul    (E cheekywan det bull) 
3SG.SUB   dangerous-NOM DET bull  
 
-  imin   tjeis-im   dem    klaun        (- imin chasem dem clown) 

    3SG.PST chase-TR DET.PL   ‘clown’ 
 ‘It’s aggressive, that bull is, it chased the ‘clowns’ (bull distractor personnel in the rodeo 
arena).’ 
 

Western Cape York: Kowanyama (formerly Mitchell River mission) 

Although little studied, the contact variety at Kowanyama, formerly Mitchell River Mission, 

has been described as Aboriginal English (Freier, 1999), local English (Alpher, 1991, p. 117), 

a creolised form of Aboriginal Pidgin (Mühlhäusler, 1996), a decreolised form of Kriol or an 

Aboriginal English developed directly from a pidgin (Sandefur et al., 1982) and ‘an English 

which reflects the stress patterns, phoneme inventory, and syntax of the tribal vernaculars to 



 

 371 

such a degree that the naive speaker of Australian English has little control of it’ (Sommer & 

Marsh, 1969, p. 50). In the early 1980s and then again in the 1990s the Kriol survey team 

from Ngukurr NT visited Kowanyama, and found the Kowanyama speech to have elements 

in common with Kriol (Sandefur, 1990, pp. 9-10; Sandefur et al., 1982). 

 

Recent community-based work102 shows the Kowanyama creole vernacular of today 

resembles Kriol closely in many respects, but in others diverges from it partially or entirely. 

For example, in (40) Kowanyama Creole uses the negative nama (cf Kriol nomo), the 

transitive marker -im (cf Kriol -im and variants), the progressive -bad (cf Kriol -bat), the 

preposition la LOC/ALL (cf Kriol la), and an invariant first person plural pronoun wi (cf Kriol 

wi). In some cases, in addition to the obvious surface similarities in form and meaning 

between the Kowanyama Creole and Kriol, there are further parallels. For example, the 

progressive -bad is compatible with negative imperatives, just as in Kriol. In other cases, 

elements apparently in common differ in a variety of ways. Although la dominates in the 

locative allative space, in Kowanyama Creole weya ‘where’ has interrogative (43) and 

connective (44) functions, with the latter partially overlapping with la LOC/ALL. The 

transitive verb marker -im as in sterr-im-bad ‘stare-TR-PROG’ (44)while functionally 

equivalent is, impressionistically, employed here more variably and less frequent than in 

Kriol. 

(40) Kowanyama Creole  

Nama  sterr-im-bad   la     wi!   (Numma sterrimbud la we!) 
 NEG  stare-TR-PROG LOC/ALL 1PL  
 ‘Don’t stare at us!’ 

 

102 Examples taken from Language Perspectives (2018) Kowanyama talkbid: Chay we all talk like dat ere!, a 

vernacular language poster (see Superdiverse Indigenous communities for process); original etymological 

spellings (in brackets) are presented in a regularised orthography here. 
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The form of the past marker alternates between ba (41) and bin (cf Kriol bin), while the 

future marker is gada (cf Kriol gada) (42). In addition to these preverbal tense and modality 

markers, motion and/or phase verbs, such as trai (42), are commonly placed before a lexical 

verb resulting in serial verb type constructions. Also attested in Kowanyama Creole is bogi 

‘bathe, swim’ (41), an item associated with the early pastoral industry contact language 

which moved from NSW north into QLD and thence into the NT and WA (Dutton, 1983; 

Troy, 1994 vol. 2, p. 717).   

(41) Kowanyama Creole  

A    ba  bogi-bad   deya  la     riba.    (Uh ba bogibad der la riba.) 
 1SG.SUB  PST  bathe-PROG   there LOC/ALL river 
 ‘I was swimming there at the river.’ 
 

(42) Kowanyama Creole  

A     gada   trai  fiks-im.   (Uh gutta try fixem. ) 
 1SG.SUB  FUT  try  fix-TR   
‘I’ll try and fix (it). (The context is a broken down car.)’ 
 

Kowanyama Creole has a dedicated comitative/associative preposition wida (43) (cf Kriol 

garra). Except for 1SG (a~mi) and 3SG (i~im), subject, object and oblique pronouns are 

invariant (cf wi 1PL in (43) and (40)).There are pronouns distinguishing dual and plural, as in 

yutu 2DU (44) versus yufla 2PL (43) (cf Kriol yun(du)bala, yumob) and clusivity mitu 1EXDU 

(45) versus umi 1INDU (cf Kriol min(du)bala, yunmi). These all differ from Kriol, as does the 

3PL form demlot (cf Kriol alabat/dei).  

(43) Kowanyama Creole  

Ei  ufla  kam   wida     wi?   (Ay ufla cum widda we?)  
 hey 2PL  come  COM/ASSOC 1PL    
 ‘Hey, are you all coming with us?’ 
 

(44) Kowanyama Creole  

Weya yutu   bin?      (Wer utoo bin?) 
 where  2DU  PST   
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 ‘Where have you both been?’ 
 

(45) Kowanyama Creole  

Mitu  bin  oba  deya  weya   nena aus.   (Metoo bin oba der wer nehna ouse.) 
 1INDU PST  over  there  where nana house   
‘The two of us have been over at nana’s house.’ 
 

To the west: northern Western Australia 

Kimberley Kriol is judged to extend to the town of Fitzroy Crossing and is represented to 

some extent in the coastal towns of Derby and Broome. Historically, Kriol is thought to have 

entered the Kimberley from the east in the 1970s as an overlay to a separate, earlier ‘Pidgin’ 

contact language already present in WA sheep and cattle industries (Fraser, 1977; Hosokawa, 

1995; J. Hudson, 1983a; Kaberry, 1937; Meakins, 2014, p. 367 map). Aboriginal Englishes 

of different provenances and in different lects have also been reported in the region (e.g. 

McGregor, 2004). As noted at the start of this section, these have been named variably but 

can be distant from Standard Australian English. Other English-based contact traditions have 

been reported in the northern area of WA, including coastal (Hosokawa, 1987) and cameleer 

varieties (Mühlhäusler  & McGregor, 1996) (see also Language contact this volume). 

Due to its markedly polyethnic history (Ganter et al., 2006), Broome was and is a meeting 

place of several contact language traditions, and hence has a different contact language 

profile. In and around Broome, Hosokawa (1995, pp. 503-506) identifies three main ‘micro-

regional’ Aboriginal styles of speech: Southerner-lect (ex-Thangoo station people) and the 

Northerner-lects (Bardi people from Lombadina or One Arm Point communities), along with 

the more recent presence of Kriol-speaking Eastern peoples. Today, a distinctive Broome 

Creole way of speaking is identified popularly as a local Indigenous speech style. This is not 

“Kriol”, or a creole in the linguistic sense, but evokes the vibrant mixed ethnic origins, 
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cultures, cuisines and speech styles of Broome (see for instance Chi, 1991 and vocabulary list 

at the end). 
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Abstract 

This chapter draws on classroom-based research from the state of Queensland. We 

utilise data from a one-on-one curriculum assessment interview carried out by an 

Early Childhood classroom teacher with one of her young Aboriginal students. This 

student speaks an un-named and un-described English-lexified contact language as 

his L1. Despite showing signs of being at an early level of L2 English language 

proficiency, the student is an un-identified learner of English as an Additional 

Language/Dialect and is taught a “mainstream” curriculum through the medium of 

Standard Australian English. The authors highlight how –given the invisibility of this 

language learning context– the interview is unlikely to alert the generalist classroom 

teacher to this student’s second language learning characteristics, but is likely to 

result in an assessment of (surprisingly) non-optimal curriculum learning. This has 

significant ramifications, as this interaction –in lieu of any other source of guidance– 

does not of itself provide the classroom teacher with evidence which might signal to 

her that differentiated pedagogy is required to meet the student’s L2 learning needs. 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 
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Classroom teachers direct and manage highly complex, multi-layered social contexts for the 

benefit of their students’ learning. Language is one important element of the diversity which 

each of the twenty-five or so young individuals might introduce into Early Childhood 

classroom settings (Preparatory Year (Prep) to Year 3) in terms of their language 

backgrounds and proficiencies, including in Standard Australian English (SAE). However, in 

English-medium classrooms, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (Indigenous) students who 

speak an English-lexified contact language are often not visible to their teachers as second 

language (L2) learners of SAE (Angelo 2013; Angelo and Carter 2015). This factor can 

profoundly affect students’ classroom learning experiences by its cumulative impact: If L2 

learner characteristics go unrecognised, L2 learning needs go unaddressed, which in turn 

disrupts L2 learners’ uptake of classroom curriculum. Classroom “insufficiencies” are 

perpetuated when “mainstream” classroom curriculum, pedagogy and assessment are 

delivered to L2 language learners without differentiation, as though such learners were in fact 

first language (L1) SAE speakers with full, age-appropriate fluency in SAE.  

 

In this chapter, we provide an analysis of a teacher-student interaction which was undertaken 

to assess a classroom topic taught in Prep, the first formal year of schooling. This analysis is 

accompanied by a rich description of the multiple layers of contextual “invisibilities” 

surrounding the interaction in order to show how little substantial information exists to guide 

teachers in settings that are (unbeknownst to them) linguistically complex. Some of this 

information gap remains to be filled by linguists whose training actually endows them with  

language analysis skills, so we can see how this situation poses significant challenges for 

generalist teachers regardless of their years of teaching experience. Through our analysis of 

the one-to-one interaction, we are able to reveal how the student’s L2 learning trajectory 

might be far from clear from the classroom teacher’s perspective and that evidence of student 
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curriculum learning, at least of an expected kind, is not forthcoming. This casts light on how, 

even in Prep, the first year of school for children turning five, a teacher’s perception of a 

student’s uptake and/or demonstration of classroom curriculum learning can be influenced by 

what the student is able to produce orally about classroom topics. In the first section of this 

paper, we describe the linguistic and educational research context in which the interaction 

takes place, and this is followed by the interactional analysis and discussion. 

 

2 THE RESEARCH  

2.1 Yet another look at “invisibility”  

This chapter seeks to add to the research a description of a further aspect of the invisibility 

which shrouds schooling for Indigenous students with ‘English-lexified contact languages’. 

English-lexified contact languages are relative newcomers to Indigenous Australian language 

ecologies: They are called ‘contact languages’ as they have arisen through sociolinguistic 

processes associated with language contact, shift and loss caused by colonial disruption of 

existing Indigenous language ecologies. They are ‘English-lexified’ because most of the 

lexical forms (vocabulary) are historically derived from English, whereas the bulk of the rest 

of the language system is not: phonology (sounds), semantics (meanings), syntax (structures) 

and pragmatics (usages). Sellwood and Angelo (2013) have illustrated how multiple factors 

serve to reinforce the invisibility of such English-lexified varieties. Their actual linguistic 

make-up, namely their English-related lexicon, can work to obscure their fundamental 

differences from English and from each other. Furthermore, Sellwood, herself a speaker of 

Yumplatok, the English-lexified contact language spoken in the Torres Strait and diaspora 

communities, explains that she was an invisible L2 learner for her teachers which gave her a 

poor self-image regarding her own academic abilities. We seek to show why a classroom 

teacher might not recognise either linguistic signs or the behaviours of students such as 
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Sellwood to be indicative of L2 learners, and/or understand how this manifests in 

ramifications for classroom learning.  

 

A number of studies demonstrate how obtaining and interpreting information about English-

lexified contact languages is problematic for existing national Census and state school 

systems (e.g. Angelo 2013; Angelo and McIntosh 2014; Dixon and Angelo 2014). Indeed, 

some teacher guidance documents acknowledge this possible lack of demographic data for 

L2 learner identification purposes, and propose the alternate identification pathway of 

classroom-based assessment (Department of Education Training and Employment (DETE 

Qld) 2013). However, even the L2 proficiency tools are themselves still undergoing 

development for this cohort (Hudson and Angelo 2014) as L2 learning trajectories of this 

learner group in mainstream curriculum contexts are far from fully understood (see for 

example Dixon 2012), adding further layers of complexity to this “invisibility”. These 

complexities notwithstanding, classroom teachers are expected to shoulder the responsibility 

for identifying, assessing and successfully teaching these students. 

 

2.2 The project 

The interview data presented in this chapter comes from a semi-rural, Far North Queensland 

school where Indigenous students comprise about a third of the school population. The 

teacher-student interaction was recorded under the auspices of Bridging the Language Gap, a 

project in which the authors were part of the delivery team. This statewide, cross-sector 

project conducted in eighty-seven State and Catholic schools developed teacher capacity and 

conducted research on identifying, assessing and teaching Indigenous learners of English as 

an Additional Language/Dialect [EAL/D]. Amongst other project activities, at this school 

classroom teachers recorded their discussions with individual students about a current 
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classroom topic, serving the purpose of assessing student learning as well as providing 

material for later professional development discussions with a staff member responsible for 

mentoring them about English language learners. The early childhood trained teacher, a 

mature age graduate still early in her teaching career, was in the beginning stages of the in-

school coaching and professional development as part of the project. The young Aboriginal 

student who speaks with his teacher in this interview, is in the authors’ assessment at an early 

level of (Standard Australian) English, speaks an un-named and un-researched English-

lexified contact language and, on enrolment, was not identified an EAL/D learner and has 

therefore not been assessed with an EAL/D proficiency tool. The interview is conducted 

primarily on the topic of Safety, an early years curriculum topic, which has been the focus in 

this Prep classroom for several weeks. 

 

2.3 Harnessing the one-to-one interaction 

This chapter follows in the footsteps of 'The Silence of the Frogs', a study by Moses and 

Wigglesworth (2008) that adds a rare linguistic and paralinguistic focus, based on a transcript 

of teacher-pupil interaction, to earlier studies (see for example Christie 1985; Harris 1984) 

that illustrated communication breakdown in Aboriginal classrooms. Moses and 

Wigglesworth carry out a close analysis of whole class “dysfunctional” discourse in an 

English only classroom of Kriol speaking students. In that situation, the standard Sinclair and 

Coulthard (1975) classroom exchange structure (initiation by teacher, response by students, 

feedback by teacher) does not hold, which leads the authors to focus on the need for 

comprehensive training to assist the teacher in understanding her students as L2 learners and 

in using appropriate cultural models of classroom interaction.  
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The present study adds another linguistic study of a transcript to classroom research, but in a 

one-to-one teacher student interaction, rather than a teacher-class group interaction. This 

removes the (cultural) group dynamic focus which in general is accompanied by a cultural 

educational interpretation. A close analysis of a one-to-one interaction changes the focus and 

enables an examination of the complexities of an L2 language learning situation where 

standard L2 theory, tools and training are generally not tailored to the needs of speakers of 

unacknowledged-undescribed-unnamed contact languages; where language assessment issues 

of identification and classification are complexified for teachers; and where, whatever their 

L2 proficiency level, students are taught the mainstream curriculum by generalist classroom 

teachers and assessed according to their year level. This situation is made even more 

pedagogically difficult because students with the language background of an English-lexified 

contact language may constitute only a proportion of the students in the class, as is the case in 

the interaction analysed in this chapter.  

 

2.4 Constructions of Aboriginal students in the classroom 

Additionally, in this study the young Aboriginal student with an English-lexified contact 

language background does not fit with some generalisations about Aboriginal school learners, 

(such as cultural use of silence, aversion to direct questions, avoiding eye contact) and this 

further enables a focus on the role of language in the interaction. The student here initiates 

questions and engages in this curriculum assessment conversation wholeheartedly for the 

entire time, even taking the lead at some points. As his behaviour does not automatically 

invoke over-generalised accounts of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal styles of interaction and 

learning, cultural behaviours can be put to one side as an explanation for the difficulties 

encountered in this interaction. This is perhaps timely. Moses and Yallop (2008 p.31) note 

the ethnographic accounts of Philips (1972) and others of the 'silent Indian child' and non-
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Indian teacher exchange strategies, and the subsequent construction in Australia of the non-

verbal Aboriginal learner (Christie 1985; Harris 1984; Nichol 2005), a construction that was 

promulgated in education training materials, including a cultural aversion to direct questions, 

which are a characteristic component of Australian classroom teaching routines. The Moses 

and Yallop (2008) and Moses (2009) studies of preschool age Aboriginal children and their 

caregivers find no evidence to support the notion that Aboriginal people feel little obligation 

to answer questions. Rendle-Short and Moses (2010) found that between children the 

requester expected a response. Gardner (2010) found that between adults questions usually 

received a response. The samples are small, but they raise the tendency to over-generalise 

findings about Aboriginal learners en masse as learners who all share particular (and “other”) 

behaviours. This can obscure the fact that there are differences between Aboriginal students 

who speak English and those who do not. 

 

3. NEW CONTACT LANGUAGES AND THE LOCAL LANGUAGE ECOLOGY 

Standard Australian English is the official medium of instruction in Queensland but this is 

not necessarily a language spoken proficiently by all Indigenous children on starting school 

(Angelo and Carter 2015). The language ecologies of many Indigenous families and 

communities in this state are nowadays dominated by English-lexified contact languages, a 

“langscape” yet to be thoroughly explored by linguists (see Angelo 2013; Hudson and 

Angelo 2014). In these language ecologies, it has been shown that “who speaks what” is not 

always easily accessible (Angelo and McIntosh 2014; Dixon and Angelo 2014) so 

information about students’ language backgrounds is not at teachers’ finger tips, and they are 

not alerted to students’ possible L2 learner status through such simple mechanisms. 
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The situation in the semi-rural town of Far North Queensland where our classroom 

interaction takes place is not straightforward and this is fairly typical of Queensland’s post-

contact language ecologies. The present day Indigenous “community” (not a unitary 

category) consists of people affiliating as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander from a 

wide range of backgrounds: Some Indigenous residents have traditional local or regional 

connections, while others who hail from further afield may be recent arrivals or may have 

long term historical associations with the area. Many locally affiliated Indigenous people here 

have strong links with the local mission and/or other nearby missions, but some do not. Of 

those who do, many lived under state control until the 1970s, but some families met 

requirements to live outside missions, thereby being exposed to more assimilatory pressures 

over more generations (see Angelo and Carter 2015 for an overview). Although traditional 

languages are no longer learnt as first languages by children here, or spoken regularly 

amongst Indigenous residents, efforts have been directed to the revitalisation of the local 

traditional Aboriginal language. From a local Indigenous point of view, requesting “language 

background” information would imply traditional languages such as this.  

 

There is no simple way of knowing, at this stage, what language varieties are spoken in the 

community, such as by asking locals, checking a reference book or going online. However, 

on the basis of ongoing community consultations here and in similar situations, we can say 

that various lects are likely to be represented, resulting from language contact and language 

shift processes. School or national Census data provide little clarification, and so, in fact, by 

default, here as elsewhere in most of the country, classroom teachers, local Indigenous staff 

and their students might be the only researchers into local vernaculars. 
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4 GREAT EXPECTATIONS: CURRENT DEVELOPMENTS IN EDUCATIONAL 

POLICY  

4.1 Classroom teaching and the role of language  

According to the national Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (Australian Institute 

for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) 2011), the central tenet of classroom teacher 

Professional Knowledge (Standards 1 and 2) is to convey curriculum content concepts, skills 

and behaviours through appropriate, differentiated and meaningful teaching strategies. To 

accomplish this, generalist classroom teachers are “expected” to be alert to, amongst many 

other learner attributes, students’ linguistic backgrounds, their levels of (standard) English 

acquisition and suitable pedagogical responses.  

 

At the state level, where school policy and curriculum implementation occurs, there are now 

general statements about Indigenous language ecologies (Department of Education Training 

and Employment (DETE Qld) 2011) and about Indigenous students amongst other ethno-

cultural groups as possible L2 English learners (Education Queensland (EQ) 2002). EAL/D 

assessment documents are also available (Department of Education Training and 

Employment (DETE Qld) 2013). Despite such awareness and expectations about recognising 

and responding to Indigenous L2 English learners, the current education context only 

sporadically recognises English language (as separate from literacy) as a medium of 

instruction, engagement and performance (Angelo 2013; McIntosh et al. 2012). Pro-language 

messages (e.g. EAL/D proficiency levels, complex contact language backgrounds) are 

sporadic and inconsistent in the schooling domain and are overwhelmed by the unremitting 

cascade of non-language messages (e.g. phonics teaching, sight words, reading levels). The 

result is that, for schools and teachers, language-oriented processes can be less visible, seem 

of less importance, and/or appear problematic or in conflict with other accountabilities (e.g. 
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attendance, performance in National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy 

(NAPLAN)), which impedes their uptake into this professional community of practice 

(Dixon and Angelo 2014; Sellwood and Angelo 2013). 

 

4.2 Prep curriculum 

The Queensland Early Years Curriculum (Queensland Studies Authority (QSA) 2006) used 

in Prep and for the subject area in this study, like all other Australian and Queensland 

curriculum documents, is written for English-speaking teachers to deliver to English-

speaking children. It acknowledges student diversity, including their language backgrounds 

(p. 2), but proffers no specific guidance about their L2 learning profiles and meeting their L2 

learning needs. Teachers are encouraged to track student development and curriculum 

learning by maintaining a student folio which includes observations, notes from 

conversations, images and recordings etc. Teachers are not encouraged to develop specific 

assessment tasks but rather to harvest the learning context and interactions for assessment 

purposes (p. 85). The conceptual framework which assists teachers to assess student 

achievement directs them to consider the generality of student understandings (as opposed to 

purely personal responses), the support needed to engage with knowledge, and the 

application of knowledge in different contexts (p. 87). On the topic of Safety, in the Health 

and physical learning strand about Making healthy choices (the topic of the assessment 

interaction in this study), the learning statement reads: ‘Children build a sense of wellbeing 

by making choices about their own and others’ health and safety with increasing 

independence’ (p. 64). Each learning statement has suggestions for planning and interacting. 

All of these curriculum requirements and advice have been followed by the teacher in this 

interaction. 
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5 THE INTERACTION 

5.1 Setting 

A recorded and transcribed teacher-student interaction provides the data for illustrating our 

contention that assessment conversations about classroom topics might not entirely satisfy 

curriculum expectations nor clearly establish a student’s L2 language learner needs.  

 

The approximately 7 minute audio recording about the current classroom topic, Safety, was 

made by the Prep teacher herself with an Aboriginal student in the classroom before school. 

Harnessing out-of-classroom time is a normal part of teaching in primary schools, and the 

timing of this interaction doubtless contributed to the teacher and student not being 

interrupted or distracted by others. The interview was an informal assessment of the kind 

often conducted in Prep, closely matching curriculum advice. The teacher aimed to assess the 

extent to which the student had understood the curriculum topic, not to assess the student’s 

language capacity for conveying this understanding. The interaction took place after six 

weeks of (daily) class-directed and child-generated play-based work which revolved around 

revisiting a text enjoyed by the children to discuss, depict and enact Safety scenarios 

suggested through this text (e.g. at the beach, a fire, crossing the road, a storm aftermath etc). 

 

5.2 Steps 

This particular one-on-one, teacher-student assessment interaction was selected as it 

unequivocally demonstrates the engagement of both teacher and student in a “conversation 

enterprise”. It reveals out-going people, who are well-disposed to each other, who know each 

other in school and out in the community, feel comfortable and swap lead roles in the 

conversation. It encourages a reading that goes to the language quotient of the interaction, 

rather than a reliance on received wisdom about Aboriginal education and student/teacher 
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power relationships, issues of identity, cross-cultural dynamics and perceptions of quietness 

or shyness, discourse and pragmatic differences such as question asking etc.  

 

Once selected, the entire interaction was closely transcribed and timed, with pauses (of 0.02 

seconds and over) noted and employed as a basis for dividing each participant’s turn into 

units, which were then numbered. Substitutions have been made for personal and other 

identifying information. 

 

Next, the interaction was divided into stages characterised by topic, which are switched via 

“transitions”, usually, but not always, teacher initiated (see Table 9.1 for an overview of the 

entire interaction). The conversational moves within these stages were then examined to 

explore the cause and effect sequences in conversation and the factors that characterise each, 

promoting or preventing it. A constant throughout our exploration was maintaining the 

visibility of the classroom teaching and learning context, and the curriculum assessment 

intent of the interaction. From this focus on whether the teacher herself would believe that the 

student had met the curriculum assessment during this interaction, we found the following 

five interactional framings to be a useful initial analytical guide: 

 

• Curriculum Assessment. The teacher’s purpose of curriculum assessment is 

repeatedly attempted during this conversation. She attempts to provide opportunities 

for the student to express the concepts she has in mind and which from her 

perspective have been taught and practised, both formally and in play contexts.   

• Context. The items under discussion are either concrete and in the here and now, 

less immediate but shared (such as taught classroom concepts, community-based 

experiences etc), or else more removed, such as (non-shared) holiday experiences.  
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• Content conveyed. The nature and extent of the information exchanged ranges from 

brief labels, reproducing classroom safety messages, describing the appearance of a 

book character, to (attempts at) explaining a beach incident.  

• Conversational Lead. The participant who “leads”, perhaps by asking a question, 

establishes the current topic. Generally, when the teacher leads, the student 

(eventually) flounders; vice versa when the student leads. 

• Conversation Mode. These conversational moves are typified by question and 

answer, brief recounts/descriptions and comment, repairs or feedback. Note that this 

is not equivalent to the Question/Answer/Feedback of classroom exchange structure 

(Sinclair and Coulthard 1975), which is not apt here as this conversation is not 

particularly successful at requesting and delivering classroom curriculum knowledge. 

However, politeness and encouragement strategies figure prominently here and are 

expected behaviours associated with early childhood teacher behaviour (Brown and 

Levinson 1978; drawn on by White 1989). 

 

Three extracts from the interview which occur sequentially, though not in direct succession, 

have been selected for in-depth discussion here (see Table 1, Stages 1, 2 and 4). 
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6. DANGEROUS CONVERSATIONS ABOUT SAFETY  

6. 1 Whadda you call with that? (Excerpt from Stage 1).  

This stage concerns concrete items in the shared visual field of the participants. It sets a 

conversational tone where the student actively leads. Such an exchange disrupts 

preconceptions of standard teacher-student conversational relationships where a teacher 

generally fires the questions, not the student. This provides some evidence that the student 

has an easy relationship with the teacher. It also shows the student to be inquisitive, animated 

and highly observant. He initiates questions about the teacher's old phone, the newly 

appeared microscope, the purpose of a pack of drinks. This stage of the interaction is 

supported by the “here and now” of the speech context, where the questions and answers are 

in reference to what both can see. In this context, the student’s non-SAE features do not 

disturb the interaction. We can imagine from the point of view of the teacher wishing to 

discuss and assess curriculum content that this would be perceived as a good start with 

communication proceeding well, although not yet about the classroom topic, Safety.  

Whadda you call that? (Stage 1 Excerpt) 

T.1 -1  This is that special... (0.46) 

 -2  ummm (0.03) 

S.2 -1   Whadda you call with that?  (0.04) 

T.3 -1   Oh, I got it the other day. (0.87) 

S.4 -1  Where, where you ol phone? (0.15) 

T.5 -1 Oh, I've still got  that. (0.04) 

S.6 -1  What is [whorriz] that? (0.25) 

T.7 -1  Don't, that-  (0.14)  

 -2 Oooh that's special! (0.89) 

 -3 THAT IS a microscope. (0.02) 
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 -4 we'll get that out soon. (0.24) 

 -5 Would-ya like that? (0.8) 

 -6 So that, I'll teach you what it does, I'll show you. (0.97)             

S.8 -1  Ay, what is alla sofdrink- (0.27) 

 -2 -drink- (0.91) 

 -3 - for? (0.33) 

Transition 1 

T.9 -1  [Laughter, deep breath] (0.03)  

 -2 Colin- 

S.10 -1 Ay, whad is this for? (0.77) 

 

At the morpho-syntactic level of this interchange, however, there are clues that for the 

student there are interacting systems of language at play, and that SAE is not what the child is 

generally speaking, as in Example 1 below. While 'whadda' could be the same as the rapid, 

informal speech pronunciation that SAE speakers often produce, as indeed the teacher does in 

the next extract (Example 5), 'with' is definitely non-standard. Possible SAE templates for 

'Whadda you call with that?' in SAE would be ‘What do you call that?’ or 'Who do you call 

with that?' Neither matches the student's output. 

S2 -1   Whadda you call with that?  (0.04) 

Example 1  (from Stage 1 above) 

Example 2 from the same exchange provides another of these morpho-syntactic clues. 

S4 -1  Where, where you ol phone? (0.15) 

Example 2  (from Stage 1 above) 

 

The false start tells us nothing, as natural speech is full of such repetitions. However, again at 

the morpho-syntactic level, the copula ‘is’ and the possessive form ‘your’ which occur in the 
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SAE template, 'Where is [or: where’s] your old phone?', are not present in the student's 

utterance. Given that communication has proceeded successfully in this face-to-face, shared 

context, it is unlikely that the teacher would be particularly alert to small spoken morpho-

syntactic differences. The speed of her responses indicate no significant problems on her part. 

 

The student continues, but with just a couple of minutes before school starts, the teacher 

segues to the classroom topic. As a chatty conversational exchange about visible items, Stage 

1 works, with information cheerfully sought and given. Using the student's name and a 

slightly more serious tone of voice (T9.2), the teacher indicates her intention to proceed to 

more weighty matters: her curriculum assessment. 

 

6.2 Stay way from fire? (Excerpt from Stage 2).  

This second extract provides such a marked contrast to Stage 1, that the entire stage 2 

interaction is reproduced here, bar the transition at the end. The teacher appears to proceed 

with the conversation according to an “implicit language assessment” of the student's general 

communicative abilities, believing she will have the same easy time asking the student about 

the classroom topic as in the foregoing interaction (i.e. Stage 1). It seems that she receives no 

alerts about the need to approach this in any way other than to continue in this chatty question 

and answer mode, precisely as the Prep curriculum encourages Early Childhood Educators to 

do, an approach that works, by and large, for L1 English speakers. 

Stay way from fire. (Stage 2 Excerpt) 

T.11 -1  Colin... (0.9)   

 -2 What I would like you -love you to do:  (0.02)  

 -3 Can you tell me some- some things about what we are learning? Can you tell me- 

S.12 -1  We learn about safe. (0.22) 
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T.13 -1  We're learning about safe. (0.05)  

 -2 Whadda-you know about safe? (0.85) 

S.14 -1  Stay away from da fire. (0.02) 

T.15 -1  Awww, YOU are very good! (0.03)  

 -2 That's right: Stay away from the fire. (0.34)  

 -3 What else are we learning? (0.07)  

 -4 What else do we know about the- (0.57)  

 -5 fire and what about BEING safe? (0.53) 

S.16 -1   Uummm, ooom, ooom, oom, oom, owww [singing slightly] (4.14)  

 -2 Stay way from fire? (0.17) 

 

In Example 3, the teacher asks the student directly about what they have been learning in 

class, obviously expecting that he can answer this question. 

T.11  -3 Can you tell me some- some things about what we are learning? Can you tell 

me- 

Example 3 (from Stage 2 above) 

The student, with the appearance of confidence and excitement to demonstrate his classroom 

learning, interrupts his teacher with the immediate response shown in Example 4: 

S.12 -1 We learn about safe. (0.22) 

Example 4 (from Stage 2 above) 

In example 5, the teacher confirms the student’s response by repeating it. She then makes a 

request for an expansion, respectfully utilising his own wording ‘safe’, rather than the derived 

nominal ‘safety’ that would be the more common in this sentence template: 

T.13 -1  We're learning about safe. (0.05)  

  -2 Whadda-you know about safe? (0.85) 

Example 5 (from Stage 2 above) 
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The student responds again, less rapidly than before, with a different and –it would be fair to 

say– somewhat unexpected response: 

S.14 -1  Stay away from da fire. (0.02 

Example 6 (from Stage 2 above) 

As we can see in Example 7 (T.15 1-2 below), the teacher positively acknowledges this 

response from the student, but it is not what she is looking for. In response to her general 

question, she was not seeking a practised safety message for a specific context (e.g. 

somebody in unsafe proximity to a fire), although the class had indeed practised giving many 

“safety messages” for dangerous scenarios. The teacher makes affirming comments (T.15 1-

2), then attempts to get a more general response (T.15 3-5). She is trying to steer the student 

to talk about the general area of instruction, bridging from the fire to ‘BEING safe’, 

indicating a hierarchy of importance to the general idea of ‘safe’ rather than to ‘fire’. At some 

level, the teacher is beginning to respond to the fact that this interaction is not proceeding in 

the manner she had expected: She softens the ‘know’ question by eschewing the direct form 

of address ‘you’ (T.13 -2) and using a more distributed ‘we’ (T.15 -4), possibly for face 

saving purposes.  

T.15 -1  Awww, YOU are very good! (0.03)  

  -2 That's right: Stay away from the fire. (0.34)  

  -3 What else are we learning? (0.07)  

  -4 What else do we know about the- (0.57)  

  -5 fire and what about BEING safe? (0.53) 

Example 7 (from Stage 2 above) 

There is a huge pause of over 4 seconds following the teacher’s reoriented request in the last 

lines of Example 7 above. Example 8 shows how the student is now not so sure but the 

teacher waits for him. He eventually tries again (S.16 -2), re-using the pre-packaged message 
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produced before (cf. Example 6), but with question intonation to indicate his uncertainty. His 

response, though repeated and formulaic, is also slightly less SAE-like than in Example 6. 

S.16 -1  Uummm, ooom, ooom, oom, oom, owww [singing slightly] (4.14)  

   -2 Stay way from fire? (0.17) 

Example 8 (from Stage 2 above) 

The teacher affirms the student’s response and then shifts to using the familiar class book on 

safety or student’s own lived experiences for the remainder of the interaction. This move 

appears to reflect a realisation on the part of the teacher that the student’s repeated answer 

indicates a limit of some kind has been reached. However, it is again doubtful that the teacher 

would recognise that a few rather small morpho-syntactic clues could be indicative of a big 

language difference, sufficient to pose a barrier to student learning (e.g. use of adjective 

‘safe’ instead of noun ‘safety’; non-use of the definite article before ‘fire’ in S.16 -2). Her 

decision to discuss the class book and the student’s personal experiences is likely to be the 

result of her feeling that the curriculum content is proving surprisingly hard for the student, 

not that this student is demonstrating behaviours indicative of an early level of  SAE learning.  

 

6.3 Somebody got take them down (Excerpt from Stage 4)  

Between Stay way from fire and the excerpt from stage 4 examined in this section, the teacher 

takes the student through some pictures in the familiar class book about Safety (in stages 3 

and 4). She alights on the beach scene in the book and invites the student to make a 

connection between the illustration and something she knows the student experienced in the 

holidays. She takes the conversation to the safety flags, then the student takes the lead and 

moves to informing the teacher about seeing lifesavers at the beach.  

Somebody got take them down (Stage 4 Excerpt) 

T.17  [continuing from transition]  



 

 469 

 -1 Did YOU SEE big flags like that? (0.02) 

S.18 -1  [Non-verbal affirmation] 

T.19 -1 Did you?!  

S.20 -1 Yeah, I saw da lifesaber wen aht.  (1.34) 

T.21 -1 What were they doing? (0.26) 

S.22 -1 They b' grab one person. (0.51) 

T.23 -1 Did they?! (0.76)  

 -2 What was wrong with the person? (0.81) 

S.24 -1 Somebody got take them down. (0.82) 

Transition 

T.25 -1 Really... (0.72)  

 -2 Were they okay? (2.0)  

 -3 Goodness gracious... (0.31)  

 

The interaction begins smoothly with the student volunteering that he had seen lifesavers 

(S.20 -1), the teacher asking a follow up question (T.21 -1), the student responding (S.22 -1) 

– comprehensibly, but non-standardly, and the teacher expressing surprise and asking for 

more information (T.23 -1-2).  The student is operating on the sure ground of his own lived 

experience (and not shared by the teacher) and is keen to impart what he saw. However, this 

exchange founders when the student says:  

S.24 -1 Somebody got take them down. (0.82) 

Example 9 (from Stage 4 above) 

From an SAE perspective, the student’s sentence in Example 9 does not parse. For example, 

the auxiliary ‘got’ could be the passive auxiliary (in informal speech), in which case the past 

participle ‘taken’ would follow, and there would be no direct object, as in ‘Somebody got 
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taken down’. On the other hand, ‘got’ could be a modal element, like ‘got to’, but expressing 

past obligation  in SAE would usually involve a template such as ‘Somebody had to take 

them down’. This sentence does not follow SAE morpho-syntactic constraints, despite all 

items being etymologically English, exactly as we would expect of an English-lexified 

contact language and/or L2 interlanguage. So, it is the teacher who flounders this time, rather 

than the student as in the previous sequence. The teacher experiences difficulties because she 

knows these words but they do not combine into a sentence she understands. She lacks shared 

knowledge or experiences with the student which might have otherwise have increased her 

ability to interpret the intended meaning of this non-standard sentence. 

 

The teacher does not advise the student that she is not sure what he has said (and there is no 

evidence of him asking her what she means anywhere in the entire interaction either). 

Instead, it appears that she feels obliged to keep up the semblance of a smooth conversation, 

presumably for fear of causing/showing embarrassment through her lack of comprehension. 

Example 10, shows how she extricates herself from this exchange via “fillers”, such as back-

chanelled feedback (T.25 -1), a (rhetorical?) question (T.25 -2) and an expression of empathy 

(T.25 -3).  

T.25 -1 Really... (0.72)  

 -2 Were they okay? (2.0)  

 -3 Goodness gracious... (0.31)  

Example 10 (from Stage 4 above) 

In this excerpt the student once again appears confident and in the lead. His assurance stems 

from conversing on secure subject matter of which he is sure, having experienced it not 

through the classroom language of SAE, but through his own eyes and through the family 

vernacular via any comments or discussions of the incident he might have had with them 
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during their holiday outing. But this contrasts disturbingly with Stay way from fire where the 

student appears very limited in his grasp of classroom curriculum and of “spoken” language. 

Regardless of the relative loquaciousness of this student in this excerpt, his teacher still has 

not captured the kinds of information and explanations she was expecting for curriculum 

assessment purposes: She has had a recount of a beach incident, not entirely understood on 

her part. This is a specific and personal anecdote rather than a generic statement about beach 

safety (cf 4.2 above, about the conceptual framework of the Early Years curriculum which 

directs teachers to seek the generalised not personalised as a sign of student development). 

 

6.4 Classroom Curriculum Assessment and The Conversation Trap  

The extracts illustrate that the student is an alert, active, communicative learner; that he has 

an easy relationship with his teacher; that the teacher is a model of a respectful, warm and 

encouraging Early Childhood professional who is delivering and assessing classroom 

curriculum entirely according to the Early Years Curriculum. In addition, the teacher has 

provided six weeks of hands-on, play-based experiences, enactment, familiarising the class 

text and has attempted to provide many opportunities for the student to express the concepts 

she seeks. And yet the interaction provides the teacher with the disappointing, and objectively 

unlikely, data that the student is able to convey only limited information about 'Safety'; that 

even with the aid of the familiar book complex exchanges are not possible; that there has 

only been limited understanding of the curriculum content. 

 

The data in this study strongly suggests to us that the student is as yet at an early level of L2 

proficiency  in SAE, albeit with the seemingly enhanced communicative ability typical of the 

L2 learner with an English-lexified language background (see Hudson and Angelo 2014). 

That he uses more language more successfully in one stage versus another in this interaction 



 

 472 

has to do with the contextual support which scaffolds his attempts at speaking (as his L2 

resources are so limited as to preclude assembling and bringing to bear much by way of 

meaningful, self-generated, stand-alone SAE utterances). The consistent underlying early 

level of L2 proficiency of this student is revealed throughout the different stages of the 

interaction, but in different guises due to these contextual factors. As we see, his English-

lexified L1 and his interactional skills (from home), his outgoing nature, his great relationship 

with his teacher and her supportive style all enable him to express himself to a surprising 

degree as an early L2 learner of English. 

 

The Early Childhood teaching strategies for encouraging talk on this topic that succeed with 

L1 English-speaking students (in as much as ample opportunities are provided for them to 

express themselves about Safety and hence they do so), not so surprisingly miscarry with a 

student at early levels of English proficiency. Joint visual attention to concrete items or book 

illustrations is the most effective means of establishing the conversational ground, otherwise 

negotiating this linguistically proves difficult, and mutual comprehension is often lost. Both 

student and teacher are caught in a trap by the chatty conversational exchange of the Early 

Childhood assessment context. The augmented communicative ability in SAE of the English-

lexified contact language background has created a situation for the participants from which 

it is hard to escape and which will more than likely trick the teacher into making curriculum 

assessment judgements which do not include the role of language.   

 

7 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

7.1 Standard Answers 

Understanding how teachers actually experience the expression of mainstream curriculum 

learning by speakers of English-lexified contact languages is pivotal for addressing the 
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“invisibility” that cloaks this learner cohort. The close analysis of this teacher-student 

interaction illustrates how L2 learners of English can appear just to have attained non-optimal 

curriculum learning outcomes: The curriculum assessment does not, of itself, necessarily 

provide classroom teachers with any insight into a student’s L2 proficiency, as in their eyes 

they are first and foremost assessing curriculum learning. Any difficulties in the conversation 

can be put down to what the student has not learned. With no recognition of students’ L2 

learner status, there is no rationale for modifying assessment strategies. And where L2 

learners are wrongly positioned as L1 speakers of the classroom language this obviously 

circumvents developing and implementing supportive L2 learning practices, building in 

further marginalisation of them as curriculum learners.  

 

The specialist fields of linguistics and Teaching English as a Second or Other Language 

(TESOL) that might be looked to for “answers” –given the relative dearth in curriculum and 

other professional documents– can be curiously silent on the specific mechanics of 

identifying, assessing and teaching Indigenous students who speak English-lexified contact 

varieties as an L1 while navigating English-only, mainstream curriculum learning situations. 

Identifying language backgrounds involves designating a student’s first 

language/variety/dialect. However, the mosaic of English-lexified contact varieties across the 

Australian continent is, at this point in time, linguistically under-researched, with description 

and standardised nomenclature lacking, and much yet remaining to be clarified about their 

relationships to each other, to SAE or to other Englishes.  

 

The typical Australian school sector TESOL context also differs markedly from that of 

Indigenous education (see discussions in Angelo and Carter 2015; Hudson and Angelo 2014 

for example). Historically, TESOL has generally been focussed on students with “distinctive” 
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overseas language backgrounds (as opposed to English-lexified), who have been relatively 

easily identified through demographic information (language background, country of parents' 

origin etc). In terms of theory and practice generally, the TESOL field internationally and in 

Australia is yet to meet the particular challenges besetting speakers of English-lexified 

contact languages, such as the “semi-transparency” of English, the paucity of English input in 

remote communities, socio-cultural issues involved in the loss of heritage languages but 

speaking an unrecognised vernacular (but see discussions and strategies in Angelo and Carter 

2015; Department of Education, Western Australia, 2012). Indigenous L2 learners of English 

have only relatively recently been included –still somewhat inadequately– in Australian 

school-based L2 assessment tools. Although these tools are ground-breaking internationally, 

further research and development is necessary to describe students with a language contact 

background interacting on mainstream curriculum material (Hudson and Angelo 2014).   

 

The communicative-based speaking indicators for early levels of L2 proficiency in school-

based L2 assessment tools (e.g. DETE 2013) unintentionally tend to reinforce non-

specialists’ intuitive judgments that the ability of English-lexified contact language speakers 

to participate in some informal chats (cf. Stage 1 above: the items on the teacher’s desk) is 

indicative of their level of proficiency. Such indicators do not flag for untrained classroom 

teachers that an interaction which does not obviously smack to them of L2 learning might 

nevertheless have some features (e.g. non-standard morpho-syntax) which signal that a 

student could have an early L2 level of SAE proficiency (Hudson & Angelo, in prep). A 

modicum of communication, then, will not lead generalist classroom teachers to interrogate 

an assumption that a student is an effective speaker of SAE, but it might cause them to 

wonder whether the student is an effective classroom learner. The “small” signs (i.e. morpho-

syntactic divergences from SAE templates) of early L2 learning for students with English-
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lexified contact language backgrounds can be easily overlooked. The fact that some 

communication has occurred counters stereotypical conceptions of early L2 learners but 

allows for conceptions of inadequate classroom learning. In this manner, early L2 proficiency 

data  for this cohort of L2 learners can be misconstrued as a reflection of a general ability to 

understand classroom curriculum. Again the early L2 learning needs would be left unmet.    

 

“Answers” from the education field which prioritise the teaching of literacy and/or academic 

language are also problematical. This study shows the propensity for students’ uptake and/or 

demonstration of classroom curriculum learning to be mediated from the earliest years 

through spoken English proficiency, thus adding another piece of evidence against simplistic 

‘literacy-as-if-you-already-speak-English’ (Dixon and Angelo 2014: 222) assessments and 

interventions. Many have noted the literacy-centric lens through which Indigenous student 

achievement is currently viewed in school improvement policies and programs and how this 

obscures the growing language repertoires of multilingual Indigenous students (e.g. Angelo 

2013; Dixon and Angelo 2014; McIntosh et al. 2012 etc).  

 

Furthermore, this study opens up the need to reconsider discussions of the social-academic 

language divide in L2 educational research, especially as applied to generalised L2 learning 

trajectories (Hudson and Angelo 2012). The student in this study has L2 resources in SAE 

that are generally at an early level, but with a greater apparent communicative ability typical 

of the L2 learner of English with an English-lexified language background (see Hudson and 

Angelo 2014). Differences in student output across the stages of this interaction are not 

ascribable to the social or academic content, but to the presence of contextual support for 

establishing the conversational groundwork, and the initial means of accessing the subject 

matter (e.g. own experience, book etc). Prioritising 'academic language' would be 
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insufficient, and possibly counterproductive, because the extracts illustrate that the student 

does not yet have the “basic” underlying structures of SAE, the morpho-syntax, the same 

structures requisite for both social and academic language.  

 

For many, “answers” should lie in L1 medium or bilingual programs. Space does not allow 

for a thorough discussion of this point, but suffice it to say that although for us support for 

students’ L1s and additive multilingual approaches are indispensable and in principle might 

suggest bilingual programs, such programs are not unproblematical. They are not easily 

operationalised with English-lexified L1s which lack recognition, status, standardisation and 

even nomenclature: If anything, local Indigenous views would, instead of L1 medium and 

bilingual approaches, usually support the standard and the traditional languages being taught 

in their school, not the vernacular(s). Additionally, in many linguistic contexts such as this 

semi-rural school, it is unclear which L1 would be the instructional medium or included in 

bilingual programs. Here, Indigenous students comprise approximately a third of the school 

population, and they all do not have (exactly) the same L1. At this stage, it is questionable 

whether L1 English speakers who form the majority language background would be 

welcomed to learn the local contact language (if there were just one), let alone whether the 

community would wish it used as an instructional medium for L1 speakers. 

 

7.2  Final words from the complex fieldwork site of the classroom 

Given the qualifications about these “answers” let us return again to the classroom. This 

study has shown that  “inherited” Early Childhood teacher-student interactional practices, 

that is, those visible and emulated behaviours derived from this professional community of 

practice, assist the interaction to be relatively successful at a conversational level, but not 

particularly at the curriculum level or the language assessment level. From our own 
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classroom teaching experiences and our involvement with teacher training, we know that, 

without ongoing guidance, it is highly unlikely that a classroom teacher will conclude from 

even multiple experiences of such interactions that they are indicative of students who are 

learners of (standard) English. We also know that it can be difficult for classroom teachers to 

grasp both the extent and the precise manner in which an L2 learner of the medium of 

instruction is affected in their ability to fully understand, engage with and/or express 

classroom curriculum content. Classroom situations are awash with all manner of material 

taught but understood to varying degrees by students after all. 

 

This situation requires the need for comprehensive, thoughtfully staged, ongoing and 

practical professional development for teachers working in linguistically complex classrooms 

where they are, essentially, given research, development and application responsibilities 

(unheard of in most enterprises). As we have shown there are plentiful linguistic “clues” in 

this classroom exchange to indicate –to the initiated– the student’s likely English language 

learner status. Yet were these linguistic clues to be perceived as language learner features, 

and were they then to be understood as indications of learning needs sufficient to 

significantly disrupt student learning, they would not of themselves somehow lead teachers to 

becoming fully conversant with all pedagogical and assessment ramifications. And most 

certainly none of these understandings would automatically translate into an ability to 

confidently develop and implement differentiated curriculum, pedagogy and assessment 

practices suited to English L2 learners with contact language backgrounds.  

 

As practitioner-trainer-researchers we make the point that much of this information (for 

instance, what is the L1 language background of the student in this interaction? how do we 

accurately assess these learners’ English proficiency?) has not been researched by specialist 
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fields. And closely related to this, we appeal for a commitment to engage deeply and 

respectfully with the classroom as a complex fieldwork site. Similarly, we appeal against 

overly generalised advice about Indigenous education, TESOL approaches, language 

awareness or cross-cultural initiatives which may be too simplistic for this context: the 

research claims on which such advice rests need to be fully interrogated. A focus on 

continuously operationalising sophisticated information and responses with classroom 

teachers is the nub of what works in this space.  

 

Potentially all interactions in the classroom can serve to inform classroom curriculum 

assessment. It is clear from our analysis of the teacher-student interaction that there is little to 

alert the classroom teacher –unambiguously– that this student is anything other than someone 

with a somewhat complex learner profile: bright, engaged and outgoing but difficult to 

understand on occasion and not always getting the main point of curriculum learning. The 

idea that he could be experiencing disruption to his communication and classroom learning, 

due to his present stage of L2 proficiency, would not present itself.   
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Abstract 

Young Indigenous students with a language background of emergent, unrecognised, 

and/or non-prestigious contact languages are commonly by-passed as English 

language learners (ELLs). Consequently, they are taught and assessed via 

undifferentiated mainstream pedagogy and testing, generally characterised by reported 

underachievement. Long-term social and linguistic minoritisation has effectively 

created this inequitable situation, excluding this cohort from standard school ELL 

processes such as on-entry identification, and specialist ELL services of assessment 

and needs-based support. In these challenging social-educational contexts, where, 

furthermore, knowledge about the varieties resulting from language contact and shift is 

still developing, initiating language assessment for these young Language Minority 

ELLs pivots on the discernment of non-specialist classroom teachers. This is clearly a 

high stakes assessment exercise for this otherwise invisible ELL cohort, as this 

evidence makes the case for language-informed responses, such as differentiated 

delivery of classroom curriculum. Prioritising the social context in language 

assessment use and drawing on exploratory practice principles, the study investigates 



 

 483 

teachers’ views on their use of the state mandated classroom-based proficiency tool 

(adapted to be inclusive of this Indigenous ELL sub-group). This serves to illuminate 

the kind of support teachers need to conduct identification and assessment for these 

Indigenous ELLs and to highlight the broad gaps in basic research. An analysis of the 

interviews elicits the “puzzles” facing classroom teachers. Findings include that direct 

elucidation of tool puzzles for L2 pathways in contact language contexts would be most 

useful, not a proliferation of extra tools nor a complexification of the current tool.  

 

Abstract in Tok Pisin112 

Sampela pikinini bilong ol Asples lain bilong Australia ol i save toktok long ‘nupela 

kain tok’, sampela taim bai yumi kolim ‘tok kriol’. Dispela nupela kain tok ol i save 

kirap taim ol manmeri wok long miksim ol kainkain tok ples. Dispela nupela kain tok ol 

i wok long kamap yet, na olsem na nogat nem bilong ol yet. Em i bilong dispela as na 

ol manmeri ol i no save rispekim dispela kain tok olsem ol tok ples tru.  

 

Ol tisa bai no inap klia taim ol Asples pikinini i wok long toktok long dispela nupela 

kain ‘tok ples’, na ol bai skulim ol long Inglis, bilong wanem, ol bai tingting olsem ol 

dispela pikinini ol i save long Inglis pinis, tasol tru tru, ol i no save gut: ol i wok long 

lainim Inglis tasol. Taim ol tisa i paul olsem, ol bai no inap skulim ol dispela pikinini 

gut, na em bai luk olsem ol dispela pikinini i no gutpela sumatin – tasol tru tru, ol i wok 

long lainim Inglis yet.  

 

112 Tok Pisin Translation of the Abstract The translation provided by Dr Darja Hoenigman, Australian National 

University, is based on a plain English version of the main points in the abstract provided by the authors. The 

choice of a creole is intended to raise awareness of minoritised languages and some of the complexities 

surrounding their recognition, status and instrumentalisation for education and academic purposes (see 

Appendix C). 
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Taim ol gavaman na skul i save pusim dispela nupela kain tok long wanpela sait tasol, 

na tritim ol olsem ol i samting nating, dispela kain pasin yumi save kolim ‘language 

minoritisation’ long tok Inglis. I no gutpela long mekim dispela kain pasin long ol 

pikinini husait i save toktok long dispela nupela kain tok, long famili bilong ol na 

komuniti bilong ol. I gat lo long olgeta skul long helpim ol pikinini husait i save lainim 

Inglis. Dispela lo i tok olsem, ol tisa mas askim ol pikinini long wanem kain tok ples ol 

i save toktok long en. Tasol dispela kain lo em bai no inap help taim ol pikinini wok 

long toktok long dispela nupela kain tok we i nogat nem bilong ol yet.  

 

Planti ol tisa bai no inap save hau ol bai wok wantaim ol pikinini husait i save toktok 

long dispela nupela kain tok. Sampela taim dispela we bilong yusim ol kainkain tokples 

em i wok long senis yet. Yumi no klia tru long hamas ol pikinini i klia long ol kainkain 

tokples ol manmeri i save yusim. Long skul, taim ol tisa i painim aut olsem ol pikinini 

wok long toktok long sampela nupela kain tok, ol i ken traim painim aut sapos ol 

dispela pikinini i save gut long tok Inglis o nogat. Dispela em i bikpela samting tru. 

Taim ol i kisim dispela kain stori bilong tok bilong ol pikinini pinis, ol tisa, skul, femili 

wantaim komuniti i ken painim wanpela gutpela rot long skulim ol dispela pikinini.  

 

Dispela pepa i wok long painim aut wanem samting ol tisa bilong Queensland ol i 

painim hat taim ol i yusim ‘mep’ bilong lainim tok Inglis wantaim ol Asples sumatin 

bilong ol. Edukeisen depatmen bilong Queesnland em i tok olsem, olgeta skul mas 

yusim dispela kain mep. Ol i tok em bai helpim ol tisa taim ol i skulim pikinini husait i 

wok long lainim tok Inglis yet, na ol Asples pikinini tu wankain. Em i bikpela samting 



 

 485 

long harim stori bilong ol tisa tu, bilong wanem, ol tisa mas yusim dispela kain mep 

bilong lainim tok Inglis.  

 

Taim mipela i bin toktok wantaim ol tisa, mipela i bin painim aut ol i gat kainkain 

kwesten long dispela ‘mep’ bilong lainim Inglis. Ol tisa i laik lainim mo long ol 

kainkain rot ol sumatin i wok long bihainim long dispela mep bilong lainim Inglis, na 

hau dispela rot em i narapela kain taim ol pikinini i save toktok long nupela kain 

tokples. Ol tisa i laik kisim ensa bilong ol kwesten bilong ol. Ol i les long kisim planti 

nupela samting, olsem wanpela nupela mep bilong lainim Inglis em bai bikpela mo 

olsem dispela ol i wok long yusim nau, o mep bilong planti kain tokples, o wanpela 

nupela buk olgeta, nogat.  

 

Taim mipela i bin toktok wantaim ol tisa, mipela i bin painim aut olsem ples, komuniti 

na ol tokples i bikpela samting tru taim ol tisa i wok long yusim dispela kain mep 

bilong lainim Inglis. Na ol narapela saveman na savemeri tu i painim aut dispela kain 

samting taim ol i stadi we bilong sekim na skelim save bilong Inglis bilong ol sumatin.  

 

Keywords: English language proficiency assessment, classroom assessment, alternative 

assessment, Indigenous learners, EAL/D, ESL, ESD, ELL, contact language ecologies, 

teacher views.  

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
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The development of second language (L2) English proficiency tools which are explicitly 

inclusive of Indigenous113 students and their sociolinguistic and educational contexts is a 

comparatively recent innovation in Australia, hence this is an emergent field of endeavour 

(Hudson & Angelo, 2014). The state of Queensland, the north-eastern quadrant of the 

Australian continent where this study is located, has two Indigenous populations, Aboriginal 

peoples and Torres Strait Islander peoples. This state has engaged actively and comparatively 

early with initiatives for English language learners114 with Indigenous backgrounds. Even so, 

there is a growing awareness that young Indigenous students with a language background of 

emergent, unrecognised and/or non-prestigious contact languages can be misrecognised. At 

an official level, across the nation, Indigenous contact language speakers are known to be 

inaccurate in Census data (Angelo & McIntosh, 2014; Simpson et al., 2018) and numbers of 

Indigenous ELLs are unavailable in the public domain (see Angelo, 2013a on available data 

disaggregations). In the classroom, English language learner (ELL) status may remain 

entirely unidentified and/or their English language proficiency levels may be misclassified 

(Angelo & Carter, 2015; Dixon, 2012; Dixon & Angelo, 2014; Gawne et al., 2016; Hudson & 

Angelo, 2014; McIntosh et al., 2012; Sellwood & Angelo, 2013; Wigglesworth & Billington, 

2013 etc.). Consequently, these multilingual learners are taught and assessed via 

undifferentiated mainstream pedagogy and testing, and under this mismatched regime they 

are generally viewed as underachieving (e.g. Angelo, 2013a; Macqueen et al., 2019). 

 

 

113 The use of the term 'Indigenous' follows the usage in current international social justice documents, and is 

intended to be inclusive of both Aboriginal and Torres Strait populations. In terms of English language learners, 

it distinguishes the cohort who are not learning English because of an overseas language background. 
114 In Australia, the current terminology for school-aged children learning English is 'English as an Additional 

Language or Dialect' (EALD). As the scope of this term is unfamiliar outside of the Australian context, the 

authors use the generally known terminology 'English language learner'. 
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Surrounding the (non-)assessment of Indigenous cohorts of English language learners are 

complex layers of contextual factors, broadly traceable to Australia’s settler-colonial contact 

history and the minoritisation of Indigenous peoples and their languages. Angelo and Carter 

(2015) give an overview of Queensland language situations, where contact languages 

predominate. Without systemic language awareness of these contact language ecologies, 

standard school ELL mechanisms of on-entry identification have not been implemented 

effectively with this cohort. At the system level, specialist ELL support providing language-

informed assessment and needs-based language support targeted immigrant not Indigenous 

students (see for instance Angelo & Hudson, 2018).  

 

In this context, non-specialist classroom teachers are the lynchpin as they alone are 

responsible for initiating identification and language assessment for these young Language 

Minority ELLs. This is a high stakes assessment exercise for this otherwise invisible ELL 

cohort. Such evidence makes the case for differentiated curriculum delivery in the classroom, 

and at a system level for ELL support for these students and professional support for their 

teachers. However, there is no evidence about how non-specialist teachers use the mandated 

second language proficiency tool, the Bandscales State Schools (Qld) (Education 

Queensland, 2008). This study investigates teachers’ use of the proficiency tool, particularly 

their perspectives on any issues encountered for this sub-group of unidentified contact 

language speakers who are “invisible” without such classroom assessment. 

 

The study uses a theoretical framework prioritising the role of social context in 

interpretations in language assessment use and in their consequences (McNamara, 2008, 

2019; McNamara & Roever, 2006; Messick 1989) and fits broadly into puzzle-centred 

exploratory practices (Allwright, 2003, 2005). Using interviews, the study asks what issues 
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do the teacher participants perceive in interpreting the Bandscales and what are the sticking 

points? With this cohort, according to policy, teachers are the only certain users and so their 

views are significant. The study should shed light on how the tool might be used to bring 

about positive impact on the lives of these multilingual young learners. This is a central 

validity concern (Bachman & Palmer, 1996; McKay, 2006; Messick, 1989). The analysis of 

the interviews elicits the “puzzles” teachers face in interpreting the tool to identify an 

excluded ELL population, to classify levels of language proficiency and thus understand 

levels of language support needed. In contexts with so many unknowns, a genuine 

understanding of the puzzles from teachers’ grounded perspectives should illuminate gaps in 

basic research by experts and point out useful directions to better support teacher 

identification and assessment of these Indigenous ELLs. 

 

LANGUAGE AND EDUCATION IN THE ASSESSMENT CONTEXT 

The language milieu 

The dynamics between standard and contact languages affect how this Indigenous, Language 

Minority ELL cohort is perceived. Across Australia, drastic language contact has caused a 

shift away from the original Indigenous traditional languages and also generated contact 

languages. In Queensland, English, as the colonial language, contributed lexical material to 

these various English-lexified creoles and English-based ethnolects. The lexical “overlap” 

between English and these contact languages gives the superficial appearance of semantic 

transparency (see Appendix A). In creolistics this is known to foster false impressions of 

contact languages vis à vis their lexifier language which hinder their recognition as separate 

languages (e.g. Siegel, 1999; 2010). As a result, the L1 backgrounds of many Indigenous 

students in Queensland are largely unknown to policy makers, unclear to most educators and 

under-researched by linguists. In such an under-informed milieu, the language experiences of 
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Indigenous speech communities can also all too easily go unheard (Angelo et al., 2019; 

Mushin, et al., 2016). 

 

This misrecognition and minoritisation of contact languages again brings us to the critical 

assessment role of classroom teachers. Only one Queensland-based creole, Yumplatok, has a 

standard name that appears on the Australian Standard Classification of Languages (ASCL) 

used by the national Census. Other contact language speaking students and their families are 

not visible in school, Census or other demographic language data sets owing to this lack of 

standardised nomenclature, along with lack of awareness and recognition, current inflexible 

language data collection etc. (Angelo, 2013a; Angelo & McIntosh, 2014; Dixon & Angelo, 

2014; Simpson et al., 2018). Such contact language phenomena prevent students’ L1 being 

readily collected via initial enrolment data, as does the added layer of exclusion from 

inherited TESOL immigrant/refugee categories such as country of origin, visa category or 

time-of-arrival which are irrelevant for the Indigenous ELL cohort (Angelo, 2013a; Angelo & 

Carter, 2015; see also in the US Carjuzaa & Ruff, 2016). Thus, naming students’ L1 or 

immigrant-oriented information cannot be pathways for flagging these potential ELL 

students. Instead their ELL status and proficiency level can be confirmed through a 

classroom-based L2 language assessment pathway. This other pathway depends on classroom 

teachers’ ability to recognise potential ELLs, whose L1s are often unclear and perhaps 

changing, from amongst their students, purely on the basis of classroom data, and to conduct 

L2 assessment accordingly. In these situations where L1 data is absent or unreliable, 

classroom teachers are relied upon to identify, assess and include the otherwise invisible 

Indigenous ELLs. 

 

Education milieu 
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In Queensland, Indigenous ELLs are taught in mainstream classrooms through the 

mainstream curriculum, and have not been part of the TESOL program structure for 

migrants/refugees. As a settler-colonial society, Australia has, since its inception, minoritised 

Indigenous peoples profoundly and in multiple ways, including withholding respectful 

recognition, support and rights as speakers of their own languages, and equal eligibility for 

access to services as ELLs. As a consequence, Teaching English as a Second or Other 

Language (TESOL)-informed policies and processes in schools in Queensland (and Australia 

more generally) historically centred on (funded) speakers of immigrant languages not 

Indigenous languages. In policy breakthroughs over the last decade, Queensland has, 

however, developed inclusive classroom-based policies that take some account of the fact 

that some ELLs may not be identified and assessed initially as ELLs on enrolment, which 

potentially encompasses contact language speakers, the largest Indigenous language 

background. In an attempt to ensure equity, classroom teachers in state schools have been and 

continue to be directed by the Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Framework 

(Department of Education (Qld), 2019) to identify ELLs and assess their level of language 

proficiency on the Bandscales State Schools (Qld) (Education Queensland (EQ), 2008) – 

henceforth called the Qld Bandscales. It has features intended to be inclusive of Indigenous 

ELLs and the contact language speaking sub-group. Teachers are also directed to differentiate 

their delivery of the mainstream curriculum accordingly and to monitor progress using these 

Qld Bandscales (see section: The L2 proficiency tool in this study). Unlike some jurisdictions, 

Queensland (and Australia generally) does not have an ELL test or testing regime. These 

scales are the system’s only means of recognising any multilingual learner’s L2 English 

proficiency levels, including the Indigenous cohort. 
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Despite policy direction which recognises teachers’ pivotal role in ELL assessment, 

classroom teachers collect and interpret language proficiency data within an otherwise 

hegemonic, “mainstream” (standard Australian) English full-proficiency national and state 

system assessment structure, where language assessment receives little systemic support or 

value within the power hierarchy of assessment (see Morita-Mullaney, 2017; Wheeler, 2016). 

The Australian National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) has 

particularly undermined recognition of Indigenous ELLs and their language learning needs 

(Angelo, 2013b). A significant proportion of Indigenous students, the only ethnic category to 

be disaggregated, appears below par in NAPLAN literacy(-in-English) and numeracy(-in-

English) scores, but the effect of their L2 proficiency levels is unknown as results cannot be 

disaggregated on this basis115. With no national or state legal accountability requirements for 

reporting on ELLs, Australia has no national ELL assessment data to offset NAPLAN data.  

 

Similarly, in Queensland’s year level classroom achievement assessment, Indigenous 

students are all assessed or tested in mainstream curriculum content according to assumptions 

of full English proficiency. Alternative interpretations about their academic achievements are 

made according to discourses such as ethnicity, literacy, socio-economic status (Dixon & 

Angelo, 2014) and/or behavioural characteristics (Angelo & McIntosh, 2010) or perhaps even 

general academic ability (Angelo & Hudson, 2018). In this educational context, classroom 

teachers are on the frontline operationalizing an assessment tool to provide a language 

 

115 Note that Language Background Other Than English (LBOTE) appears in NAPLAN reporting. It is dubbed a 

“category of misrecognition” by Lingard, Creagh, and Vass (2012), because it is suggestive of language 

proficiency. In actual fact, whether students’ English proficiency is native L1 or beginner L2 levels, they are 

categorised as LBOTE if they or either of their caregivers/parents speaks another language at an unspecified 

level (Angelo, 2013a; Creagh, 2013; Dixon & Angelo, 2014; Macqueen et al., 2019).  
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proficiency perspective on the achievement of this cohort in a peripheral space unsupported 

by mainstream knowledge and skills and also by migrant-oriented TESOL services. 

 

Previous research on including excluded ELLs 

A research base on the assessment of ELL school students who are speakers of contact 

languages (with English as a source/lexifier language) has yet to develop. This is an emerging 

field, yet young Australian Indigenous students are but one example of a growing 

international cohort of students where traditional patterns of language use have shifted to a 

contact language. There is considerable literature about these students not thriving in 

education systems delivered through the standard/national/lexifier language. This research 

concentrates on contact languages as valid languages and recommends their inclusion in the 

classroom, through language awareness programs and/or as language of instruction (Delpit, 

2006; Malcolm, 2011b; Migge et al. 2010; Rickford, 2006; Siegel, 2006, 2012, 1992). 

However, it does not tackle the pressing and prior question as to whether school systems, and 

processes actually recognise contact language speakers (particularly with L1 backgrounds 

that are unclear and un-named) as speakers of languages other than  English and thus as L2 

learners of the standard lexifier language (Dixon & Angelo, 2014).  

 

In school ELL assessment research initial identification and classification are seen as high 

stakes issues (Abedi, 2008; Lopez et al., 2016; Sinclair & Lau, 2018) since hidden language 

learners miss out on crucial language support.116 In the US, for example, where there is large 

 

116 In the context of research on ELL assessment in schools, identification is considered to be desirable, an 

orientation contrasting with a critical perspective met in the language testing literature, where ‘identification’ 

has often been linked, justifiably, with tests as a site of power and social control (McNamara, 2007; Shohamy, 

2001, 2009). In school systems, however, lack of identification of ELLs is generally equated to impeding 

opportunity to learn in mainstream English- medium classrooms. 
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scale English Language Proficiency standardised test data, indications are that many ELLs 

are invisible. Amongst these are cohorts whose language backgrounds have involved 

language contact and shift, including Indigenous and incomer populations. They include 

Native American and Alaskan Native (e.g. Carjuzaa & Ruff, 2016, quoting McCarty 2014 p. 

256; Linquanti & Bailey, 2014); Hawai’ian (e.g. Eades et al., 2006; Higgins, 2010); African 

American (e.g. Wheeler, 2016); Latino (e.g. Miciak et al., 2014, who also include African 

American students); Caribbean (e.g. Pratt-Johnson, 2006; Winer, 2006); and African (e.g. de 

Klein, 2006). There are also related concerns in the literature about home language surveys as 

an effective tool for drawing all ELL groups into the net in initial identification in the U.S. 

(e.g. Carroll & Bailey, 2015). Given these problems, there is a gap in the literature about how 

classroom assessment offers an additional and necessary pathway for revealing otherwise 

hidden ELLs, such as speakers of contact languages. 

 

Australian studies find that teachers value second language scales in schools for 

accountability, teaching and learning impact, including early versions of the scale used in this 

study (De Courcy et al., 2014; Guse, 2007; Hudson, 1997; and specifically with Indigenous 

students Koppe, 2008), though none focus specifically on Indigenous ELLs with contact 

language backgrounds. This favourable teacher reception fits with the research showing the 

unsuitability of national standardised literacy and numeracy testing and reporting which does 

not disaggregate Indigenous ELLs, including those with contact language backgrounds, thus 

reinforcing their invisibility (Angelo, 2013b; Macqueen et al., 2019; Malcolm, 2011a). In a 

study of the concepts underpinning the Qld Bandscales, Hudson and Angelo (2014) describe 

issues related to the recognition of Indigenous contact language speakers, and the classroom 

teacher’s central role in identification and assessment of these ELLs, though not their use of 

the tool. This study is unique due to its focus on non-specialist teachers’ use of a second 
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language proficiency tool adapted for non-specialist teachers to include speakers of contact 

languages amongst the overall ELL population.  

 

Framework  

In using a theoretical framework that prioritises the role of social context in interpretations in 

language assessment use and in their consequences (McNamara, 2008; 2019; McNamara & 

Roever, 2006, Messick, 1989; see Knoch & Macqueen (2020) and Macqueen (in press) who 

aptly use the term “societal context”), the study focuses on non-specialist classroom teachers’ 

perceptions of their use of the tool in a many-layered linguistic, educational and political 

context. Teacher use of English language proficiency tools in general is under-researched 

(Llosa, 2011),117 however, Winke (2011) argues that listening to teachers’ voices after an 

instrument becomes fully operational should be seen as much a part of the validation process 

as the more common step of involving teachers in the policy, development and drafting 

stages. The study draws also on the principles of exploratory practice in that it is practice-

oriented, iterative, collegial, puzzle rather than problem based, and importantly is about 

developing understanding (Allwright, 2003, 2005). Thus, the study is critically resisting a 

language assessment literacy (LAL) framework (e.g. see Inbar-Lourie 2013; Kremmel & 

Harding 2020) which would tend to focus on teacher requirements, given a known, 

transferable body of language assessment knowledge and skills. This approach would under-

emphasise the unknowns in the broader knowledge base, and possibly not elicit nor respond 

to the illuminating, on-the-ground, teacher perceptions about their puzzles in their 

experiences at the frontline, an omission as they are the only sure users of this assessment 

tool for this particular Indigenous cohort. 

 

117 In this regard, however, the Breen et al. (1997) three volume landmark Australian study should be noted. 
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Research aim and questions 

This study adds to the research on teacher use of proficiency scales and their interpretation 

for an otherwise unidentified and unserviced ELL cohort. In under-recognised language 

ecologies, where (non-specialist) classroom teachers have the responsibility to identify and 

classify Indigenous ELLs who are contact language speakers, and to make decisions about 

differentiated instruction, we asked two questions: 

1. How do teachers interpret and implement the “all-inclusive” proficiency scale with 

Indigenous (potential) ELLs? 

2. What are the sticking points? 

We hoped to gain a genuine understanding of the puzzles from the teachers’ perspectives in 

these fuzzy contexts, to get guidance to better support teacher identification and assessment 

of these Indigenous ELLs.    

 

THE STUDY 

The data in this study derives from interviews with teachers associated with the Language 

Perspectives team, the departmental group working on recognising and servicing Indigenous 

language ecologies throughout Queensland. The interviews focus on the Qld Bandscales, the 

state school mandated L2 English proficiency tool. The study itself grew from the Bridging 

the Language Gap (BLG) project118 involving 87 schools across Queensland in building 

capacity to recognise and support Indigenous ELLs. As well as delivering professional 

development, the BLG project design incorporated baseline research on significant topics, 

including this investigation into teachers’ use of the Qld Bandscales. 

 

118 The authors were employed on the Bridging the Language Gap (2011-13) project, as a manager and a 

researcher, and are hence described as “insider researchers”.  



 

 496 

 

Participants 

A total of fourteen teacher volunteers, subject to the real-life exigencies of project timelines 

then post-project roles availability etc., contributed to the interviews in this study. They all 

had experiences of using the Qld Bandscales with Indigenous ELLs and were also engaged in 

mentoring educators in schools with such students. They were thus close to the on-the ground 

application of the Qld Bandscales for this cohort. It was expected their mentoring role would 

trigger reflexivity about their own experiences.  

 

Table 1 summarises aspects of participants’ involvement in research interviews and aspects 

of their professional experiences. Teachers, all formally trained and qualified as classroom 

teachers, are described as either “teacher stream” or “teacher-linguist stream”, as broad 

indicators of relevant expertise. Participants coded ‘BLG’ came through the ranks of the 

earlier BLG project and were newly stepping up to lead recognition and inclusion of 

Indigenous ELLs in their own large primary schools (preparatory year plus grades 1-7). The 

table shows which teachers were available for interviews in Waves 1 and 2, and which 

volunteered for Wave 3. 

 

The depth of teacher experiences in the contexts listed below is shown by shading, with 

lighter or zero respectively indicating less extensive or newcomer relative to other 

participants. 

• “multiple school sites”: working across ten or more schools;  

• “remote community”: with all-Indigenous cohorts in EFL learning contexts with a 

contact language or a traditional language as community vernacular;  
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• “rural area”: with Indigenous students who are affiliated to the region but their family 

histories will determine their language backgrounds and ELL status; 

• “urban school”: with student cohorts inclusive of migrant ELLs and a heterogeneous 

Indigenous population (ranging from many to few ELLs).  

A similar gauge of teachers’ overall experience with Indigenous ELLs (i.e. encompassing 

mainstream curriculum, whole class contexts, contact languages, unidentified ELLs) is also 

provided by the researchers, as this clearly enabled participants to give voice to different 

issues. Differential levels of experience are a feature of workforce capacity in an area where 

student need is only slowly becoming acknowledged. Only one teacher, T1, would have seen 

herself as a specialist Indigenous ELL teacher. Of those teachers categorised as new to 

Indigenous ELLs, T6 was highly experienced with migrant ELLs in whole class contexts. 

Collectively, the teachers had experienced a broad cross-section of different Indigenous 

language ecologies and L2 learning contexts and hence a range of language contact varieties 

and classroom demographics. 

 

Table 1. Study participants 

Participants119 T1 T2 T3 T4 T5 T6 T7 T8 T9 T10 T11 T12 T13 T14 
Teacher 
stream 

          BLG BLG BLG  

Linguist 
stream 

              

Wave 1: pilot 
Wave 2: group 
Wave 3: single 

              
              
              

Multiple 
school sites  

              

Remote 
community 

              

Rural  
area 

              

 

119 A linguist-researcher who had delivered mentoring in the BLG project also agreed to be interviewed but was 

unavailable for Wave 1 or 2. This participant is thus not included in the study, with the exception of one quote 

(coded as Linguist 1) which provides a specialist linguist (and non-classroom teacher trained) response. 
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Urban  
school 

              

Indigenous 
ELLs  

              

 

L2 proficiency tool in this study 

The Qld Bandscales, the focus proficiency tool originally entitled Bandscales for English as 

a Second Language/Dialect (ESL/D) Learners (2008), is derived from the National 

Languages and Literacy Institute of Australia (NLLIA) ESL Bandscales (McKay et al., 1994), 

and its later adaptation, Bandscales for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Learners 

(Education Queensland (EQ), 1999, 2002). The Qld Bandscales emerged from almost two 

decades of L2 proficiency scale development, implementation, reflection and innovation. 

This aimed at providing useful diagnostic information to classroom teachers about the full 

ELL cohort, inclusive of Indigenous students with English as an Additional, Foreign or 

Second Language/Dialect (EALD/EFL/ESL/ESD) (see Hudson & Angelo, 2014 for a 

history). The Qld Bandscales contain two sets of performance-based descriptors for each of 

the macro skills (termed Speaking, Listening, Writing and Reading/Viewing), one for the 

Early Phase of schooling and one for the Middle. 

 

The Qld Bandscales was conceived as a summary document accessible to generalist 

mainstream classroom teachers, who are the teachers of all ELLs when they are not receiving 

specialist TESOL support. Crucially, the summary document bridges between policies that 

necessitate identifying and assessing all ELLs, and the challenge of operationalising this 

manageably in mainstream schools and classrooms. The Qld Bandscales was sanctioned for 

this purpose by being built into Queensland’s electronic school accountability system, 

OneSchool, where all student attendance, outcomes, assessment etc are recorded. 
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The inclusive Qld Bandscales levels and descriptors resemble those of the NLLIA scale 

“family”, and students are assessed through normal classroom activities. The Qld Bandscales 

also continues the tradition of a teacher professional development purpose through 

descriptive indicators of typical L2 learning behaviours and trajectories. Key teacher 

messages are given in the descriptors, such as valuing students’ home languages (pivotal for 

redressing stigmatisation of contact language vernaculars and for recognising students’ 

multilingualism). Small differentiations with the contact language situation in mind include 

“alerts” about apparently small differences possibly indicating students’ ELL status – 

particularly pertinent for Indigenous students not identified as ELLs. e.g. Speaking, Level 2 

(a beginner level), Early Phase: ‘makes slight deviations in routine formulaic SAE [Standard 

Australian English] which indicate that SAE is not first language’. The Qld Bandscales has 

also included, in some instantiations, specific descriptions of diverse ELL backgrounds as a 

preface. 

 

The present study takes as its focus the Speaking mode in the Early Phase (the preparatory 

year to grade 3, students aged 5-8). For young students in their initial phase of schooling, the 

mainstream classroom curriculum is delivered in and assessed through oral language, 

proficiency in which is assumed (see Angelo & Hudson, 2018 for an example). L2 Speaking 

proficiency is thus fundamental in establishing the level of support and differentiation 

required by very young ELLs to engage in classroom learning (see McKay, 2006). For this 

reason, the lower Speaking levels from Pre-Level 1 to Level 4 are of particular interest in this 

study. Roughly, to give some sense for readers coming from other contexts, Levels 1 and 2 

are beginner levels; Level 3 is post-beginner, sometimes called “low intermediate 

proficiency”, where learners begin to experiment with language rather than using only 
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rehearsed language; and Level 4 is functional, sometimes (in adult contexts) called “limited 

working”, communicative proficiency, sometimes termed intermediate proficiency.  

 

Data collection & Analysis 

The study draws on two waves of semi-structured group interviews and a final wave of 

individual interviews.  The group interviews were spaced two years apart, as the study’s 

impetus was interrupted by termination of the initial BLG project. The intervening period 

allowed participants, still under the banner of the Language Perspectives team, to accumulate 

and reflect on experiences, which motivated them to continue the study. The researchers too 

slightly modified their approach thanks to the Wave 1 interview (see Appendix B). The 

individual interviews took place at the end of the second cycle. All sessions, amounting to a 

total of 8.5 hours of interviews, were recorded, transcribed and coded. 

 

Wave 1: Three one-hour group interviews were conducted via a teleconference in successive 

weeks, in the same way the teachers usually met to exchange ideas relevant to their co-

delivery of the BLG project. The moderator was the project manager, co-deliverer of project 

workshops and also one of the researchers in this study. The teachers were asked to discuss 

their understandings of the Early Phase Speaking levels of the Qld Bandscales. Their ideas 

were captured through three general questions of how the level descriptors helped teachers 

assess their learners, if there were any sticking points and how these might be addressed.  

 

Wave 2: Approximately two years later, teachers associated with the Language Perspectives 

team met, this time via online collaboration software, again a meeting format familiar to the 

team. Before the discussion, the (same) moderator gave an overview of the Wave 1 pilot 

study to (previous and new) participants (see Table 1) and presented the research questions 
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(see Appendix B for details). These included the original but slightly rephrased questions, 

plus an additional question which probed teachers’ initial reactions to reading the Qld 

Bandscales levels. Following the Wave 1 pilot, researchers realised that interviewees could 

offer insights into how Qld Bandscales were interpreted without professional development, 

an important question since this was neither a pre-service nor in-service requisite for 

teachers. Also, in contrast to the pilot study, participants were asked to describe (generally) 

the language backgrounds of the students they had in mind and their location, information not 

always explicit in responses from Wave 1. Otherwise the Wave 2 discussion proceeded as per 

Wave 1, although the details of each Speaking scale level 1-4 were shown in the online 

collaboration software and participants could use tools to point out, underline or highlight the 

online content. The Wave 2 discussion group occurred within the constraints of school timing 

and lasted an hour, which even with the smaller group, was insufficient.  

 

Wave 3: Final one-hour, one-to-one telephone interviews in the same format as Wave 2 were 

conducted with four participants who were able to organise duty release so that they could 

provide more in-depth individual reflection outside the time constraints of the interactive 

group context. The data from the Wave 1-3 interview transcripts was analysed within the 

procedure of thematic analysis as explicated by Liamputtong (2013) a procedure related to 

that of Grounded Theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The method is suited to exploring 

concepts and identifying categories for building theory. Following a distinctive part of the 

procedure, the data is analysed to enable further exploration of the emerging categories in the 

next stages (Liamputtong, 2013). In this study, the research questions about the teachers’ 

interpretation and implementation of the scale and the sticking points provided the overall 

analytical guide.  The interpretative process involved reading and re-reading the transcripts 
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from all three waves, initial coding, coding for relationships between the codes, revising and 

identifying repeated patterns of meaning for core categories. 

 

The “insider researcher” authors had worked closely with the participants as fellow members 

of the BLG and Language Perspectives teams, and were part of teams that had produced the 

Qld Bandscales and precursor scales. Any lack of neutrality should be offset by the discipline 

of the thematic analysis, and also by the richness of the data gained by the lack of artificiality 

in the discussions and the trust between the interviewers and participants. A further point is 

that the teachers did not see the authors as owners of the Qld Bandscales, but rather as 

insiders who were dealing with the same shared difficulties as they themselves, interfacing 

between systems, tool and teachers, albeit with more experience than some participants. 

Many teachers were also known by the group as leaders of their own projects in schools or at 

departmental level and/or had worked as researchers, lecturers or tutors at university level 

thus complexifying power and knowledge relationships within the discussions. The analysis 

of the interview transcripts is, however, limited to a focus on the “what” or content of the 

interviews, not on the “how” or the co-constructed nature of the interviews (see Macqueen et 

al., 2019; Mann, 2011; Talmy, 2011). 

 

FINDINGS 

The teacher interviewees rarely used “I”, but rather the collective “teachers” throughout the 

discussions. Their present roles as mentors inclined them to explain any difficult puzzles 

through generalisation. The teachers in the study found a high level of usefulness in the 

scales. Their concerns were with classroom teachers, who had not received specific training 

for the learner group of Indigenous ELLs who speak contact language varieties. Three themes 

emerged from the analysis of interviewees’ views about the usefulness for non-specialist 
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teachers of the early levels in the Speaking scales for this cohort of Indigenous ELLs: 1. 

identification: the point of departure; 2. classification: applying the scales; 3. language 

ecologies and L2 development. 

 

Theme 1. Identification: the point of departure  

Discussions about the earliest levels of the Speaking scale illustrated that the teachers 

believed, given the complexity and unknowns inherent in Indigenous students’ language 

backgrounds, that use of the scales for ELL identification depended on access to a body of 

knowledge about Indigenous language ecologies and associated language learning 

trajectories. The interviewees stated that references to student use of ‘Home Language’ in the 

earliest levels (written to redress deficit views by acknowledging and valuing students’ L1 

and the multilingual abilities they bring to school even at early L2 English levels) do not 

assist with identification. If there is no understanding of contact languages and their 

(apparent) lexical overlap with Standard Australian English (SAE), it is possible to believe 

students have not a contact language L1, but (a non-standard, poor etc) English. 

Teacher 1 explained that: 

when teachers are working with students who are speaking a contact language that 

has lots of English words in it, even if the structures of the sentences may be 

different, teachers may believe that the kids are speaking Standard Australian 

English but it’s just ‘bad English’, so they may not recognise that the students are 

actually new to it. 

Teacher 4 explained how both student and teacher are often able to accommodate 

linguistically for each other thanks to the lexical overlap boost between speakers of English-

lexified contact languages and the English lexifier. In a communicative pathway available to 

ELLs of these backgrounds, the student can use a less ‘heavy’ version of their L1 [i.e. one of 
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the ‘lighter’ (acrolectal) registers along the creole continuum more like the lexifier (e.g. 

Bickerton, 1973)] and/or ‘their best go at English’ [i.e. L2 learner interlanguage]. Since the 

teacher becomes ‘used to it’ and, given there is some communication, the student may not be 

perceived as an ELL, nor as an early level L2 learner. Teacher 1 stated that visibility as an 

ELL was particularly difficult in the tricky situation of identifying contact language speakers 

with ‘lighter’ L1s [i.e. those acrolectal varieties with seemingly more overlap with the 

lexifier, at least at a surface level].  

 

Similarly, without knowledge of lexical overlap, references in the scales to using ‘words’ in 

the earliest levels (Level 1) can be misinterpreted. For example, a linguist-stream teacher 

explained that the reference to ELLs using ‘isolated SAE words’ can be ‘a tricky one’ when 

teachers do not fully understand the language situation and ‘when the language that the child 

speaks before they learn SAE can have isolated SAE words in it also. Or they might not be 

[just] isolated [either]’. Further, Teacher 1 commented on how the students use ‘words 

beyond immediate needs’ [i.e. above Level 1] from their L1 [i.e. as English-lexified varieties 

are, by definition, replete with all manner of words derived from English]. As a result, it was 

not noticeable or ‘obvious’ that students were L2 learners to anybody who was uninformed 

about contact languages. Alternatively, students might be identified as L2 learners, but, on 

the basis of overlap and mutual accommodation as Teacher 1 explained, might be ‘glossed 

over as beginner SAE learners’ and assessed as ‘higher up’.  

 

In sum the teachers agreed that where students speak a contact language rather than an 

entirely and obviously separate language from (standard) English, they might not be 

recognised as ELLs at all, or where they were identified they might not be considered in the 
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very early Speaking levels but tended to be ‘lumped together’ at Level 3 [a post-

beginner/early intermediate level].  

 

Theme 2: Classification: applying the scales 

Although Indigenous students placed (or ‘lumped together’) in Level 3 were at least 

identified as ELLs, study teachers explained that problems arising from this classification 

then emerged. The interviewees stated that teachers untrained in TESOL find that the 

students do not seem to progress and tend to plateau at Level 3. The teacher interviewees 

believed this was attributable both to initial inflated assessment as well as to subsequent 

pedagogical insufficiencies stymieing student progress. 

 

Teacher 5 explained that one side of this Level 3 plateau phenomenon was caused by teachers 

having initially over-estimated the proficiency level of their students by processes of 

accommodation and unconscious/natural co-construction. Additionally, in a non-mandated 

assessment situation, the interviewees stated that teachers tend to base their oral assessment 

on informal, non-classroom-centred conversations, which Teacher 8 described as ‘chats’.  

She commented that at the ‘ascribed’ Level 3, these students are able to work and adapt their 

spoken home language and beginner standard English linguistic repertoires to be quite 

communicative in some interactions.   

 

Teacher 5 also described how teachers confront ‘plateauing’ when looking for progress from 

Level 3. Teacher 5 pointed out how the absence of student use of standard English language 

structures becomes a pivotal factor, use which is described in Level 3, but often missed when 

communication is still taking place (cf. Level 3 descriptor: ‘constructs own language beyond 

formulae and two to three word utterances’).  Interactions about taught school topics acts as a 
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kind of watershed where the functionality of lexical overlap and mutual accommodation 

decreases, and student use of learned L2 structures becomes necessary. Teacher 5 explains: 

The teacher is piecing together stuff in their heads... the teacher plugs holes 

because she knows some creole... then plateauing and the teacher doesn’t know 

what to do... the structure [i.e. of standard English] kicks in.  

For example, Teacher 6 explained a similar phenomenon when she contrasted how ‘ascribed’ 

Level 3 students produce little language in even casual interactions from their English-

medium classroom topics, in contrast to communications drawing on any and all of students’ 

language resources that take place in a ‘chat’ about other experiences. 

If you are looking for classroom learning around the KLA’s [i.e. Key Learning 

Areas, or curriculum areas, such as History, Science etc.]... a few words but no 

structures... but different to having a chat about everything.  

In such contexts students, by very definition, are reliant on being taught the target language in 

the classroom, as they are not immersed in it elsewhere.  

 

Apart from the puzzles created by the tendency to ‘lump’ identified contact language 

speakers into the Level 3 classification, Teacher 1 pointed to teaching practice based on 

teachers’ perceptions of the meaning they construed about the level. Teachers do not 

automatically perceive the need for intensive L2 language teaching with the students they 

assess at Level 3. The students’ apparent conversational ability is perceived as students 

having the ability to understand and participate in classroom instruction without extra 

language support.  From the point of view of the young ELLs, Teacher 1 explains that as a 

result, the young ELLs are not given any messages from the teachers that any problems they 
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might have about instruction were due to them needing to learn another language. Teacher 

one states:  

Three’s are not positioned as language learners.... and kids do not position 

themselves as learners [i.e. language learners].  

This misapprehension can then lead to perceptions of learner deficit (because of low 

achievement due to unsupported ELL needs), rather than to acknowledgement of language 

teaching insufficiency and the need for TESOL-informed differentiation. Teacher 1 explains 

the outcome of this misdirection away from TESOL-informed pedagogy:  

So often the teachers then blame the kid. They are not looking at language to be an 

issue because they can understand the kid, and therefore the kid can understand 

what is going on in the classroom.  

She linked this dual positioning to the students lacking the (language) support and confidence 

to move to Level 4, which provided an explanation for the other face of the reported 

plateauing of Indigenous ELLs at Level 3, particularly in remote EFL contexts. 

 

To summarise, the teacher interviewees believed that apparent conversational abilities of this 

cohort means that students are placed on Level 3 on the Speaking scales, and that classroom 

teachers interpret this level as sufficient proficiency to participate in mainstream classroom 

instruction without intensive language support. They are then puzzled when their Level 3 

students tend to plateau in their learning progress. The interviewees saw classification, like 

identification, as a complex, but high-stakes procedure and one with significant sticking 

points. 

 

Theme 3: Indigenous language ecologies and L2 development 
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In the final Wave 3 individual interviews, the two teacher stream interviewees (T1 and T4), 

took the opportunity to speak strongly about the need for training both about contact 

language L1s and about L2 learning and teaching, specialist bodies of knowledge with the 

former belonging to a field of linguistics and the latter to TESOL. Training was also a 

recurring theme in Wave 1 and 2 group interviews. Teacher 7 pointed out that even with 

classroom experience of contact language speakers, classroom teachers needed workshops to 

understand contact language ecologies, because they had many reasons other than L2 

learning for explaining students’ non-optimal classroom learning. Teacher 8 stated that 

language was not necessarily even ‘on the radar’ of classroom teachers. Teacher 4, describes 

training as a central concern: 

Really, particularly with students with contact language backgrounds, I just really 

think it’s not even worth doing [i.e. assigning a proficiency level] unless… there is 

something else that has gone before it in terms of like professional development, or 

conversations, or… um… the language awareness of the language situation, a 

session, like I think without that... as a whole you’re not going to get anything close 

to accurate information.  

Teacher 4 reflected on being handed the scales as a classroom teacher prior to receiving 

professional development and placing the students ‘quite high’ in proficiency levels (students 

she would now place lower), a phenomenon she now saw with the teachers she was 

mentoring. This was due, she thought, to not being able to be discerning ‘with a kind of 

language intent’ and that this ability developed over cycles of training. She explained that 

without a ‘language lens’, or a ‘language focus’, a teacher is not aware of certain meanings in 

the scale descriptors, such as those about ‘formulaic taught utterances’ at beginner levels. She 

asserted the teacher is not consciously teaching language, or ‘paying attention to’ or 

‘listening to’ whether the student is using (only) that familiar formulaic language. In her work 
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as a mentor, she saw that putting the scale into practice was a professional development in 

itself, revealing L2 learning processes and behaviours regardless of/for all language 

backgrounds. She gave the example of the coaching time she invested with the teachers she 

was mentoring so that they understood that scaffolding in conversations was actually the 

‘right thing to do if you’ve got EALD [ELL] learners’ (i.e. it was not cheating). Although the 

scales describe interactive behaviours (observing the active role of the teacher/interlocutor in 

order to enable successful student communication) teachers clearly required training to glean 

this from terms such as ‘supportive listener’ or ‘support’ in the Bandscales descriptors.   

 

While the scales needed to be translated in training through the lens of L2 behaviour in the 

classroom, the interviewees gave equal billing to the need for training to develop 

understandings about contemporary Indigenous language ecologies. Teacher 4 explained that 

in general there was no simple, direct way to find out whether students spoke a home 

language other than English: 

There’s not many people who are experienced at having these conversations at all, 

and um so you can’t just ask somebody [in the community] “what’s your home 

language”? It is a difficult question for people to answer because they’re not 

experienced in the conversation.  

For a non-teacher BLG linguist-researcher, the problem related to the need for more detailed 

information about the language situations to accompany the scales:  
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Not enough historical information to define any varieties, not descriptions of 

varieties: where they [i.e. speakers] live, specific origins of language, other 

defining qualities... (Linguist)120 

For Teacher 1, however, information about language backgrounds would not be sufficient, 

alone, to apply to the classroom, say for purposes of ELL identification or L2 proficiency 

assessment. She drew the distinction between reading about language varieties versus the 

lived experience of watching videoed resources of contact language speakers she used in 

professional development workshops (bolding in Extract 10 indicates speaker’s own 

emphasis). In her view, the video material is a direct illustration (of what teachers might see 

and hear in their own context) and so was more effective.  She believed that received 

information as opposed to real examples... 

 

Can’t really make teachers aware of difference between home language and 

English.  Can see it in videos. But no general guide’s possible.  There’s not like one 

thing right across the board to say, “This is what every home language will be 

like.”  Am I making sense?  

This point endorses the benefit of teacher training resources featuring authentic classroom-

based material. These videos feature Indigenous children speaking about subject matter from 

classroom contexts. An illustrative utterance by a 5 year old is extracted from this video 

workshop material and reproduced in adapted spellings to represent pronunciation in Figure 1 

here.  

 

120 This quote is from a linguist/researcher BLG project member, who agreed to be interviewed by the authors, 

but who did not participate in Waves 1 and 2 interviews. 
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Yarie Lingo creole: E bin go get det egg in det buckit. 

e bin  go  get  det  egg  in  det  buckit. 

he/she/it PAST go:went get:got the/these/those egg(s) with/in/inside the/this/that bucket(s) 

Standard English: She went and got the eggs with the bucket. 

Figure 1. Yarrie Lingo creole and Standard English 

 

The authors, having delivered this workshop, know it can be misconstrued by “unaware” 

educators as an attempt at the target and standard language, even though the child is in fact 

speaking Yarrie Lingo, her L1, a creole newly gaining recognition in Far North Queensland 

(Angelo et al., 2019). If an interaction consists largely of such sentences, assessing it as Level 

3 Speaking (expressing simple ideas in simple sentences) is understandable from an unaware 

perspective but problematic in terms of guiding suitable pedagogy. All the utterance shows is 

that the child speaks Yarrie Lingo (her L1). The overall interaction shows she assumes her 

interlocutor (a former teacher of the school) can understand her, and with the contextual 

support of an illustrated book, she understands the teacher. There is no evidence here about 

whether and to what extent the child could produce the target language.  

 

Where the teacher interviewees had imbued deep understandings about the constructs, they 

reported positive outcomes in relation to other teachers’ use of the scales. In remote areas, 

where Indigenous students are learning mainstream curriculum but are speakers of contact 

languages learning English in EFL contexts, few are assessed as progressing to Level 4 

(recall the Theme 2 plateauing discussion above). Teacher 8 explained that there is a ‘big 

jump’ between Level 3 and 4. Indeed, interview participants said that if they intervened to 

raise awareness about contact languages, and reinterpreted the scales for less experienced 

classroom teachers as requiring language teaching, and coached in TESOL-informed 
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pedagogies, real student progress occurred. They believed that when mainstream teachers 

positioned their contact speakers as L2 learners, the students began to position themselves as 

L2 learners. They stated that when the mainstream teachers actually taught the language 

required at the early L2 proficiency levels, they saw progress from Level 3 to Level 4. 

 

In sum, the teachers believed that use of the scales required training leading to deep 

understandings about contact language L1s and about L2 learning and teaching. They stated 

that when the scales were interpreted for classroom teachers through these understandings as 

requiring language teaching, they served as a tool for student progress.  

 

In essence the teachers explained that interpreting the scales to identify ELL contact language 

speakers and classify their proficiency level presented obstacles due to puzzles with features 

of contact language/SAE spoken interaction with contact languages, and misperceptions 

about intensive language needs at the post-beginner level. They believed that without direct 

elucidation of tool puzzles for L2 pathways in contact language contexts, stumbling blocks 

remained in using the scales for identifying ELL status and the need for sufficient language 

support to lead to student progress. 

 

DISCUSSION 

In order to discuss what the teachers have said in this data, we need to first step back to the 

start of this article and remind ourselves of the legacy of the hegemonic minoritisation of 

contemporary Indigenous vernaculars and Indigenous ELLs in education. In their role as 

initiating language assessment of young speakers of contact languages, teachers reflected on 

their use of the state mandated Qld Bandscales in classroom assessment (speaking) for ELL 

identification, classification and charting ongoing acquisition. The data reveals that teacher 
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understandings about contact language ecologies and their interface with L2 teaching and 

learning trajectories were fundamental in their use of the tool for student progress. And they 

were similarly inextricably involved with snags they encountered.  

 

Further insights could have been provided if the study had been broadened to include, use of 

the other modes in addition to Speaking.  Use of the writing scale could clearly be 

considered. Young children learning the English alphabet-based system reproduce their own 

way of talking, once their developing literacy skills and confidence allow them to represent 

their own ideas. Features of this “speech made concrete” may alert classroom teachers that a 

student’s learning pathway is different from what is expected in the range of L1 English 

speaking students, and can be interpreted as possible evidence of a child’s ELL status by 

suitably trained classroom teachers.  However, the study concentrated on Speaking because 

for young students in the initial phase schooling English Speaking proficiency is an 

immediate requirement (see Angelo & Hudson 2018). Similarly, teacher assessment of 

Speaking levels has immediate consequences for decisions about levels of classroom 

language support.   

 

Puzzles and understandings 

The teachers interviewed had thought deeply on how issues of ‘nonrecognition’ and 

‘misrecognition’ (Thompson & Yar, 2011, pp. 171-172) affected Indigenous ELLs’ 

positioning in classrooms, and the extent to which the use of a tool such as the Qld 

Bandscales could reverse this situation. The participants knew that this cohort frequently did 

not “get to first base” to be identified at enrolment (or ‘pre-assessed’ (Angelo, 2013a)), and 

so often remained unidentified in classroom and school data, a situation confirmed by 

researchers (Dixon & Angelo, 2014). They were aware of how this negatively affected 



 

 514 

students’ sense of themselves as efficacious ELLs and classroom language learners (see 

Sellwood’s own story in Sellwood and Angelo (2013)) and influenced classroom teachers’ 

sense of their learning potential, a point also argued by Thompson and Yar, and see also the 

discussion from Winke (2011, pp. 650-651)  

 

The responsibility for ‘nonrecognition and misrecognition’, in spite of use of the tool, was 

not ascribed to the Qld Bandscales assessment tool per se but to a much broader lack of 

‘language awareness’ about contact language ecologies. The participants’ views aligned with 

those of Angelo and Carter (2015) who argue that in contexts of ‘schooling in shifting 

langscapes’, language awareness is a necessary condition for instigating a suite of ELL 

processes, such as L2 proficiency assessment and L2-informed pedagogy. The teachers saw 

that without language awareness, the Qld Bandscales were not inherently sufficiently robust 

as to single-handedly kickstart an identification process for Indigenous ELLs, a point also 

argued by Angelo (2013a). They suggested that language awareness prompts through 

professional development, such as collegial coaching in this purpose of the tool, were 

required.  

 

The teachers were also alert as to how many of the different facets of the language and 

classroom context influenced valid use of the tool. They in fact saw inherent problems when 

classroom teachers assessed students’ L1-based communicative abilities (the ‘chat’) for 

classroom L2 Speaking proficiency purposes. Classroom teachers valorise informal ‘on-the-

run assessment’ (McKay 2006 adapted from Breen 1997): Spontaneous oral interactions 

(‘chats’) are at the heart of real-time teaching in the early years. But for students with 

language contact backgrounds, the resulting data could draw on all students’ language 

resources (i.e. their plurilingual, translanguaging competencies (e.g. Canagarajah, 2013; 



 

 515 

García, 2009)), or conceivably maybe even just their L1 varieties given lexical overlap, but 

certainly not necessarily exclusively their spoken L2 proficiency in standard English. The 

linguistically asymmetrical classrooms typical in Queensland (Angelo & Carter, 2015), 

where most teachers do not share Indigenous students’ language backgrounds, do not assist 

teachers in sorting out which language(s) they are listening to in student Speaking data so 

students can remain unidentified as ELLs. 

 

Furthermore, the teachers puzzled over and attempted to pinpoint how and why using the 

‘chat’ as the sole evidence base misdirected the L2 assessment process. Classifying the level 

of Speaking according to chat data could lead to assessment at a post beginner Level 3 or 

higher due to perceived, but misjudged, conversational ability. In other words, without 

understanding the learning trajectory of an L2 proficiency scale, non-specialist teachers use 

L1 ‘perceived constructs' (see Knoch & Macqueen, 2020; Macqueen in press) and interpret 

the level to imply lack of need for extra language support due to sufficient proficiency. In 

consequence, progress plateaus. The teachers related that classroom teachers are confused by 

the discrepancy between the apparent conversational ability and the evidence that after all 

their teaching of curriculum content, their Indigenous ELLs were only able to say ‘a few 

words….no structures’ (see Angelo and Hudson (2018) for examples of this kind of 

curriculum-based Teacher-ELL interaction). The better way to have sorted the various 

linguistic resources open to teacher and student in an interactional context, would have meant 

choosing a Speaking task based on classroom-taught language content. This would increase 

the chance of students’ exposure to and production of the target language in the first place 

(vital in foreign language learning contexts), and of teachers noticing the manner and amount 
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of students’ uptake of the taught language system and concepts from the classroom.121 This 

classroom focus would enhance L2 Speaking data quality and provide classroom language 

use data relevant for the Qld Bandscales, although training would be required so that 

classroom teachers understood how the data related to particular levels of proficiency (cf 

Angelo & Hudson, 2018).  

 

Of significance again are the constraints of the systemic educational context. Indigenous 

ELLs in Queensland always receive mainstream curriculum, regardless of their L2 

proficiency level: there is no “ELL curriculum” as would usually be expected for ELLs in 

their early stages of L2 learning, a factor which doubtless contributes to why classroom 

teachers are not trained judges of oral task demands and do not know to assess students’ 

Speaking proficiency on classroom subject matter.  

 

Developing professional knowledge  

A resounding message from this study is that classroom teachers need training to use the tool 

to identify unidentified Indigenous ELLs and classify levels according to need for language 

support. Without training, teachers have the task of implementing a second language 

proficiency tool alone, and in some very complex language-in-education situations indeed. 

 

121 Note that this does not imply applying a simplistic reduction of the notion of academic/social L2 

development (Cummins, 1984) at these early speaking levels. This can lead to the use of academic literacy 

programs alone with this Indigenous ELL cohort in mainstream contexts, without the teaching of the language 

system, which gives access to the classroom (i.e. academic) domain. What is implied is that tasks should be 

designed to enhance observation of the interaction between student learning and their use of the structure and 

features of the target language. Rather than Cummins’s Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills/Cognitive 

Academic Language Proficiency (BICS/CALP) dichotomy with its inherent sequence, the more useful concept 

for this cohort would be Second Language Instructional Competence (SLIC): children develop SLIC as they 

learn the language of instruction well enough to understand school subject matter (cf MacSwan, Thompson, 

Rolstad, McAlister, & Lobo, 2017, p. 237). 
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Although the Qld Bandscales are a tool for non-specialists (manageable in size and format), 

policy demands that they cover a heterogeneous group of ELLs.  This reduces the number of 

contact language learner descriptors possible.  Understanding L2 pathways requires specialist 

knowledge and non-specialists can only be taken so far. On the other hand, government 

policy (i.e. inclusive of Indigenous ELLs) triggers the need for sufficient knowledge to use 

the Qld Bandscales, as this opens the way for recognition of hitherto unidentified Indigenous 

ELLs, who in some contexts (e.g. remote) are the majority of students. As L2 proficiency 

tools are relative newcomers to the hierarchy of classroom teacher assessment culture, and 

language is not an area currently in the education spotlight, teachers are unlikely to get 

“automatic” exposure from colleagues about assessing and supporting L2 proficiency 

development, as they would from other commonly used and discussed assessment tools in 

“the canon”. The teachers’ call for training as an essential requirement in this educational and 

language context should not focus on a deficit fix-it view of teachers and be dismissed as “the 

same again” (see Brindley, 1998, 2001; Llosa, 2011). Rather, a system focussed knowledge 

translation management process is required that would bring scales and context together, 

informing the purpose (scales) with relevant content (e.g. contemporary Indigenous language 

backgrounds) considering the various (potential) users, such as teachers, school 

administrators, policy makers and Indigenous family and community members. Although it 

might sound a complex undertaking, this is in effect just an expectation that dots are joined 

between policy, the societal contexts (the language and education ecology), and the users. 

This would put ecological validity (Cicourel, 2007; The Douglas Fir Group, 2016) at the 

centre of Qld Bandscale use. The very existence of the teacher group featured in this study 

shows that such knowledge translation can occur, and that the teachers clearly singled out the 

significant issues at hand. 
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Recognition of contact language ecologies in the educational context. 

Understandings of contact language backgrounds were a constant presence throughout this 

study, affecting how Indigenous students were positioned in education discourse, how 

classroom teachers understood their students as learners, how these learners’ spoken 

“English” was appraised, and therefore how the Qld Bandscales document was interpreted 

and applied for identifying and classifying Indigenous ELLs. Nevertheless, at this point in 

time, contact language ecologies do not all reveal themselves simply and easily: Not to the 

teacher interviewees, nor the teachers they mentor, not even necessarily to linguists according 

to Mushin et al. (2016). In the Queensland context, although the contact language mosaic is 

now a little better described, in linguistic research there are still such gaps that we do not 

know the exact nature of the vernaculars which most Indigenous ELLs speak, nor the exact 

extent or ways in which standard English is accessible to speakers of such varieties. 

Educators and community members may find it difficult, it was stated in the data, to 

communicate about contact languages where conceptual spaces have yet to be established for 

such exchanges, a point also made in the research (e.g. Angelo & Carter, 2015, p. 129; 

Angelo & McIntosh, 2014, p. 271; Siegel, 2010, pp. 240-241; Simpson et al., 2018, p. 118), 

along with methods for developing shared understandings about these languages (Angelo, 

2013a, p.76; Angelo et al., 2019; Carter et al., 2020).  For these reasons, language awareness 

is a requisite enabler for classroom teachers so that they know they should view their 

classrooms through a ‘language lens’. 

 

Although local Indigenous language ecologies themselves may be complex and in most 

Queensland locations contact languages are undescribed, the teacher interviewees did not 

assert that classroom teachers needed an in-depth linguistic description of each and every 

variety (a long term endeavour, and possibly a counterproductive aim in ‘shifting 
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langscapes’). This offers a contrast to the position of Miciak et al. (2014) who consider 

linguistic descriptions to have some priority for the purpose of addressing the situation in 

Texas for dialect speakers of African American English (AAE) or Spanish English Learner 

(SEL) backgrounds in standard English classrooms. Rather, from the points of view of the 

interviewees, apart perhaps from linguistic validation that contact languages are “proper 

languages”, the most effective, directly illuminating material for the purpose of raising 

awareness about Indigenous contact languages consisted of videoed speech samples viewed 

in professional workshops. A pragmatic response within the realms of the currently possible. 

The workshop videos referred to by the teachers, constitute embodied language data, with 

Indigenous students exemplifying contact languages and different levels of L2 English 

acquisition, with older students and adults telling their personal experiences and enabling 

empathetic affective responses in collegial, interactive settings.  

 

Conclusion 

The teacher interviewees’ consistent position was that an L2 proficiency tool such as the Qld 

Bandscales was helpful, more so than not having it, and regardless of puzzles encountered in 

their use. No participant suggested, not even as a subtext, that the current summary set of 

scales, the Qld Bandscales, should be done away with or completely re-written or that 

another tool altogether would do the job better.  

 

The study indicates that future research should focus on training tools that facilitate teachers’ 

use of the Bandscales, for the range of users in the system, related to proficiency 

development in the contexts of use: specifically, the language and educational ecologies of 

young speakers of contact languages in mainstream, English-medium classrooms. The study 

also indicates the need to focus on the larger social dimension of classroom assessment (see 
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McNamara & Roever, 2006). Unfortunately, the bulk of existing, solidly embedded 

mainstream practices and programs are still, two decades into the 21st century, to a great 

extent stacked against equitable recognition and support for this cohort.  Teacher assessment 

practice needs to be supported by knowledge translation and advocacy for change at 

government policy and systemic educational levels.  

 

Young Indigenous students in Australia are but one example of speakers of contact languages 

worldwide who are invisible English language learners. This study contributes insights on the 

important issue of the recognition of their ELL status and language learning support needs, 

through the use of a proficiency tool by classroom teachers. 
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Appendix A. Example of a Queensland contact language 

A sentence from Yarrie Lingo, a creole from north-eastern Queensland which has been 

gradually gaining recognition over the past decade, serves to illustrate aspects of the complex 

relationship between a contact language and its lexifier language, in this case English (see 

Figure 1 below). Most lexical items in Yarrie Lingo are historically of English origin, and a 

fair proportion are recognisable by English speakers, and on the same grounds but vice versa 

Yarrie Lingo speakers recognise a proportion of English words.   

Yarrie Lingo: Moofulla bin go ribber gidding joonggi. 

Presumed 

etymology: 

me + you + 

fellow 

been go river get + -ing traditional 

Aboriginal 

language 

Meaning/ 

function 

compared to 

English: 

‘we’: plural 

pronoun, but 

must include 

addressee(s) 

invariant 

past marker, 

not a form of 

a verb ‘be’ 

‘go’, no 

past form 

‘went’ 

‘river’, 

‘to’ not 

needed  

verb form 

for 

dependent 

clause 

species of 

crustacean 
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English 

translation: 

 

We all (i.e. including you) went to the river to get ‘prawns’ [shrimp]. 

SOURCE: Angelo, Fraser & Yeatman 2019 

Owing to the “recognition effect” (aka “semantic transparency”) described above, English 

speakers may not realise just how much the two languages differ, and they may consider the 

contact language to be a kind of English, perhaps just a poor version. From Yarrie Lingo 

speakers’ perspectives, they speak like everybody else in their community, but their speech 

variety has had no official acknowledgement or nomenclature, and is not sanctioned in any 

official context, but is spoken for all everyday matters with each other. This invisibility of 

Yarrie Lingo in name and in data and its lack of agency in the world constitutes extreme 

language minoritisation of its speakers.  

 

Appendix B. Wave 2 interview questions and participant information 

We will discuss each of the speaking levels in the Qld Bandscales, Early Phase, keeping in 

mind these general questions: 

1. How do the teachers (or pre-service teachers) whom you are training or mentoring, or 

ourselves as teachers, find the Bandscales when they first read them?  Have you 

noticed/experienced any particular problems? 

2. How good are the Bandscales as a tool? Do they make students’ levels of English 

proficiency visible for classroom teaching and learning purposes?   

3. How could they be improved?  

4. Have you ever found that the Bandscales drive us in the wrong direction when we first 

look at them as teachers?   
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When we talk, it would be good to know (generally) the language backgrounds of the 

students you have in mind and their location, for example:  

- “On Mornington Island...”;  

- “Some young children in Cairns who speak Yumplatok/Torres Strait Creole...”;  

- “In Brisbane with Aboriginal students who don’t sound very different to SAE speakers...” 

 

Appendix C. Abstract translation: Raising awareness about creoles and minoritised 

languages 

We have taken the request from LAQ for a translation of our abstract into a language other 

than English as an opportunity to raise awareness generally about the situations of 

minoritised languages typically not represented in the academy. Particularly vernacular and 

non-standardised languages. And most specifically emergent or otherwise un-/under-

recognised contact languages. As the latter are the context of our paper, it seemed a 

distraction to provide a translation in any language that had long been instrumentalised for 

academic purposes, and could be provided essentially on demand. 

 

In the case of our essay, we are writing about a context where Indigenous children’s first 

languages are un-/under-recognised because they are post-colonial contact vernaculars, as yet 

without official status, nomenclature and sufficient description. Hence, standardised 

orthographies, vocabularies and genres for academic discourse are yet to be developed, 

posing significant hurdles for translating an academic abstract. 

 

We therefore sought views about the best way forward from many Indigenous individuals 

and organisations, informed linguists and educators working in such settings in northern 

Australia, particularly from those involved in providing services in Kriol. This is the contact 
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language most widely recognised and serviced here with, for example, some interpreting 

services, a weekly News broadcast, a degree of official educational support and some recent 

children’s literature publications and translations. We had thought Kriol might be the 

Australian contact language most suitable as the medium for a translation, because we are 

fortunate to have some experienced translators even though there is currently no mechanism 

for gaining accreditation as a Kriol translator. However, whilst not against the concept, views 

were also not entirely positive either. 

 

Those consulted agreed that symbolic gestures which recognise Kriol are most welcome. Yet 

they had misgivings around the requisite effort (time, available personnel with levels of 

expertise, need for community consultations, funding and so on) compared to little immediate 

envisaged benefit for the language community as an audience (to date little inclusion as L1 

literacy or mothertongue medium programs, no secondary or tertiary education programs and 

qualifications, academic register yet to be developed etc). 

 

Furthermore, the context of Kriol does not match the extremely un-/under-recognised settings 

we depict in our article, which could potentially murky our messages and send incorrect 

signals about positive initiatives underway for Kriol: Although certainly minoritised, Kriol is 

presently on a welcome trajectory of increasing instrumentalisation in some parts of the 

country. In addition, the presently recognised core Kriol speakership lies outside the state 

jurisdiction of Queensland where our study is located (although there are Kriol speakers in 

Queensland, the label is not well- known and/or identified with, dialect differences have not 

been extensively investigated and processes of language awareness are in their early stages). 
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A colleague, Dr Greg Dickson, an Australian Indigenous languages linguist with expertise in 

Kriol, is the source of the suggestion on which we have acted here: namely to seek a 

translation in an overseas creole which was further along the path of community literacy and 

instrumentalisation because of its official status and/or its role in media, education and/or 

governance, such as Tok Pisin of our neighbour Papua New Guinea, or Bislama in nearby 

Vanuatu. 

 

The translation provided is in Tok Pisin, one of the three official languages of Papua New 

Guinea, alongside English and Hiri Motu. Speakership includes first language speakers, but 

many second language speakers too as Tok Pisin serves as a lingua franca in this 

linguistically highly diverse country. To a greater or lesser extent, Tok Pisin is heard in 

official circles such as parliamentary debates and in the media, including in print. Its role in 

education and academia is not prominent, so there is no well-developed academic register. 

There are also numerous decisions for translators owing to the presence of local variation 

(with input from local languages), differences between rural versus urban varieties etc. 

 

The translation undertaken by Dr Darja Hoenigman is not based directly on our academic 

English abstract, but on its major points as summarised in plain English by us. Translations 

into minoritised and underserviced languages often require intermediary processes that bridge 

from academic or technical English language into plain English, to render the specialised 

content more accessible. In this case, the translator still worked closely with us to unpack and 

represent some of the more specialised concepts such as ‘contact languages’, ‘language 

minoritisation’ and ‘second language proficiency scales’. 
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Study 8. The art of recognition. Visualising contact languages with Community 

Vernacular Language Posters 

Study reference 

Angelo, D., Fraser, H., & Yeatman, B. (2019). The art of recognition. Visualising contact 

languages with Community Vernacular Language Posters. Babel, 54(1-2), 34-40.  

Reproduced with the kind permission of the Australian Federation of Modern Language 

Teachers Associations. 

Abstract 

Across Australia, language contact has shaped the languages which many Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people speak today. While in some communities 

Traditional Languages have been spoken continuously from pre-invasion through to 

the present day, the language use of many First Nations Australians has shifted to 

“New Languages”, which are contact languages such as creoles and mixed 

languages, or otherwise to a variety of English. Despite the extent of language 

contact and its effects on the day-to-day language experiences of many Indigenous 

Australians, there is little discourse in the public domain or in educational settings 

about language contact or contact languages: In public data sets they are not reliably 

differentiated from Traditional Languages on the one hand, nor from English(es) on 

the other (Angelo et al. 2019). This has profound implications for Indigenous 

Australians who speak these New Languages, some of which constitute the largest 

languages that are spoken almost exclusively by First Nations peoples today. There is 

no systematic policy effort underway to work with communities to describe, recognise 

and name these New Languages, and consequently little tailoring of services to 

speakers on account of these languages.  
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This paper presents a grounded translational research methodology, Community 

Vernacular Language Posters (Department of Education (Qld) 2018), that has been 

developed for working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community 

members to raise awareness about their local contact language and about the 

ramifications for education and other service provision. The outcome of this 

linguistically-informed process is an accessible poster depicting local everyday ways 

of talking. Underpinning this document is the shared body of knowledge amongst 

community participants that has been generated by the many consultations and 

inclusive discussions that have taken place due to the collaborative language 

research process. Often, a Community Vernacular Language Poster project has 

resulted in a community initiative to name their local contact language. The posters 

have proven a popular initiative, as they make tangible a community’s speech variety, 

foster a sense of pride and ownership in the local vernacular and provide the 

community with tools for informing incomers about the local language situation. 

 

Keywords  

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander vernaculars, language contact, community language 

awareness, language recognition, translational research, Aboriginal English, language 

posters, Australian Aboriginal languages 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander speech communities throughout Queensland, 

where the Community Vernacular Language Posters have been produced, the local 

vernaculars used by the majority of people are English-lexified contact languages. These 

contact languages, as we will see, have developed out of language contact linked with the 
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colonial language of English. For this reason, most of their vocabulary can be historically 

traced back to English and so technically they are “English-lexified”. But there the similarity 

ends, as all the linguistic subsystems of these contact languages, such as their phonology, 

semantics, inflections and phrase and sentence structures, are not those of English, and hence 

linguistically they constitute separate languages.  

 

To illustrate an English-lexified contact language, Figure 1 below shows a speech bubble of a 

child speaking a sentence from one such language in Queensland. Of the six words in the 

sentence, the first five have historical English derivations, but none are used as in Standard 

Australian English. The first word is a pronoun that does not exist in English nor can its 

meaning be rendered by any single English pronoun; the second is an invariant marker which 

goes with the third word, a bare verb, to express past tense in a manner different from 

English; the fourth word is a noun which in this language would be ungrammatical if used 

with the preposition and article that English requires to express the same meaning; fifth is an 

–ing form of a verb which-  unlike in English- is never used with an auxiliary verb; the 6th 

word is derived from an Aboriginal language. As a result of all these differences, English 

speakers cannot draw on their English resources to understand this sentence, to judge if it is 

grammatically well-formed or to formulate a correct and appropriate response in this contact 

language. When a contact language has arisen through a shift in usage away from all the 

contributing languages, is so distant from its lexifier that they are not mutually 

comprehensible and is spoken as a mother tongue by the speech community, then it can be 

termed a creole. The variety in Figure 1, could thus be described generally as a New 

Language or a contact language, specifically as an English-lexified contact language, and 

more precisely as an English-lexified creole. 
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Figure 1:  English versus English-lexified contact language 

© Language Perspectives, Department of Education and Training (Qld), 2006  

 

Despite an on-the-ground appreciation by Indigenous communities themselves that they have 

their own different ways of talking (Mushin, Angelo & Munro, 2016), most of these English-

lexified contact languages are invisible and/or unreliably attested in the trusted go-to sources 

about people’s language backgrounds, such as the national Census (Angelo & McIntosh, 

2014) or school enrolment data (Dixon & Angelo, 2014). English-lexified contact languages 

have been misconstrued as English in language background data (as Figure 1 suggests), but 

have also been mis-recorded as other contact languages from elsewhere in Australia or even 

overseas, or responses are not displayed at all (Angelo et al., 2019). This means there is a 

significant gap in the evidence base about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ 

language backgrounds, which adversely affects the provision of language-based services for 

students and their communities. Furthermore, when the majority language of a whole speech 

community is “invisible”, then the entire picture of the local language ecology is skewed (for 

‘language ecology’ see Simpson et al., and Angelo & Poetsch, this volume). The accurate 

picture of multilingual people with complete fluency in their mother tongue with (some) 

proficiency in a number of other languages is not apparent.  
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The Community Vernacular Language Poster project was therefore developed as a means of 

addressing an inaccurate view of the languages spoken in many Indigenous speech 

communities. It represents a grounded, translational and community-oriented research 

methodology, which literally aims to make community voices visible by depicting them 

exactly as they are spoken. The visualisation takes the form of a poster with speech bubbles 

emanating from stick figures talking in their vernacular (see further examples below). The 

poster development and drafting phase exemplifies a community-based research process that 

engages community participants with the attributes of their vernacular and their local 

language ecology. The project output, a local Community Vernacular Language Poster, is a 

tangible and engaging tool for translating participants’ language awareness to an increased 

circle of people, including incomers into the community and outside service providers. 

Visualisation is a mechanism that both reveals complex linguistic matters and promotes the 

translation of this information between project participants and then, later, beyond this circle 

to others, because of its instant accessibility. The poster process encourages genuine 

exchanges about local language use, personal experiences, oral histories and technical 

linguistic knowledge.  

  

We hope that languages teachers will find the contact language situations themselves of 

interest, and that the processes of developing a visualisation of language phenomena will 

prove inspiring for their own teaching contexts. We firstly describe the contact language 

context, and the rationale for the project, the invisibility of many contact languages in 

Australia.  This is followed by a case study of a particular Vernacular Language Poster 

project in Yarrabah in far north Queensland, to give readers insights into an actual instance of 
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the process. On this basis we discuss poster project outcomes – benefits, potentials and 

challenges – that the authors have experienced as teachers, teacher educators and/or linguists. 

 

Before proceeding we clarify a number of terms used frequently in this chapter. We refer to 

‘First Nations’ peoples also as ‘Aboriginal’ and/or ‘Torres Strait Islander’, indicating the two 

broad groupings of ‘Indigenous’ peoples who are the original owners of lands and islands 

within the state of Queensland. The term ‘vernacular’, the everyday spoken language in a 

particular area or of a particular grouping of people, contrasts with standard languages, 

national languages and taught or written languages. This broad term is used in the project title 

‘Community Vernacular Language Posters’ because each poster depicts a local way of 

speaking, i.e. a vernacular, no matter how else it might be categorised. The term ‘contact 

language’ emphasises that language contact processes (described in detail below) have been 

involved in the provenance of a particular language. ‘New Languages’ refers to the same set 

of languages as ‘contact languages’. However, the term ‘New Languages’ specifically 

contrasts with ‘Traditional Languages’, emphasising their relatively recent provenance, but 

these terms also parallel each other, showing that both types are related as they have almost 

exclusively Indigenous speakerships. As we have seen, an English-lexified creole is a 

particular kind of contact language and one of its salient characteristics is that it is mutually 

unintelligible with English (as in Figure 1). English-lexified creoles are not English. Creoles 

are to be distinguished from Aboriginal Englishes and Torres Strait Islander English, which 

are so similar in their forms at the surface level that they are all considered dialects of 

English. 

 

PROJECT RATIONALE 

Language contact and New Languages in Queensland  
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Across Australia, intergenerational language transmission has undergone profound changes 

for many First Nations peoples since invasion and colonisation commenced over two 

centuries ago (O’Shannessy & Meakins, 2016). In Queensland nowadays, if Indigenous 

children are acquiring, as their mother tongue/first language, languages other than the 

Standard Australian English of mainstream media and institutions, then only in a small 

number of remote locations are these Traditional Languages. Instead of the 50 or more 

Traditional Languages originally spoken in Queensland (see Dixon, 1980), Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander children’s languages are either New Languages, which are English-

lexified contact languages, and/or various Englishes (Angelo, 2013; Angelo & Carter, 2015; 

Fraser et al, 2018; Mushin, Angelo & Munro, 2016; Sellwood & Angelo, 2013).  

 

The geographical position of Queensland has led to particular trajectories of language 

contact, because it lies to the north of Sydney and the first sites of intensive English 

colonisation and settlement, and it faces towards the south Pacific, Melanesia and areas of 

southeast Asia. In inland Queensland, the pastoral industry entered from the south around the 

1840s, bringing an English-based contact language that had developed in the early colony to 

the south. Pastoralists brought this contact language northwards and reached the Gulf of 

Carpentaria by about the 1870s (Dutton, 1983; Harris, 1986). In contrast, along the eastern 

coast and in the Torres Strait, language contact was largely driven by maritime-based 

industries (such as sandalwood, bêche de mer, trochus and pearl shell) and the supply of 

plantation labour (Shnukal, 1988; Tryon & Charpentier, 2004). From the 1860s, these and 

other economic activities brought together multilingual workforces including Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples and people from the Pacific, Melanesia, southeast Asia, China 

and/or Japan. In addition, with increased intensity from the late 1800s, Queensland 
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government policies instigated the removal of many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

individuals, with diverse language repertoires, from their lands and islands into government 

Settlements or missions (see Munro & Mushin, 2016 on Woorabinda, for example).   

 

Present day contact languages spoken by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in 

Queensland have their origins in these contact histories. Each has developed particular 

characteristics due to specific constellations of local social and linguistic factors, such as the 

varying inputs from local Traditional Languages, the speech variety associated with historical 

economic activities and the extent of interactions with English speakers. In Queensland, only 

one contact language has a degree of recognition, Yumplatok (also known as Torres Strait 

Creole or Broken), which is now spoken throughout the Torres Strait and in diaspora 

communities in Queensland (Sellwood & Angelo, 2013; Shnukal, 2001). Other contact 

languages in Queensland are less recognised in the public domain, and so for instance do not 

appear in the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011b) standard list of languages: Lockhart 

River Creole (Mittag, 2016) and Cape York Creole (Crowley & Rigsby, 1979), Yarrie Lingo, 

Woorie Talk and Cherbourg Talk (e.g. Mushin, Angelo & Munro, 2016), Murdi Language 

(Language Perspectives, 2011) and Mornington Island Creole (Language Perspectives, 2015).  

  

Speech varieties that are spoken by Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people and 

whose surface structures are (almost) indistinguishable from English are termed in this paper 

as ‘Englishes’. ‘Aboriginal English’ is a particularly pervasive term broadly applied to any 

and all varieties of English spoken by Aboriginal peoples across Australia. These too may 

have arisen from language contact processes in some places. The status of a number of 

Queensland speech varieties once dubbed ‘Aboriginal English’ (e.g. Alexander, 1968; 

Dutton, 1983) is being re-assessed. The diversity in Queensland of locally distinctive contact 
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varieties does not align easily with a one-size-fits-all label, a situation revealed by the 

Community Vernacular Language Posters (e.g. Mushin, Angelo & Munro, 2016; Munro & 

Mushin, 2016).  

 

Invisibility of New Languages  

Although differing in make-up at the local level, New Languages and their associated 

language ecologies are commonplace across Queensland and need to be navigated by 

educators and students alike, so that Indigenous students have opportunities to achieve their 

potential and aspirations. 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.  

  

Ordinary demographic techniques, such as the Census (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

2011a) or school enrolment forms, ask a question such as “Does the person speak a language 

other than English at home?” This survey methodology is based on a necessary pre-existing 

condition of “language awareness”, a set of sociolinguistic knowledges surrounding speakers’ 

own language repertoires (Angelo, 2013). It is “language awareness” that allows, for 

example, speakers to understand how the history of their speech community has generated 

the local vernacular, how its different linguistic properties lead to a lack of mutual 

comprehensibility with the standard language and hence why it would be considered as a 

separate, and full, proper language. The extent of local community language awareness is not 

ordinarily considered in mainstream survey designs because most languages are already 

recognised and named. This is not the case with many New Languages in Queensland- and 

indeed Australia- at this point in time, and hence language awareness is a factor here. In 
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addition to this language awareness “hurdle”, responses to such a survey question then 

require self-identification and self-declaration on the part of respondents, coupled with 

recognition of their responses on the part of the recipients of the information. Such standard 

methods may suffice, by and large, for contexts with well-recognised languages that have a 

standardised nomenclature and an uncontested existence. However, where language ecologies 

have been shaped by language contact and shift processes, there are intrinsic complexities 

that render the resulting New Languages impervious to these standard approaches, an obvious 

hurdle being the lack of a standardised name (Angelo & Mcintosh, 2014; Dixon & Angelo, 

2014).  

  

Visibility and recognition is an impasse that either strips or bestows rights to speakers, 

rendering their language repertoires visible or invisible, and making it more or less difficult 

to express language-based aspirations and needs. These may include local staffing (with local 

speech) in high stakes services, delivering classroom curriculum through English as an 

Additional Language or Dialect (EAL/D) methodologies, or documenting and learning 

Traditional Languages. In the current data-driven, evidence-based policy context, the stakes 

are high if data collection processes do not capture the existence of a community’s language. 

The recognition of a language and its speakers underpins language-informed initiatives in 

schools (e.g. Angelo & Hudson, 2018).  

  

These are not trivial concerns. In Australia, the monolingual mindset (Clyne, 2005) takes 

‘[Standard Australian] English only’ as the default position. In education, a monolingual 

mindset may keep policy makers and educators blithely unaware of other languages to such 

an extent that they are not considered as operative factors in students’ schooling, or certainly 

not consistently so. If New Languages are not recognised, then the data that might otherwise 
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kick-start language-oriented initiatives are unavailable and impossible to collect. In this 

manner, the students and communities with a contact language can become the least visible in 

school language data, and as a consequence they are also the least likely to be the recipients 

of language-based initiatives. And this is despite the fact that arguably they would be the 

most likely to benefit from a thoughtful and thorough exploration of their linguistic 

resources. A necessary condition for creole-speaking students to experience success in 

classrooms delivering curriculum through a lexifier language is “language awareness” 

(Angelo & Carter, 2015; Berry & Hudson, 1997). This involves recognising and respecting 

the creole as a fully complex and autonomous language, and understanding the social 

circumstances that generated it and now minoritise it (Carter, Angelo & Hudson, 

forthcoming; Siegel, 2006). It is this situation that Community Vernacular Language Posters 

seek to address and redress. 

 

CASE STUDY OF A COMMUNITY VERNACULAR LANGUAGE POSTER 

Process Overview 

Our process for representing a vernacular language engages a broad range of community 

members with the idea of illustrating “how local Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 

people talk around here”. Vernacular language posters have been produced in collaboration 

between community members, one or more local schools and a linguist language researcher 

with the support of the Indigenous Language Perspectives team from the Queensland 

Department of Education and Training. Graphic design was provided by the department and 

mostly in-house. Likewise, printing costs have been mostly borne by the department, 

although direct contributions to particular poster print runs have also sometimes been made 

by schools or a university research partner. 
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Each Community Vernacular Language Poster project commences with the agreed aim of 

developing a local poster with community input. It utilises the services of a community-

oriented linguist who has a background in working in language contact and language shift 

contexts and an awareness of the way creoles, dialects or mixed languages interface with 

education, especially their “invisibility”. A corpus of examples of interactions in the local 

vernacular is built up by processes such as elicitation, collecting community members’ 

suggestions and recording observations in the community. These examples are discussed with 

initial participants and an ever-widening cross-section of the local community. This process 

not only adds material to the existing vernacular corpus, but also drives research into 

community-initiated questions about matters such as local language history, personal and 

family language stories, language contact processes and outcomes, language services, etc. In 

this manner, a core group of community members who have participated actively and 

communicated extensively on “poster topics” develops. Iconic local visuals- colours of the 

earth, local scenes and landmarks- are sought and selected in preparation for the first draft of 

the poster. Successive drafts provide opportunities for community commentary, additions and 

changes. On the final draft, names of community contributors are included around the edges 

and a short explanation about the local vernacular and the purpose of the poster appears along 

the bottom of the poster, along with stakeholder logos. The Community Vernacular Language 

Poster is thus a communal artefact - an accessible, attractive and solid foundation for 

conversations about the local speech variety with people from inside or outside the (speech) 

community, including educators, police, doctors, etc. 

 

At da Crick. The pilot Community Vernacular Language Poster at Yarrabah 

Background 
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The first poster of what was to become an ongoing series (due to community demand) was At 

da Crick developed with the Aboriginal Community of Yarrabah in far north Queensland. 

The idea for the Yarrabah poster project grew from the supportive school context, which had 

a strong tradition of community involvement and had engaged deeply with pedagogies that 

acknowledged students as English Language Learners. A school leader and local Aboriginal 

woman, Bernadine Yeatman, was pivotal. Prior to this “poster project”, she had conducted 

language awareness raising activities over many years with students and teachers alike and 

she had observed considerable benefits. Yeatman’s language awareness initiatives were 

inspired by the work of Berry and Hudson (1997) from the Kriol-speaking area of the 

Kimberley in Western Australia. Yeatman was looking for ways to expand on this. She had 

been considering issues such as how the local (English-lexified) language variety at Yarrabah 

fitted exactly into the contact language picture of creoles and related varieties and how to 

enlarge the circle of community members who were engaged with the issue of the local 

vernacular language. 

 

In her then capacity as a Project Officer with the regional Indigenous Schooling Support 

Unit, Denise Angelo provided teacher professional development at Yarrabah. Over time, 

Angelo was given the benefit of insights into the Yarrabah language situation from Yeatman, 

key Indigenous teachers, such as Denise Cedric (2014), many Indigenous Teacher Aides, 

Indigenous trainee teachers and Indigenous school students themselves, as well as non-

Indigenous staff, such as the principal and lead teacher (at that time Terry Davidson and Erin 

Serdar respectively) and classroom teachers. It became clear to Angelo that the nature of the 

Yarrabah way of talking, its origins, its relationship to other languages, particularly English, 

but also to vernaculars in other communities, were all areas that warranted attention. For 

instance, despite Yeatman’s considerable language awareness initiatives, there was no 
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systemic curriculum imperative to put a focus on the local language ecology, nor were there 

accessible resources illustrative of local language usages or local language histories.  

  

In the Yarrabah context, then, Yeatman and Angelo both had many discussions with 

community members about the Yarrabah way of talking before starting the poster project. In 

subsequent poster projects in other locations, this collaborative, consultative relationship-

building sometimes had to be undertaken from scratch. 

  

Processes 

The idea of producing a poster showing “how we speak round here” was put to a core group 

of Indigenous Teacher Aides. They commenced brainstorming everyday scenarios and what 

Yarrabah people would say together in these scenarios, such as fishing, cooking turtles, 

swimming, caring for babies, catching horses, climbing trees etc. Handwritten notes 

(rendered with adapted English spellings to show differences in phonology, morphology etc.) 

recorded these ideas. Yeatman’s prior work in this area had given her confidence to remould 

English spellings for such purposes (Disbray & Loakes, 2013). The group keenly discussed 

differences in pronunciations, lexicon and some structures and produced interactive content 

for the stick figures’ speech bubbles.  

 

A round of meetings with this group established several community scenarios, very roughly 

sketched with participants, providing enough material for a first basic poster draft. An 

experienced graphic designer with the Indigenous Schooling Support Unit, Steve Grady, 

developed a variety of character styles, from which a set of simple stick figure characters 

were selected on the basis that they would not distract from the language and they provided a 

cheerful style. Characters were placed on a backdrop that depicted recognisable local 
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features, such as the distinctive colours of the landscape or local landmarks. For Yarrabah, 

this included the lush green of the wet tropics, the river and horses.  

  

From this point, the role of the language researcher for this enterprise settled into two kinds 

of activities: on the one hand ensuring community conversations continued and expanded, 

and on the other, assisting the community with relevant historical and linguistic research. Re-

drafting the poster ensured that conversations about the local way(s) of speaking were 

ongoing. The strong and continued engagement of the community ensured both a 

representative sample of language use and their informed approval of the poster content. It 

furthered Yeatman’s wish for more community members to be engaged with local language 

ecology. Developing the poster fostered informal discussions, as well as workshops and 

research. Often the research responded to particular questions from the community and/or 

school staff, for example, ‘Is the local way of speaking a full language?’, ‘Why is there a 

Yarrabah way of speaking?’, ‘Where did it come from?’, and so on. 

 

Iterative drafts and deeper deliberations 

The transparency of the collective eliciting and re-drafting process proved a wonderful 

technique for sharing and responding to interests and issues. Around twenty drafts were 

produced! Each new draft that was circulated was an opportunity to inform viewers about 

new additions and why they had been included. One new item had been prompted by 

participants’ realisation that older people’s speech was not represented on the poster: bumbye 

‘later’ was an item associated with the older generation (1).122 Consideration of this variation 

 

122 Abbreviations in the examples are: ACC: accusative; COM: comitative; DESID: desiderative, FEM: feminine; 

GEN: generic; INT: interjection; LOC: locative; MASC: masculine; NOM: nominative; PL: plural, PST: past; SG: 

singular. 
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in language use gave rise to a conversation amongst some of the Indigenous Teacher Aides 

about how their local speech variety had many different wordings for rendering the same 

meaning (2 and 3). This was a response to their experiences of classroom teachers urging 

children to vary their word choice when writing in Standard Australian English, and 

sometimes mistakenly assuming that students’ difficulties in this regard might be associated 

with their (impoverished) home language, not their level of acquisition of their second 

language: bogi, swim, dip are amongst the vocabulary items that can render English ‘swim’ in 

the local vernacular. 

 

 

Figure 2:  Going swimming in Yarrie Lingo (At da Crick Poster excerpt) 

© Department of Education and Training (Qld), 2009  

 

(1) Youfulla  go  bogi   bumbye 
 2PL  go  bathe  later 

‘You can all go and swim soon.’ 
 

 
(2) Unna   go  swim 
 1SG.DESID go  swim 

‘I want to go swimming.’ 
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(3) Wee-na   go  aba  dip 
 1PL-DESID go  have dip 

‘We’re going to go and take a dip.’ 
 

Teenager talk was also purposefully incorporated into the poster. A younger Indigenous 

Teacher Aide, Allan Yeatman, raised the issue that teenager talk was not very visible in the 

poster. This generated considerable discussion. Teenager talk might be more volatile and 

become outdated (because teenager expressions come and go). Further, the way Yarrabah 

teenagers were talking exhibited a few salient features that differed from the introductory and 

generally true information about contact languages here and elsewhere in northern Australia. 

For example, the teenagers were using distinctive feminine pronoun forms, she 3SG.FEM.NOM 

and er 3SG.FEM.ACC, in contrast to many people in Yarrabah who did not. In the end, a teen 

love banter scenario (example 4) was included to exemplify this teenager usage, while 

elsewhere the poster included examples of 3SG e, the common gender form (i.e. masculine 

feminine or neuter) (example 5) used by other people.   

 

Figure 3:  Yarrie Lingo: Teenagers’ pronouns she/er (At da Crick Poster excerpt) 

© Department of Education and Training (Qld), 2009  

 

(4) I     like  er      -   she     alright  
 1SG.NOM like 3SG.FEM.ACC   3SG.FEM.NOM quite.lovely 
 ‘I like her – she’s kinda lovely.’ 
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Figure 4:  Yarrie Lingo: General pronoun e (At da Crick Poster excerpt) 

© Department of Education and Training (Qld), 2009  

 
(5) Aunty,  look  up  dere:   e   right   on top. 
 Aunty look up  there  3SG right  on top. 
‘Aunty look up there: she’s right up the top (of the tree).’ (gender indicated from context) 
 

These deliberations are now enshrined in the poster artefact, a snapshot of community usages 

at a point in time, usages that will inevitably change to some extent and that will be a topic 

for further conversations. Fundamentally, the poster represented an opportunity for the 

community to collectively choose what to display about their own way of speaking. That 

said, it was mostly Yeatman and/or Angelo who commented on morphosyntactic properties 

of suggested language (e.g. the –na ‘DESIDERATIVE’ marker, in (2) and (3) above), as they 

were pre-sensitised by their prior work to such grammatical features. However, it was the 

lead teacher, Serdar, who first drew the group’s attention to the development of the –m ‘PAST’ 

marker in children’s speech (a contraction of the full form bin ‘PAST’), as in (6) below. 
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Figure 5:  Yarrie Lingo: children’s past marker -m (At da Crick Poster excerpt) 

© Department of Education and Training (Qld), 2009 

  
(6) [...]  wi-m   go roun   where  Nana      
  1PL-PST go around LOC  nana   
 
 en  u-m   play  wid   Benny   en... 
 and 1SG-PST play COM B[name]  and 
  ‘[...]  we went around to Nanna’s (place) and I played with Benny and...’ 
 

The continued, collaborative discussions between interested participants enabled this greater 

engagement with linguistic forms. 

 

Naming the vernacular 

The processes involved in the poster project at Yarrabah led to a name for the local 

vernacular. When the Yarrabah poster project started, there was no name that uniquely 

identified the Yarrabah contact language. As part of the process of growing understandings 

collectively, Yeatman dubbed the local language ‘Yarrie Lingo’, a name first coined and 

published via the At da Crick poster in 2009. The name Yarrie Lingo gained instant traction: 

“Yarrie” is a fond name for Yarrabah, and might be applied to anybody or anything 

commonly associated with Yarrabah, say, the “Yarrie” football team. The term “lingo” is 
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used by Aboriginal people across much of Australia to refer to Aboriginal languages, often 

but not exclusively Traditional Languages.  

 

Local language contact history 

At the time of the poster project beginning, little research had been conducted into the nature 

of the Yarrabah speech variety. Yeatman and Angelo looked into the history of Yarrabah 

Mission Settlement to develop resources about the different Traditional Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander languages that would have been brought into Yarrabah (over 40 

different languages), the kinds of contact languages that would have been introduced, and the 

patterns of language change that were recorded or could be deduced. This material was 

presented back to the school and the community in different forms. Yeatman, for example, 

personalised this with family pictures illustrating language shift within her family. In poster 

projects subsequent to Yarrabah, this kind of research has often been formally included on 

the poster itself, and/or produced as an additional document accompanying the poster. For 

example, for the former government Settlements, Cherbourg and Woorabinda, which have 

similar histories to Yarrabah with Indigenous peoples from scores of language backgrounds, 

their languages were all listed around the edges of the poster in acknowledgement of this rich 

and diverse heritage, as well as of the consequent language contact that shaped the present 

day vernacular. In a different poster for the rural township of St George, the names of the 

languages which local Aboriginal residents mostly affiliate to are positioned on the poster so 

that they hover in the sky, with the languages of the local lands printed in larger text than 

some of the others (a result of local conversations conducted by the project linguist Jennifer 

Munro).   
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At Yarrabah, the poster project also resulted in investigating the literature on creoles and 

contact languages, and investigating matters such as the surface differences and the ‘distance’ 

between the systems (i.e. between Yarrie Lingo and the Standard Australian English of the 

classroom). On the basis of this research, it was decided that the most accurate way of 

characterising the local English-lexified contact language was, specifically, as a creole. A 

simple paragraph along the bottom of the poster gives basic facts about Yarrie Lingo, that it 

is a creole, its position in the local language ecology as the main language spoken, its origins, 

how it differs at every level from its lexifier, English, and that speakers of English do not 

automatically understand Yarrie Lingo speakers, and vice versa.  

 

Acknowledgement of participants 

Contributing participants were acknowledged on the poster- a design feature that reinforced 

the poster’s validity within the Yarrabah community, with a special mention to leading 

community members. This feature also carried weight in Aboriginal communities beyond 

Yarrabah. Aboriginal people, for instance, often read participant names around the poster 

edges, commenting on their relationships with them before looking at the colourfully 

displayed language.  
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Figure 6: At da Crick poster layout 

© Department of Education and Training (Qld), 2009 

  

Benefits of expanded consultations 

Well into the poster development process, drafts of the poster were purposefully released for 

use, for example, for in-service professional development with teachers, who received 

photocopies and displayed them in their classrooms afterwards. These public drafts were thus 

taken outside of the core working group for discussion. This cleared the way for a broader 

appreciation of the poster and its intent. In the (non-school) context of the health clinic, for 

instance, it was understood that acknowledging there was a local speech variety and 

recognising it with a name provided a powerful justification for training and employing local 

Yarrie Lingo speakers in health contexts, to ensure local clients’ understanding of advice. As 

part of this expanded cycle of consultation and feedback, the question was raised as to 

whether English translations could be included, but it was considered that translation might 

take community ownership away. Translations might circumvent potential conversations 

between Yarrie Lingo speakers and others (i.e. if the “answers” were already provided) and 
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might even undermine locals in the eyes of monolingual incomers if, for example, locals did 

not translate Yarrie Lingo exactly as per the given translation. 

 

Outcomes 

The Yarrie Lingo poster is accepted by community members as a fair representation of how 

people speak around Yarrabah. It is accessible to community members, including children, to 

read, but also to use for illustrative purposes to newcomers to Yarrabah, such as new 

teachers. A growing sense of pride in Yarrie Lingo has been fostered, with locals now 

referring to their vernacular through this name (see reference by Nathan Schrieber in Angelo 

and Poetsch, this issue). Reports came back to Yeatman of how the At da Crick poster had 

‘clicked’ for people in various professions, such as ambulance, police and health, explaining 

why they had experienced miscommunications with clients from Yarrabah. The term Yarrie 

Lingo has continued to gain ground with well over 1,000 hits in Google nowadays across a 

range of school, health, academic and policy contexts (although it has not yet made it into the 

Australian Standard Classification of Languages [Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011a]). 

The poster itself has been appreciated as an object with appeal, and has been given as a gift to 

many visitors to Yarrabah School, leading an Indigenous Aide to quip “That little green 

poster has gone a l-o-o-o-o-ng way!” 

 

DISCUSSION 

The success of the Yarrabah poster has indeed gone a long way, particularly by paving the 

way for other Indigenous speech communities. Subsequently, such a visualisation project has 

sometimes been requested directly by a school which has seen the benefit of the poster to 

foster language awareness discussions, sometimes from a local community member who has 

seen one of the posters and wanted that level of description for their own community, or 
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sometimes through consultation with a language researcher who has been involved in other 

community-based projects. To date, 10 other poster projects have been completed throughout 

Queensland through support from the Indigenous Language Perspectives team in the 

Department of Education and Training, with more in the pipeline.  

  

Community Vernacular Language Posters provide a language service to an Indigenous 

speech community in several ways. They serve as a conversation starter about the local 

language context, a forum for noticing local ways of speaking and understanding the 

language ecology, a motivation for research into the linguistic history of a locality and a 

medium for raising awareness of the validity and complexity of local ways of speaking. This 

provides the evidence-base that the children’s mother tongue/first language differs 

significantly from the Standard Australian English used in service delivery, including 

teaching classroom curriculum. This evidence can be harnessed to foster initiatives that cater 

optimally for children’s and residents’ actual language repertoires. 

  

Core elements that underpin the success of this Community Vernacular Language Poster 

methodology include: 

1. Community members are involved as language informants, ongoing language consultants 

and endpoint users and experts.  

2. A tangible, externalised and public document is created collaboratively by community 

participants aiming at an accurate, genuine and accessible representation of local speech.  

3. The poster creation process and the final document provide a context for deep discussions 

of historical and current social factors that have generated the New Language and the present 

language ecology. 
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4. The rendition of typically spoken language patterns into written form instantiates the 

existence of a New Language, and provides material for discussing its linguistic structure. 

5. The visual medium of the poster has instant impact because it is accessible in a way that 

academic grammatical descriptions and papers, or lengthy education-type reports or 

handbooks, are not. 

6. The posters are recognised as patently authentic by other Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples, because of the listing of community participants’ names, but also because of 

the genuine scenarios and language. 

 

The fact that a poster gives the local vernacular a concrete presence has been a particular key 

to its success. The language content on the poster plants a seed of awareness as it is 

incontrovertible proof that a local vernacular exists. This “tangible evidence” validates the 

vernacular for speakers and non-speakers, Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. The 

posters speak for themselves. As Yeatman says “the power of the poster is in its simplicity”. 

People of all language backgrounds, professional training and levels of education respond to 

the posters.  For local community members posters have intrinsic authenticity and witnessed 

authority, thanks to recognisably genuine local speech and named local community 

participants. On this basis, just displaying the poster has the power to bring the actuality of 

the vernacular to mind and to reinforce the vernacular’s existence. In most community 

settings, this significantly changes the recognition trajectory of these vernaculars which have 

gained in visibility where otherwise there had been no initiative to acknowledgement them.  

  

Although perhaps of less immediate import on the community, the historical and linguistic 

research that has been undertaken for Community Vernacular Language Poster projects is 

rekindling academic interest in Queensland contact language vernaculars (cf. Mittag, 2016; 
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Mushin, Angelo & Munro, 2016; Munro & Mushin, 2016; Mushin & Watts, 2016) and at an 

Australian level, the Queensland-wide situation is again part of the picture (Angelo, 

forthcoming; Meakins, 2014; O’Shannessy & Meakins, 2016). This interest may lead to 

detailed descriptions of the local languages and their ecologies, which in turn may inspire the 

provision of language-based services. 

  

Of more immediate impact for communities is the engagement that posters generate. At a 

first sighting of a Community Vernacular Language Poster there is typically much laughter 

and discussion on the part of Indigenous viewers, and much contrasting with an own way of 

talking if this is not the variety depicted. Non-Indigenous viewers, such as educators or health 

professionals, even in their early days in a new community, can recognise some patterns of 

speech that they have heard spoken around them, and, thanks to the poster, feel more at ease 

in discussing this with locals. Such conversations, rare indeed for minoritised vernacular 

languages that are ignored in mainstream media institutions and services, have the potential 

to be transformational as they can fundamentally change erroneous (pre-)conceptions. 

Community Vernacular Language Posters provide a stepping-stone into an awareness of 

language that, it is our hope, translates into real differences for speakers of these vernaculars, 

such as impacting on teaching and delivery of other services and employment of like-

language speakers to ensure quality communication. 

 

Acknowledgements 

We would like to acknowledge the work of Yarrabah State School and the core group of 

Indigenous educators from Yarrabah who, in addition to Bernadine Yeatman (co-author), 

worked on the At da Crick poster, which is showcased here.  They include: Allan Yeatman, 

Attina Atkinson, Avril Sands, Beverley Murgha, Carmel Canendo, David Mundraby, Esme 



 

 562 

Murgha, Evette (Pamela) Mundraby, Frank Canendo, Jasmine Canendo, Kay Sands, Kerryn 

Bulmer, Malambie Underwood, Maree Fourmile, Mina Andrews, Paul Neal, Samantha 

Underwood, Sharna Ambrym, Sylvia Barlow, Tina Yeatman and Vincent Murgha.  

 

Thank you to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the other ten communities 

and towns across Queensland, who have also engaged with Community Posters of their 

vernaculars: Cunnamulla, St George, Cherbourg, Goondiwindi, Woorabinda, Mareeba, 

Camooweal, Normanton, Mornington Island and Kowanyama. 

 

The Queensland Department of Education and Training has supported and approved the 

original research in the form of the Community Vernacular Languages poster projects, 

through the Understanding Children’s Language Acquisition Project and the Bridging the 

Language Gap project. 

 

Denise Angelo is supported by an Australian Government Research Training Program (RTP) 

Scholarship. 

 

Consent has been gained for use of each image used in this article. 

 

REFERENCES 

Alexander, D. (1968). Woorabinda Aboriginal Australian English [Unpublished MA thesis]. 

University of Queensland.    

Angelo, D. (2013). Identification and assessment contexts of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander learners of Standard Australian English: Challenges for the language testing 

community. Papers in Language Testing and Assessment, 2(2), 67-102.  



 

 563 

Angelo, D. (forthcoming). Case studies from Australia's shifting langscape. In C. Bowern 

(Ed.), Australian languages handbook. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Angelo, D., & Carter, N. (2015). Schooling within shifting langscapes: Educational responses 

within complex Indigenous language ecologies. In A. Yiakoumetti (Ed.), 

Multilingualism and language in education: Current sociolinguistic and pedagogical 

perspectives from Commonwealth countries (pp. 119-140). Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Angelo, D., & Hudson, C. (2018). Dangerous conversations: Teacher-student interactions 

with unidentified English language learners. In G. Wigglesworth, J. Simpson, & J. 

Vaughan (Eds.), Language practices of Indigenous youth (pp. 207-235). London: 

Palgrave Macmillan. 

Angelo, D., & McIntosh, S. (2014). Anomalous data about Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander language ecologies. In E. Stracke (Ed.), Intersections: Applied linguistics as 

a meeting place (pp. 270-293). Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars 

Publishing.  

Angelo, D., O’Shannessy, C., Simpson, J., Kral, I., Smith, H., & Browne, E. (2019). Well-

being and Indigenous Language Ecologies (WILE): A strengths-based approach. 

[Literature Review, National Indigenous Languages Report, Pillar 2]. ARC Centre of 

Excellence for the Dynamics of Language, Australian National University.  

Australian Bureau of Statistics (A.B.S.). (2011a). 2011 Census household form - text version 

[Website].   Retrieved from 

http://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/censushome.nsf/home/2011hhftranscript%5C 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (A.B.S.). (2011b). Australian Standard Classification of 

Languages (ASCL), 2011. Retrieved from 



 

 564 

http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/1267.0Main+Features12011?O

penDocument   

Berry, R., & Hudson, J. (1997). Making the jump: A resource book for teachers of Aboriginal 

students. Broome, WA: Catholic Education Office.  

Carter, N., Angelo, D., & Hudson, C. (forthcoming). Translanguaging the curriculum: A 

critical language awareness curriculum for silenced Indigenous voices. In P. Mickan 

& I. Wallace (Eds.), Language education curriculum design. New York: Routledge. 

Cedric, D., & Hoy, D. (2014). Supporting Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander children who 

speak languages other than English. Queensland kindergarten learning guideline. 

Retrieved from https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/downloads/p_10/qklg_pd_atsi_esl.pdf 

Clyne, M. (2005). Australia's language potential. Sydney: University of New South Wales 

Press. 

Crowley, T., & Rigsby, B. (1979). Cape York Creole. In T. Shopen (Ed.), Languages and 

their status (pp. 153-207). Cambridge Massachusetts: Winthrop.  

Department of Education and Training (Qld). (2018). Community Vernacular Language 

Posters. Brisbane: State of Queensland (Department of Education and Training). 

Dixon, R. M. W. (1980). The languages of Australia. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press. 

Disbray, S., & Loakes, D. (2013). Writing Aboriginal English and creoles. Australian Review 

of Applied Linguistics, 36(3), 285-301. 

Dixon, S., & Angelo, D. (2014). Dodgy data, language invisibility and the implications for 

social inclusion: A critical analysis of indigenous student language data in 

Queensland schools. Australian Review of Applied Linguistics, 37, 213-233. 

Dutton, T.E. (1983). The origin and spread of Aboriginal Pidgin English in Queensland:  A 

preliminary account. Aboriginal History, 7, 90-122. 



 

 565 

Fraser, H., Mushin, I., Meakins, F., & Gardner, R. (2018). Dis, that and da other: Variation in 

Aboriginal children's article and demonstrative use at school. In G. Wigglesworth, J. 

Simpson, & J. Vaughan (Eds.), Language practices of Indigenous children and youth 

(pp. 237-269). Palgrave MacMillan: London.  

Harris, J. W. (1986). Northern Territory Pidgins and the origin of Kriol: Series C - No.89. 

Canberra: Pacific Linguistics. 

Language Perspectives. (2006). Students’ language backgrounds [Pamphlet]. Cairns: 

Indigenous Education & Training Alliance, Department of Education and Training 

(Qld). 

Language Perspectives. (2009). At da crick: Yarrabah [Community Vernacular Language 

Poster]. Cairns Queensland: Indigenous Schooling Support Unit, Department of 

Education and Training (DET) (Qld). 

Language Perspectives. (2011). Murdis on da Warrego [Poster]. Cairns: Indigenous 

Schooling Support Unit, Department of Education and Training (Qld). 

Language Perspectives. (2015). On da islan: Mornington Island [Community Vernacular 

Language Poster]. Cairns, Queensland: Indigenous Schooling Support Unit, 

Department of Education and Training (DET) (Qld). 

McIntosh, S., O'Hanlon, R., & Angelo, D. (2012). The (in) visibility of “language" within 

Australian educational documentation: Differentiating language from literacy and 

exploring particular ramifications for a group of" hidden" ESL/D learners. In R. 

Baldauf (Ed.), Future directions in Applied Linguistics: Local and global 

perspectives, 35th Applied Linguistics Association Australia (ALAA) Congress (pp. 

447-468). Brisbane: University of Queensland Press. 

Meakins, F. (2014). Language contact varieties. In H. Koch & R. Nordlinger (Eds.), The 

languages and linguistics of Australia: A comprehensive guide (Vol. 3, pp. 361-411). 



 

 566 

Mittag, J. (2016). A linguistic description of Lockhart River Creole. (PhD), University of 

New England.   

Munro, J., & Mushin, I. (2016). Rethinking Australian Aboriginal English-based speech 

varieties. Journal of Pidgin and Creole Languages, 31, 82-112. 

Mushin, I., Angelo, D., & Munro, J. M. (2016). Same but different: Understanding language 

contact. In J.-C. Verstraete & D. Hafner (Eds.), Land and language in Cape York 

Peninsula and the Gulf country (pp. 383-407). Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John 

Benjamins Publishing Company. 

Mushin, I., & Watts, J. (2016). Identifying the grammars of Queensland ex-government 

Reserve varieties: The case of Woorie Talk. In F. Meakins & C. O’Shannessy (Eds.), 

Loss and renewal. Australian languages since colonisation (pp. 57-85). Berlin: 

Mouton de Gruyter. 

O'Shannessy, C., & Meakins, F. (2016). Australian language contact in synchronic and 

historical perspective. In F. Meakins & C. O'Shannessy (Eds.), Loss and renewal. 

Australian languages since colonisation (pp. 3-26). Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter 

Mouton. 

Sellwood, J., & Angelo, D. (2013). Everywhere and nowhere. Australian Review of Applied 

Linguistics, 36, 250-266. 

Siegel, J. (2006). Language ideologies and the education of speakers of marginalized 

language varieties: Adopting a critical awareness approach. Linguistics and 

Education, 17(2), 157-174.  

Shnukal, A. (1991). Torres Strait Creole. In S. Romaine (Ed.), Language in Australia (pp. 

180-194). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Shnukal, A. (2001).  Torres Strait Islanders. In M. Brandle (Ed.), Multicultural Queensland 

2001: 100 years, 100 communities: A century of contributions (pp. 1-23). Brisbane, 



 

 567 

Queensland: Department of Premier and Cabinet.  Retrieved from www.multicultural 

Australia.edu.au/doc/Shuknal_torres_strait.pdf 

Tryon, D.T., & Charpentier, J-M. (2004). Pacific pidgins and creoles: Origins, growth and 

development. Trends in Linguistics: Studies and Monographs, vol. 132. Berlin: Walter 

de Gruyter.  



 

 568 

Study 9. Translanguaging the curriculum: A critical language awareness 

curriculum for silenced Indigenous voices 

Study reference 

Carter, N., Angelo, D., & Hudson, C. (2020). Translanguaging the curriculum: A critical 

language awareness curriculum for silenced Indigenous voices. In P. Mickan & I. 

Wallace (Eds.), The Routledge Handbook of Language Education Curriculum Design 

(pp. 144-174). doi:10.4324/9781315661032 

Reproduced with permission of Taylor and Francis Group LLC (Books) US, through 

PLSclear. 

Abstract 

This chapter describes in detail the underpinnings and makeup of a Critical Language 

Awareness Curriculum. It will interest the many teachers working in the contemporary 

linguistic flux of English-based contact varieties, including creoles and World 

Englishes, and diverse sociolects. It outlines how a senior school subject for English as 

a Second Language (ESL) learners is transformed into a space where Indigenous 

students engage critically with postcolonial language ecologies—their own and 

others—while augmenting their command of the standard and target language, 

English. Students come to appreciate themselves positively as powerful multilingual 

learners when their translanguaging practices are recognised and welcomed. 

 

INTRODUCTION 
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This chapter describes a ground-breaking curriculum innovation designed to include senior 

school multilingual Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander English learners123 in the university 

entrance eligible English language subject, English for ESL Learners (Queensland Studies 

Authority (QSA) 2007a). This  Critical Language Awareness Curriculum intentionally 

teaches requisite Standard Australian English (SAE) for academic purposes, while also 

engaging students in a study of their own speech varieties and the linguistic and socio-

cultural complexities associated with the processes of language contact and shift in their 

speech communities. A major goal behind this transformative approach is to give Indigenous 

students a voice with which they can break the silence surrounding their own intricate 

contemporary language ecologies, their own specific second language learning pathways and 

their own particular multilingual identities. Powerful ideologies of monolingualism (Clyne 

2005) and standard languages (Siegel 2010) hold sway in Australian social and educational 

institutions, condoning ignorance of many Indigenous students’ actual language repertoires 

and translanguaging practices (for example, Li, 2017). This is a story of building the critical 

language awareness for translanguaging an English curriculum for the benefit Indigenous 

students whose language repertoires had been largely silenced, unnamed, unwelcomed and/or 

uncatered for. It explores how the classroom learning interests of those who bring 

‘something’ other than a pre-existing L1 English skillset might best be served (Angelo & 

Carter 2015; Hudson & Angelo 2014) in often ill-equipped and ill-informed monolingual 

educational settings touting L1 outcomes and pedagogies. 

 

 

123 A morass of terminology has accumulated over the past decade in Australia for referring to students who are 

learning English as a second or other language. Here, we choose to use ‘English language learners’. The use of 

other acronyms, such as ESL(/D) ‘English as a Second Language (or Dialect)’, or EAL(/D/EAD) ‘English as an 

Additional Language (or Dialect)’, a later development, indicates nomenclature of specific documents, policies 

etc, which necessarily reflect the terminology of their times. 
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The Indigenous student cohort who speak creoles and related varieties as their first languages 

(L1s) have rich language resources and complex English language learning needs but these 

are often not recognised in schools or in wider society (Angelo & Carter 2015; Hudson & 

Angelo 2014). As senior students they are typically assumed to have full age-level 

proficiency in SAE, and consequently if they under-achieve, this is attributed to other (non-

language) reasons, such as general literacy needs, or non-academic suitability. In this manner, 

this Indigenous cohort’s English language learning needs are usually not addressed and nor, 

importantly, are their multilingual language capacities recognised. Due to Australia’s 

infamous ‘monolingual mindset’ (Clyne 2005), many of us, including teachers, are ill-

informed about Indigenous Australian’s language repertoires, aspirations and proficiencies. 

This linguistic hegemony is challenged by the critical approach to language awareness and 

English language teaching described here. The English for ESL Learners syllabus afforded 

both a language learning environment and, owing to its critical standpoint, a subject space 

amenable to housing content about complex language ecologies which has otherwise largely 

been excluded from the school context. 

 

This chapter provides readers with background information that serves as a rationale for the 

development of this Critical Language Awareness Curriculum. We explain the early stages of 

the English for ESL Learners subject new to Queensland in 2008 (Robinson 2010 p.4) , with 

a particular focus on the less than equal inclusion of Indigenous students who were English 

language learners - evidence indeed of the need for a ‘Critical Language Awareness’ turn. 

We then describe a body of work on community, classroom, teacher training and policy 

research from the Indigenous Schooling Support Unit’s Language Perspectives team which 

underlies much of the Critical Language Awareness Curriculum. As the last piece in this 

background mosaic, we introduce the characteristics of the English for ESL Learners syllabus 
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itself as these afforded the opportunity for the Critical Language Awareness Curriculum 

development. With this background in mind, we turn to the process of marrying these 

resources and affordances into the Critical Language Awareness Curriculum. Here we 

include an overview of the units of work, along with a sample unit and the targeted language 

teaching. 

 

ELIGIBILITY FOR NEW ENGLISH FOR ESL LEARNERS SUBJECT  

Prior to 2008, unlike in other Australian states, there was no specific tertiary pathway for 

senior English language learners in Queensland schools where mainstream subject English 

was compulsory (Robinson 2010 p.1). Such students participated – with or without additional 

English language support – in mainstream subject English and university entrance was 

determined by their performance alongside fully fluent English speakers, without any 

recognition of or support for their language learner status or levels of English language 

proficiency. Many educators believed that the existing senior English university entrance 

syllabus at the time, Senior English (QSA 2002), actually disadvantaged English language 

learners with its heavy critical literacy focus on ‘how discourse, genre, register and textual 

features interact and are interdependent in texts, and how they are used in making meaning 

of, or producing readings from, texts’ (Robinson 2010 p.2). The existing Senior English 

syllabus certainly assumed student proficiency in the English language and gave no guidance 

about differentiation for English language learners (Fowler 2004 p.80).  

 

In contrast, the development of English for ESL Learners, a senior English subject that 

contributed towards university entrance, acknowledged an English language learner cohort 

through an official curriculum. It remains the only syllabus-based curriculum response for 

English language learners in Queensland to date. 
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The Queensland Studies Authority (QSA), now the Queensland Curriculum and Assessment 

Authority (QCAA), developed English for ESL Learners in response to a request in 2006 

from the Schools Working Party of the Queensland Education and Training Export Board for 

fee-paying visa students wishing to meet tertiary entrance requirements while attending 

Queensland schools (Robinson 2010 p.1). This institutional response from the QSA followed 

long term advocacy for such a move from second language teachers for senior students with 

overseas language backgrounds and  'restricted' English language proficiencies, and more 

recent advocacy inclusive of English language learners of Indigenous backgrounds. The 

syllabus thus garnered support from stakeholders representing English language learners 

from overseas backgrounds other than fee-paying visa students, including refugees and 

migrants, and, additionally, from advocates for English language learners of Aboriginal 

and/or Torres Strait Islander backgrounds. As a result of these collective influences, by 2007 

an English for ESL Learners syllabus (QSA 2007a) had been developed as an alternate, but 

not compulsory, senior English subject with a similar rigour to Senior English and standards 

acceptable for university entrance.  The syllabus was intended to include an English language 

and literacy focus, rather than the predominately critical emphasis of Senior English, and a 

trial was scheduled for the 2008 academic year (Robinson 2010 p.3).  

 

From the outset, however, there was confusion about the eligibility of Indigenous students for 

the course, due, presumably, to a general systemic lack of understanding about who was an 

Indigenous second language learner. As can be seen in the quoted eligibility statement below, 

a socio-spatial concept of ‘Indigenous community’ was invoked for Indigenous students, 

perhaps in the belief that this would be the only source of English language learners who also 

identified as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander.  As some remote communities are the 
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home of those few “strong” traditional Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages still 

acquired as first languages, the eligibility statement might also be construed as including only 

those students with traditional language backgrounds, in which case there was a silence 

around the other Indigenous students who spoke the more common and widespread creoles 

and other contact languages (cf. Sellwood & Angelo 2013). In the first two years of the 

syllabus trial, eligibility was indicated as: 

Students are eligible to undertake the course in English for ESL learners if English 

is not their home language and they enter senior schooling with:  

• not more than a total of five years of full-time schooling where the medium of 

instruction is English, or  

• more than a total of five years of full-time schooling where the medium of 

instruction is English but they have a restricted knowledge of English.  

Aboriginal students and Torres Strait Islander students from Indigenous 

communities in which Standard Australian English is not the first language of their 

local community may also be eligible for this course.  (QSA 2007a, p. 2) 

The inclusion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students was obviously not considered 

to be straight-forward: Although the first two dot points of the above eligibility statement 

encompass all possible English language learners, it was deemed necessary to ‘include’ 

Indigenous students via other specific conditions. The wording of the additional ‘Indigenous 

statement’ proved problematic and potentially exclusionary. The characterisation ‘Indigenous 

communities in which Standard Australian English is not the first language of their local 

community’ was potentially misleading as it suggested a remote location and/or isolated 

Indigenous community where English is not used for everyday services and/or social 

interactions by the majority of the population.  While this certainly may be the case for 

students living on an island in the Torres Strait, for example, in an average classroom in a 
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large town in far north Queensland such as Cairns or Townsville, a significant proportion of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students who are English language learners would have 

grown up in the town – a place most would consider a) not to be an ‘Indigenous community’ 

and b) to have Standard Australian English as the language of the ‘local community’ 

(Robinson 2008 p.131).  The ‘Indigenous only’ component of the eligibility statement 

appeared to render such Indigenous students ineligible for English for ESL Learners. 

 

In a similar vein, the use of the modal verb ‘may’ in the eligibility statement also established 
a sense of doubt as to whether Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students ‘should’ even be 
eligible for this subject. Was this an epistemic meaning of ‘may’ (‘it is possible...’), or does it 
take a deontic reading here (‘it might be allowed...’)? In a climate where most of Australian 
society, including educators, are unaware of contemporary Indigenous language situations 
(see for instance Angelo & Carter 2015; Angelo & Hudson 2018;  Angelo 2013; Dixon & 
Angelo 2014; Hudson & Angelo 2014; McTaggart & Curró 2009; Sellwood & Angelo 2013), 
this statement could and did lead to the exclusion of many Indigenous English language 
learner participants from the English for ESL Learners subject.  One author consulted all 
prospective school sites in northern and far northern Queensland about trialing the syllabus 
with a senior cohort inclusive of English language learners of Indigenous backgrounds and so 
she can personally vouchsafe to the confusion and disincentive caused in schools by this 
equivocal ‘special mention’ in the eligibility statement. 
 

Ironically this did not align to QSA’s equity policy requiring that all students have equitable 

access to educational programs and human and physical resources. In this case all ESL 

students were not given equal standing with regard to their prospective opportunity to 

participate in this syllabus (Robinson 2008 p.83). Readers will appreciate that this discussion 

of the initial student eligibility statement goes to the very heart of why high quality, 

sophisticated language awareness curriculum is needed. We can also report that advocacy 

achieved change to the early version of this statement, so Indigenous eligibility is now 

expressed as ‘Aboriginal students and Torres Strait Islander students for whom SAE is not 

the first or home language’ (QSA 2007b p.2). 

 

WORKING FROM A LANGUAGE PERSPECTIVE 
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Doubtless, the main reason for the curious prevarication regarding the initial eligibility 

statement about Indigenous students in the English for ESL learners subject (QSA 2007a) 

was the lack of certitude about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ contemporary 

language backgrounds, and consequently also about their likely English language learning 

trajectories. To this day, it is not necessarily common knowledge which of the less than 20 

traditional Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages are still considered ‘strong’ 

(because children are acquiring them as a first language) (see National Indigenous Languages 

Survey Report 2005 pp.198-230). Nor is it common knowledge that over much of the 

Australian continent, there has been a shift away from traditional languages towards English-

lexified creoles, or other kinds of ‘contact varieties’ such as ‘mixed languages’, or towards 

ethnolects such as the various Aboriginal or Torres Strait Englishes (the latter type also 

labeled more generically as ‘dialects’ by some). Understanding students’ linguistic 

repertoires is critical for optimally supporting their classroom learning, be it through the 

medium of their first language, or in planned bilingual programs, or through second language 

teaching etc., yet many amongst us will probably be unsure about what terms like ‘creoles’, 

‘mixed languages’ or ‘ethnolects’ mean exactly, let alone how to best cater for Indigenous 

students with these backgrounds.  

 

For precisely these reasons, the Indigenous Schooling Support Unit, an arm of Education 

Queensland, the state school education department, had been fostering a team of linguists, 

languages teachers and classroom teachers, Language Perspectives, to carry out community 

and school research and to develop ‘language aware’ resources, training and policy. The units 

of work that formed the Critical Language Awareness Curriculum,  drew on resources from a 

body of work, which included the 3way Strong framework, the Language Awareness 

Continuum, language stories and vernacular language posters focusing on multilingual 
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language awareness, and the Break it Down, Build it Up planning framework for English 

language teaching across the curriculum (see below). They were also able to draw on 

Indigenous communities of practice, with expertise and experience in communicating their 

own language stories, in written accounts or on video. 

 

3way Strong framework: promoting Indigenous students’ multilingual resources 

This framework, produced by Angelo for the statewide Understanding Children’s Language 

Acquisition Project (UCLAP) (Angelo 2009), oriented educators positively to Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander language ecologies, assisting them to recognise, respect and respond to 

fostering their Indigenous students’ multilingualism. Research indicated that, like most 

Australians, teachers had often not been informed about how Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander language ecologies always included traditional languages which, in postcolonial 

times, would range from strong to ‘sleeping’. In addition, Indigenous language ecologies also 

include English, which might not be spoken at home, or even in the community. And, often, a 

contact variety, perhaps a creole and/or an ethnolect, is acquired as a first language or dialect 

(Angelo 2009). This 3way Strong framework clarified educators’ uncertainties about 

Indigenous views and aspirations concerning these various languages and, pivotally, the role 

of education in supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ multilingualism 

(Angelo & Carter 2015 p.130) This framework provides the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander perspectives on languages in the units of work in the Critical Language Awareness 

Curriculum and was later published in the statewide Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Languages Statement (Department of Education and Training 2011). Clarifying the kinds of 

languages in Indigenous language ecologies (i.e. traditional, contact and standard) was 

essential information for making visible multilingual repertoires and practices of harnessing 

these multilingual resources, which are the mainstays of translanguaging theory. However, 
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translanguaging is between (self-) acknowledged multilingual people (Li 2017), but in 

‘shifting langscapes’ –those created through language contact and shift processes (Angelo & 

Carter 2015) –  the prominence of the standard language on the one hand, and the concern 

with decreasing transmission of traditional languages  on the other, hide proficiencies in 

contact languages (Sellwood & Angelo 2013). Although in a sense, the 3way Strong 

framework followed in the steps of multilingual language awareness for teachers (García 

2008), it was adapted to explicitly recognise all linguistic types likely to be present in 

‘shifting Indigenous langscapes’. Frameworks such as García’s for world languages (e.g. 

Spanish, English, etc.), work with languages “pre-recognised” on the world stage, whereas 

3way Strong created the conditions for recognition of local and poorly understood language 

varieties. 

 

Language Awareness Continuum: developing concepts about language contact and shift 

processes 

The Language Awareness Continuum (Angelo 2006) represents a pathway for developing 

‘critical language awareness’ (Fairclough 1992; Wallace 1999; Siegel 2010), but specifically 

for Indigenous Australian language ecologies which are likely to be ‘shifting langscapes’ 

(Angelo & Carter 2015). It was developed to encourage reciprocal learning between students, 

teachers and community members about contact language ecologies, especially those set in 

language learning-oriented situations. It describes ‘a hierarchy of concepts from entry level, 

to successively more weighty understandings approaching a target level…and makes 

apparent the considerable body of knowledge involved in attaining sophisticated and 

empowering levels of language awareness.’ (Angelo & Carter 2015 p.127). This resource, 

with its suite of activities, provided the broad content for the units of work in the Critical 

Language Awareness Curriculum and guidance for embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
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Islander language perspectives in the curriculum development and delivery process (see 

overview in Figure 1, and Appendix 1, for the resource). The goals of the Language 

Awareness Continuum aligned with the 3way Strong Framework of recognising, respecting 

and responding to students’ language ecologies, and as we shall see, with the critical stance 

of the English for ESL Learners syllabus. This combination created a system - pedagogy - 

and curriculum-based platform for acknowledging and fostering multilingual translanguaging 

practices. 

Figure 1. Language Awareness Continuum - the conceptual hierarchy 

                                                  Which languages are spoken and why?                                                             

                                                   How are these  languages structured? 

 7  Explain  linguistic, historical and current relationship between contact 

and other non-standard varieties to standard languages 

 6  Study historical & present socio-economic factors in language shift 

     Contrast different languages’ ways of fulfilling same functions 

 5  Research history of language use in the community 

     Analyse features of languages spoken by students and community 

 4  Investigate language varieties spoken in the wider community 

     Compare ‘home language’ and ‘standard English’ at all linguistic levels 

 3  Identify factors involved in making language choices 

     Differentiate ‘home language’ from ‘standard English’ using language features 

 2  Negotiate names for the different kinds of language in students’ lives 

     Recognise obvious markers of linguistic differences in language use in the classroom 

1  Notice different kinds of talk used by familiar people in everyday contexts 
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Own Language Stories: talking about languages in our lives 

Interviews with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander individuals speaking about their 

everyday speech varieties and the other languages in their lives had led to video, print and 

online resources (for example, The FELIKS (Fostering English Language In Kimberley 

Schools) Approach. Speech examples for north Queensland 2002, and in preparation at the 

time Angelo 2009, Hookey 2009, McTaggart & Curró 2009, Sellwood 2009 etc). These 

provided models for students’ own language stories – the initial piece of work in the Critical 

Language Awareness Curriculum (see ’My Voice’ – a sample unit below) - as well as 

material for developing critical language awareness. Furthermore, the Indigenous participants 

who had engaged in an interview project had had the opportunity to engage in discussions 

with each other and to develop their confidence in expressing their knowledge and 

experiences about their contemporary language situations and language use, and some took 

part in delivering lectures to Indigenous students. This is an important point, because 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s experiences of (monolingual) education 

typically did not include tools and concepts for talking about their own languages when these 

were the result of language contact and shift. They were passionate about preparing this 

student cohort with information about their own speech communities.  

 

Vernacular Language Posters: how we talk around here 

A number of communities and towns were engaging in a process of capturing a consensus 

view of the local speech variety/varieties and recording this in an accessible poster format, 

ready to use in professional development contexts with incoming teachers, social security, 

clinic and allied health personnel, police etc. These posters depicted speech from widely 

separated geographical localities, with different socioeconomic and ethnic makeups and with 

different histories of contact with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples (for example, 
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in draft form at the time, Language Perspectives 2009).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: Names of community 

members involved in each poster project always appear around the edges of the posters.  

These posters (which ‘lived’ as drafts for many years due to the long-term nature of such 

projects) manifested  ‘other ways of talking’  directly and concretely  in the classroom, 

providing stimuli par excellence to promote translanguaging practices amongst students and 

local staff, generating powerfully languaged learning. 

 

Break it Down, Build it Up: intentionally teaching English language within classroom 

curriculum 

The English language teaching and learning for Critical Language Awareness Curriculum 

was contextualised within the Language Awareness Curriculum content and resources, 

broadly following what is nowadays commonly known as the Content and Language 

Integrated Learning (CLIL) approach (Coyle et al 2010). This approach had been 

operationalised by Language Perspectives as the planning framework, Break it Down Build it 

Up (Angelo 2008, to appear in Department of Education Training & Employment (DETE) 

2013), which foregrounded the language demands of assessment so these could be compared 

with evidence of which of these students already command, and which need to be taught. 

Through an interactive teaching process of engaging with well-selected, relevant and related 

texts, additional language (sentence structures and subject-specific vocabulary) are uncovered 
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and ‘unplugged’ from the curriculum teaching context to be addressed explicitly. These are 

‘plugged’ back into the learning context to be familiarised, recycled and augmented through 

ongoing and deeper engagement with the language awareness subject matter (Angelo & 

Carter 2015 p.135). 

 

OPENINGS FOR AN INNOVATIVE WORK PROGRAM  

We have now seen that the Critical Language Awareness Curriculum was able to harness a 

body of rich, local resources with an Indigenous language perspective for the purpose of 

building language awareness, valuing multilingual translanguaging skills and augmenting 

these by English language teaching in the classroom. Nevertheless, readers must be thinking 

that an English for ESL Learners subject does not seem like the most likely host for an 

Indigenous Language Awareness Curriculum. As we shall now find out, however, a number 

of attributes of the English for ESL Learners syllabus worked in favour of the language 

awareness approach, thus moving the English enterprise beyond colonial or monolingual 

conceptualisations into Indigenous perspectives of multilingual ecologies and valuing and 

augmenting translanguaging practices and skills. 

 

Despite initial confusion about the eligibility of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander English 

language learners to participate in English for ESL Learners, two schools with Indigenous 

English language learners opted to trial the course and a common work program was 

developed with a language awareness focus (Carter 2008a). On account of the issues 

surrounding Indigenous English language learners’ eligibility, and despite them, the subject 

provided a unique opportunity to explore deep, relevant and meaningful curriculum responses 

for high school-aged Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander English language learners. The 

‘low definition’ syllabus approach, the term used by Luke, Weir and Woods in their set of 
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principles to guide a P-12 syllabus framework (Robinson 2008 p,41), gave ample scope for 

the development of a work program that could respond directly to students’ learning contexts 

in a number of ways. In the case of the work program designed for the Indigenous cohorts of 

English language learners at these two schools (Carter 2008a), the syllabus accommodated 

the task based English language learning required by second language learners at this 

academic level, plus it made a formal space for the sociolinguistic themes of the hidden 

nature of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander contact languages, and Indigenous students’ 

multilingual identities.  

 

At this point it should be noted that the authors were involved in different aspects of 

advocacy, work program development, implementation and/or teacher professional 

development for the two schools with predominately Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

English language learners involved in the 2008 English for ESL Learners trial. Support for 

these schools was provided through the Language Perspectives team of the Queensland 

Education Department’s Far North Queensland Indigenous Schooling Support Unit (FNQ 

ISSU) in existence at the time. This section focuses on the work program developed 

specifically for these schools. 

 

The Work Program was designed within the parameters outlined by the 'low definition' 

English for ESL Learners trial syllabus which gave room for (but did not specify) the 

approaches taken. The English for ESL Learners trial syllabus required a minimum of 55 

hours per semester for four semesters, potentially providing opportunity for rigorous 

language teaching and deep engagement with complex content. The mandatory elements 

were broad and included coverage of the general objectives stated in the three dimensions: 

Knowledge about language, Cognitive processes and Communication skills (see Appendix 2, 
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Table 1 for details), plus the three areas of study: Language for academic learning, Language 

of literature, Language of the media (Appendix 2, Table 2 for details). The syllabus 

requirements also included prescribed text types and genres to  be composed and 

comprehended in written, spoken, visual and electronic forms (see Appendix 2, Table 3 for 

details), and an expectation that students will learn to read critically (DET 2007a p.11). 

Critical reading in this context involved: 

• analysing texts (e.g. subject matter, author, audience, purpose, positioning)  

• selection and exclusion of content/information (e.g. gaps and silences)  

• marginalisation  

• use of language (e.g. idiom, emotive language)  

• how attitudes, values and beliefs impact on construction and interpretation of texts.  

(QSA 2007a p.11) 

The orthodoxy of a critical approach to English studies in Queensland at the time  functioned 

as an affordance for hosting a home-grown Critical Language Awareness Curriculum specific 

to the language situations of Indigenous English language learners (see Appendix 1). 

Although such content had not been envisaged by the original syllabus writers, it sat 

comfortably within all syllabus constraints. 

 

Although Language Features - defined as grammar, vocabulary and cohesive devices - are 

identified as an element that a course of study in English for ESL Learners ‘must take into 

account’ (QSA 2007a p.5), specific language features to be covered over the two year period 

are not indicated (see Figure 2 below). Their non-mandatory character allowed room for 

designing a language teaching program which contained the depth and specificity required 

for needs of this cohort.  
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The 'low definition' syllabus therefore afforded considerable freedom to design the teaching 

of language and to select critical language awareness content if it fitted within the constraints 

of the mandated elements and the boundaries of the academic oversight and standards of the 

QSA.  Such a university entrance second language learner English course could thus have 

high stakes benefit to an Indigenous student cohort who needed their complex language 

ecologies to be recognised in their schooling contexts, and  needed targeted second language 

teaching to acquire higher levels of second language  English proficiency to facilitate their 

tertiary education.  

Figure 2. Mandated and non-mandated elements of English for ESL Learners Syllabus 

Mandated Non-Mandated 

General Objectives (exit criteria) 

1. Knowledge about language 

2. Cognitive processes 

3. Communication skills 

(for detail see Appendix 2 Table 1).  

Specific language features 

grammar 

vocabulary 

cohesive devices 

Areas of Study  

1. Language for academic learning 

2. Language of literature 

3. Language of the media 

(for detail see Appendix 2 Table 2) 

Specific content 

Text Types  

(for detail see Appendix 2 Table 3) 

 

Critical Reading  

(for detail see list above) 

 

 

ORGANISING THE UNITS OF WORK 
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The units of work intentionally grappled with the hegemonic linguistic situation that the rich 

and complex language ecologies of Aboriginal and Torres Islander students are often not 

recognised throughout their schooling and nor are their second language learning trajectories 

(Hudson & Angelo 2014). For this reason, many Indigenous students invited to participate in 

the English for ESL Learners initially had questions about their place in such a subject. Many 

had never previously considered themselves to be English language learners as such, even 

though they certainly had recognised that they spoke differently, for example, to teachers and 

to the kind of language in books. They had been positioned to see students with overseas 

language backgrounds as English language learners, but not themselves, because of who was 

and was not acknowledged as such in school and the wider society. The units of work for 

these students wanted to challenge this language hegemony by giving students the key 

concepts, critical tools and linguistic understandings to investigate and articulate their own 

language backgrounds, experiences and positioning from an Indigenous Australian 

perspective.  To do this, two key fields were brought together, ‘critical language awareness’ 

and ‘voice’. 

 

A critical language awareness approach 

Content was selected to support students to develop an increasingly sophisticated ‘critical 

language awareness’ of their multilingual repertoires (their home language varieties and their 

increasing English proficiency) and the socio-cultural/political implications for speakers of 

‘contact varieties’. Research has shown critical language awareness to be a crucial element in 

enabling speakers of contact languages to progress in a standard language educational milieu 

(see Siegel 2010, Angelo & Carter 2015).  The international literature relating to ‘(critical) 

language awareness’ in education for speakers of creoles and non-standard language varieties 

highlights the uniqueness of this two-year, formally recognised high school subject for which 
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learners gain academic credit for tertiary entrance while concurrently learning the English 

language and exploring their own language situation. ‘Language awareness’ efforts seeking 

to address the specific sociolinguistic factors surrounding ‘contact varieties’ have typically 

not aspired to a core curriculum status in school contexts, let alone core curriculum status in 

senior English curriculum studies with university entrance. In actual fact, 'language 

awareness’ approaches to teaching students who speak a ‘contact variety’ as their first 

language or dialect are typically quite limited in terms of teaching the target, standard 

language: They usually focus on a small number (around 9-15 in our surveys of such 

programs) of basic grammatical differences  between the contact or non-standard variety on 

the one hand and the standard target language on the other (contrastive analysis). This may be 

useful as an initial language awareness strategy, but the language elements required to access 

the subject matter of the classroom or enhance their academic achievement are not thereby 

identified, assessed or addressed (see, for example, discussions about these approaches in a 

number of countries in  Siegel 2009, Winer 2009, Higgins 2010,  Migge & Léglise 2010). As 

such, that kind of operationalisation of language awareness skirts around the edges of 

developmental second or other language learning required for school learning into the senior 

years of schooling. It also bypasses the necessity of increasing levels of standard language 

proficiency if students are to express complex and critical higher levels of language 

awareness in (Standard Australian) English.  For these reasons, ‘critical language awareness’ 

goes hand in hand with a targeted and developmental conception of the language learning 

environment (Angelo & Carter 2015). 

 

The challenge in designing the work program was to marry the Language Awareness 

Continuum into all the required elements of a syllabus in an integrated way that met the 

complex needs of senior Indigenous students who were English language learners. All 
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students in the course spoke contact languages as their first languages, such as Yumplatok 

and Yarrie Lingo (see Sellwood and Angelo 2013 on these languages), but also other 

varieties without a standardised name (on hidden languages see, for instance, Angelo 2013. 

Many of these students in their previous school years had never been recognised as English 

language learners with multilingual capacities. This English for ESL Learners course was 

able to engage students with complex content highly relevant to personal and community 

identity along with rigorous, purpose-built language teaching. This marked a considerable 

turning point in language awareness offerings in school domains. 

 

Voice 

The notion of ‘voice’ provided the mechanism for working ‘Critical Language Awareness’ 

into the units of work for the Indigenous cohorts undertaking the English for ESL Learners 

subject. Over the course of a two year period, students first investigated their own individual 

language situations, then moved outwards to critically examine local, Australian, historical, 

minority and international and media contexts before again reflecting on their own situation 

in light of their learning. As a cohesive device, each of the eight units included ‘voice’ in the 

title:  My Voice, Local Voices, Australian Voices, Historical Voices, Minority Voices, 

International Voices, Voices of Reality and My Voice, My Future (see Figure 3 below).  

 

The concept of ‘voice’ captured the intention of this Critical Language Awareness 

Curriculum to align to Nakata’s Indigenous Standpoint theory by providing ‘…a position that 

gives primacy to how people make sense of the world they live in — as they do — as well as 

a focus on smaller groups of people whose symbolic sense making processes are often 

obscured by, or not visible to, the dominant group’ (Nakata 2007 p.157). Further to 

addressing power relations from an Indigenous Australian perspective, ‘voice’ also tapped 
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into the field of critical literacy and associated ideologies (e.g. Luke 2000) which had also 

informed the English for ESL Learners syllabus. In the case of the Critical Language 

Awareness Curriculum, ‘voice’ captures the deep learnings about language in the socio-

political domain. The Areas of Study mandated by the syllabus – Language for academic 

learning, Language of literature and Language of the media – and their associated core 

subject matter (see Figure 3 above and Appendix 2, for details) were aligned to each unit on 

the basis of syllabus sequencing requirements, ‘best fit’ to the intended focus of the unit (see 

below) and/or themselves informed the title allocated to a unit. For example, Voices of 

Reality ensured the inclusion of Language of the media in the final year of the course. 

 

Figure 3. Work Program and Relationship to Syllabus Areas of Study  

(for further details see Appendix 2) 

Units of Work Syllabus Areas of Study 

1. My Voice Language for academic learning 

2. Local Voices Language for academic learning, of the media & of literature 

3. Australian Voices Language of the media 

4. Historical Voices Language of literature 

5. Minority Voices Language for academic learning 

6. International Voices Language of literature 

7. Voices of Reality Language of the media 

8. My Voice, My Future Language for academic learning ,of the media & of literature 

 

Unit Content 

Each of the eight units of the course addressed the Language Awareness Continuum (see 

Appendix 1 for details), starting with the beginning awareness Levels 1, 2 and 3 at the 

commencement of Grade 11 and finishing with Level 7 by the final term of Grade 12 (see 
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Figure 4 below). The focus of each unit was derived from the goals of the relevant levels of 

the Language Awareness Continuum and reflected in the title of the unit. For example, in the 

lower levels of the Language Awareness Continuum, students considered language use and 

varieties in their immediate surroundings by identifying these speech varieties and gaining 

tools for describing how these differed. This aligned to My Voice, the title for the first unit, 

which was then followed by Local Voices. In the latter half of Grade 11, students were 

looking further afield in space and time with the units Australian Voices and Historical 

Voices, respectively. By the end of Grade 12, students took on issues at the ‘critical’ high 

levels of the Language Awareness Continuum, ‘investigating the linguistic, historical and 

current relationship between contact and other non-standard varieties to standard languages’. 

This content related to the Grade 12 units Minority Voices, International Voices, Voices of 

Reality and My Voice, My Future. 

 

Learning experiences (see Course Overview, Appendix 3) in particular were informed by the 

strategies and activities outlined in Language Awareness Continuum: Goals, Strategies and 

Activities (see Appendix 1). These outlined practical ways to discover and explore language 

awareness elements in classroom settings, with a mind to Indigenous Australian contexts. 

The units of work incorporated the majority of strategies and activities from each level within 

the relevant units and utilised these as a lever for core subject matter and mandated text types 

and genres as outlined in the syllabus (see Appendix 2).The selection of resources, including 

plays, novels, newspaper articles, guest speakers, and so on, were chosen on the basis of their 

relevance to the focus of a unit, hence also on their capacity to support students’ ongoing 

language awareness development, but also on their usefulness as a model for the focus text 

types and genres for a given unit.  
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Figure 4.  Units of work, Language Awareness Continuum levels and Syllabus Areas of 

Study 

 Units of Work Language Awareness 

Continuum levels 

Syllabus Areas of Study                   

 G
ra

de
 1

1  

1. My Voice 1, 2, 3 Language for academic learning 

 

2. Local Voices 3 & 4 Language for academic learning, 

of the media & of literature 

3. Australian Voices 5 Language of the media 

 

4. Historical Voices 5 Language of literature 

 

G
ra

de
 1

2 

5. Minority Voices 5, 6, 7 Language for academic learning 

 

6. International Voices 6 & 7 Language of literature 

7. Voices of Reality 7 Language of the media 

 

8. My Voice, My Future 7 

 

Language for academic learning, 

of the media & of literature 

 

Assessment tasks were designed to allow students to synthesise their thinking around the 

focus of a unit, while personalising their understandings and incrementally developing their 

personal standpoint relating to their language situation and experiences within an increasingly 

global and multi-faceted sphere. The nature of assessment tasks was determined by syllabus 

requirements and the construction of mandated written and spoken text types and genres, but 

also informed by familiarity with the students and what might be meaningful to them.  It was 
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intended that a folio of students’ completed assessment tasks would not only meet the exit 

requirements for the course, but also serve as a record of students’ developing awareness of 

their own language situation and socio-linguistic and political consciousness, as well as their 

increasing academic proficiency in SAE. Assessment tasks thus created a purpose for 

learning and a context from which the requisite language features and vocabulary for each 

task arose. 

Language teaching 

In order to achieve a focus on the learning of Standard Australian English throughout the 

two-year course, a key learning experience of each unit requires students to ‘investigate and 

learn requisite language structures and vocabulary for all tasks’ (see Course Overview, 

Appendix 3). By front-ending the generic structure and language demands of summative 

assessment tasks for each unit, key language focus points could be established, an approach 

fairly common in Teaching English as a Second or Other Language (TESOL) circles.  

However, additionally, it was necessary to implement a dynamic, interactive, responsive 

language teaching methodology that was linguistically sensitive to meet the language and 

learning needs of the contact language speaking Indigenous students in this senior schooling 

course. In her own language story, Sellwood, a Torres Strait islander academic, describes her 

classroom learning situation as an unrecognised speaker of Yumplatok (Torres Strait Creole) 

and an unassisted (but corrected) English language learner. She quotes Nakata as having had 

a similar experience: 

When I entered school there was no recognition that SAE was my L2, or even a 

third language for some of my Torres Strait Islander relatives. During my early 

schooling in the 1970s, I was constantly corrected and told to ‘tok propa’ by 

teachers and family members alike, and discouraged from using Yumplatok. Such 

comments impaired my image of myself as a learner, so very early on I viewed 
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myself as not ‘a good learner’ in the classroom or not having the ‘right stuff’ to be 

successful in school. Nakata, a Torres Strait Islander academic, tells of similar 

experiences in his schooling where education was a constant feeling of “trying, 

trying, but never getting it quite right...always knowing that I wasn’t understood in 

the way that I meant” (Nakata, 2012, p. 86). Essentially, the language I brought to 

school was viewed as a ‘broken’ form of SAE, invisible as a full, valid language in 

itself. (Sellwood & Angelo 2013 p.254)  

Sellwood and Nakata clearly capture the haphazard, self-taught, hit-and-miss, corrective and 

negative classroom learning experiences of students "trying, trying, but never getting it quite 

right", when they are invisible as second language learners of English because their first 

languages are viewed through deficit perspectives as just a poor form of English. In the same 

vein, by the senior years, without the benefit of respectful systematic second language 

teaching enabling cumulative development,  many ‘invisible’ English language learners are 

not only in need of advanced academic language, but also of the building blocks of the 

Standard Australian English language system. In particular, the untaught cohort of ‘invisible’ 

English language learners are still amassing target language constructions at the clause level 

and below because these are not taught to students who are  first language speakers (as they 

have been assumed to be). One example is the ability to be able to use the full range of 

prepositions, or the tense system, which contribute so much to making meaning, but are 

usually taken for granted by mainstream teachers for first language English speaking 

students.  

 

To turn students’ non-optimal English language learning experiences around, a vital 

pedagogical approach in this Critical Language Awareness Curriculum was for the teacher to 

work with the students to identify and select the language for the unit that needed to be 
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focussed on. This was not limited to subject specific vocabulary (often termed ‘academic 

language’) but included at the same time the more general 'building block' language, which 

enabled a gradual developing language capacity over the two year course.  

 

Typically teachers and/or support staff would write or find models of the spoken or written 

tasks for a unit that were linked to the stylistic and linguistic features required by the tasks, 

but varying in content and the direct context of the actual tasks to be completed by students. 

For example, in the first unit, My Voice (see below), students write their own language story 

and then write an investigative report about supporting ESL students in high schools (also see 

Appendix 3). The models were of a language story and of an investigative report, but of a 

different language background and of teaching a different subject respectively. These models 

allowed teachers, together with their students, to identify emergent language patterns and 

vocabulary which became the focus of explicit language teaching and learning. This 

continued throughout the unit as new resources augmented students’ learning experiences. 

The English language teaching process was further positioned as interactive, because the 

students were engaging on a critical language awareness journey through the content of the 

units.  As active participants in identifying and selecting the foci for language teaching and 

learning, students began rectifying the power balance from seeing themselves as not good 

learners who were “trying, trying, but never getting it quite right...always knowing that I 

wasn’t understood in the way that I meant”, to seeing themselves  as effective classroom and 

language learners. The process had to be dynamic – open to change and additions – based on 

ongoing feedback from the language used in class discussions and informal writing, as in situ 

interactions revealed the more general language gaps.  Requisite language features and 

vocabulary were built on and further developed over the period of the two-year course. 
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‘MY VOICE’: A SAMPLE UNIT 

The sample unit selected for in-depth discussion here in this chapter is ‘My Voice’, the first 

unit in the sequence of the course (Carter 2008a). It sets the stage for the course, introducing 

students to both strands of language endeavours addressed over the two years, that of learning 

the structure of the English language for academic learning and writing purposes, plus that of 

learning about language varieties in contact ecologies and their makeup (broadly termed 

‘(critical) language awareness’, and essentially sociolinguistics and descriptive linguistics). 

‘My Voice’ is crucial in establishing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ position 

in English for ESL Learners through an exploration of their identity as multilingual people.  

The ‘my’ in the title reflects the intention of this unit to provide students with an opportunity, 

often for the first time in their lives, to consider themselves as speakers of multiple languages 

and to reflect on and articulate this. 

 

Informed by Levels 1, 2 and 3 of the Language Awareness Continuum (LAC) (see Figure 4 

above, or Appendix 1 for further details), students began to develop an awareness of their 

own language situation by exploring how different people speak, recognising some obvious 

markers of difference between speech varieties, considering nomenclature (standardised or 

not) for different varieties, identifying factors influencing language choice and beginning to 

identify language features that differentiate these. In full appreciation that the broader 

society, as well as students’ educational experiences to date, have not recognised the majority 

of Indigenous Australians as speakers of multiple languages, students were supported to build 

their own awareness incrementally.  

 

The Unit involved an assessment task, an investigative report, in two parts designed to begin 

the process of developing language awareness. Part A involved the students writing their own 
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language story which was to be used as one of the primary research sources for the report in 

Part B. They were to articulate language influences such as family background and places 

they had lived, their family language/s and when they used them, when they had realised that 

they spoke a different language to Standard Australian English, their school language and 

learning experiences and anything else of significance.  In Part B, the students were to 

analyse the issues facing ESL students studying at a Queensland secondary school and to 

provide recommendations as to how they could best be catered to.  They were to conduct 

primary and secondary research and write a report for an audience of teachers.  Each task was 

highly scaffolded as to generic structure and language features. 

 

Language Awareness activities (from the lower levels of the Language Awareness 

Continuum, Appendix 1) introduced concepts and tools needed for considering language use 

and varieties in students’ lives. Examples included tuning into the voice of "mystery guests” 

(Indigenous or non-Indigenous people on recordings, or behind a door etc.) and discussing 

features of their speech and their likely background; negotiating names for students' language 

varieties if there were no terms in common use, drawing on guidance of Indigenous school 

staff about local terminology for different ways of talking; and commencing a display of 

students' language varieties, (e.g. a “language sea”, adding fish for students, teachers and 

visitors to the classroom). 

 

Local Indigenous community members provided language stories in person, or through 

material they had prepared in previous projects (see the section on language stories above, for 

an example). Their stories were used as model texts by the teachers and students to discuss 

the information, identify how the content was structured and what language they needed to be 

able to use to express their own language stories in English. Teachers could compare the 
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language that the students were already able to use, for example from their discussions and 

class writing tasks, with what elements they were going to need for expressing themselves 

powerfully in their language stories.  For example, outside the simple past and present that 

the students were able to use with reasonable confidence, verb strings marking past tense 

(e.g. had learned, was learning, had been learning etc.) and present tense (e.g. am learning, 

have learned, have been learning etc.) emerged as important for expressing events at different 

points in time, with various perspectives on duration, completion, repetition etc.  Similarly, 

students’ writing revealed little use of relative clauses compared with the model and other 

language stories in the course resources. Yet the relative clause construction would enhance 

students’ linguistic flexibility and range of choices when giving essential information to 

define, identify and give details of the language situations of themselves, their family and 

community members. Further language teaching points were constantly  added as they arose 

through interactions, filling in understandings that might have been missed due to apparent 

similarities, such as the functional differences between ‘where’ used an  interrogative or a 

subordinating pronoun of place, but as the relative pronoun in a number of Australian creoles, 

including Kriol, Yumplatok and Yarrie Lingo. 

   

The highly scaffolded second language teaching approach, based largely on the Break it 

Down, Build it Up framework (described above) explicitly taught and recycled target 

language as students read texts, talked and composed drafts. Explicit detailed guidance was 

provided to students with their assessment task instructions, outlining structure and language 

features (Carter 2008b). The final piece of assessment in this unit, Assessment Part B was the 

investigative report which was produced to meet the English for ESL Learners syllabus 

standards. 
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SUCCESSES AND CHALLENGES 

Crucially, students experienced a Critical Language Awareness Curriculum embedded in 

their language ecology. They were able to investigate and reflect on their own multilingual 

identities and to celebrate the rich experiences of languages that was afforded to them by 

their family and community, as well as to acknowledge the relative invisibility of this 

multilingualism in the Australian context. Having had opportunities to develop their critical 

language awareness to higher levels where they probed the ‘linguistic, historical and current 

relationship between contact and other non-standard varieties to standard languages’, they 

were able to express their own complex thoughts through the enriched command of Standard 

Australian English they had learned in their course.  An example class comment gives the 

flavour of the insights gained, and the ability to express reflections about linguistic hegemony 

metaphorically:  ‘It's very interesting learning about...who has lost their traditional 

language...it is sad to know because I don't think that's fair.  It’s like growing up without 

knowing your father or your real father.’  

 

On the other hand, the challenges in implementing such an innovative curriculum are great. 

Unlike schools with long term experience of catering for English language learners (typically 

students with overseas language backgrounds), many teachers of Indigenous students are 

dealing with the issues of not being second language specialist teachers. Whereas many 

students of overseas extraction speak languages which are clearly separate from English, the 

contact language ecologies common in Indigenous Australia cause confusion (as we saw in 

the section on Indigenous students’ eligibility). Teachers are unprepared for contemporary 

Indigenous language situations and/or how to work with this in the classroom.  In order to 

effectively work with students in a Critical Language Awareness Curriculum, teachers need 

significant community support, as well as English language teaching coaching and the 
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development of local materials. Importantly, the course responds to this very lack of 

understandings which exists throughout schooling systems and in the area of teaching and 

languages education at universities (McTaggart & Curro 2009). It is critical that Australia's 

own English language learners (i.e. of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander backgrounds) are 

not excluded from the benefits of a senior university entrance course due to language 

awareness insufficiencies on the part of school systems and teachers. Systems need to 

provide upfront information to school administrations and teachers in order for schools to 

understand the need to undertake such a course, and the benefits it would bring their students, 

and they need to provide the requisite resourcing to manage this.   

 

Community engagement is an absolutely vital component. Where key mutual understandings 

about the local language ecology have not been established, then alternatives to mainstream 

English classes may appear problematic to students and parents, as the implications of their 

positioning as second language students have hitherto been silenced. Parents and students 

(and even teachers) may wonder if the English for ESL Learners subject is a dumbed-down 

version of Senior English and they simply are not clever enough to study 'real' English.  

Along with disseminating information that the course provides eligibility for university 

entrance, there needs to be understandings that a Critical Language Awareness Curriculum 

designed around second language teaching and concepts of language awareness will provide 

Indigenous senior students with a better basis for tertiary study.  Further, should schools 

make a choice to offer the Critical Language Awareness Curriculum, there will be a need for 

ongoing collaboration with community members to foster school and teacher language 

awareness.  

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 
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The Critical Language Awareness Curriculum takes an Indigenous perspective and critical 

standpoint to language awareness for post-colonial contact language ecologies, while 

affording a rich language learning-oriented environment. In this manner, contemporary 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander voices can be heard in all their linguistic diversity and 

multiplicity, no longer silenced and side-lined through hegemonic and monolingual 

ideologies. Openly welcoming students’ linguistic bounty into a translanguaging friendly 

classroom space encourages students to  draw on all their language proficiencies in their 

learning, a heady experience when their own ways of talking have, until now, been ignored or 

exiled. The school subject of English, in particular English for ESL Learners, can play a part 

in combatting colonialistic attitudes by taking  a critical stance on itself, respectfully teaching 

a linguistic code of power to English language learners made visible by tackling head-on the 

linguistic, historical and current relationship between contact and other non-standard varieties 

to standard languages.  

 

We would like to finish with the words of an Indigenous Aide from one of the participating 

schools who gave specific feedback about the transformative nature of Indigenous students’ 

learning experiences through the Critical Language Awareness Curriculum. The Aide wanted 

the education department personnel responsible for the syllabus trial (‘the pen-pushers in 

Brisbane’) to understand the profound relevance and effect of the curriculum for the students 

in this location. In the Aide’s evaluation of the course, students’ increased awareness about 

their own first language/s and about their position as English language learners had given 

them far greater confidence in themselves as academic learners. In the Aide’s estimation, the 

students had been able to apply their increased knowledge of Standard Australian English 

(SAE) to the demands of subjects across the curriculum, evidence for which was the 

difference in quality in their own independent writing. 
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I think it’s really important for the pen-pushers in Brisbane to understand what a 

revelation and eye-opener this subject has been to the indigenous kids here at 

[name of school omitted]. It’s helped them to really think about the way they speak 

and the differences that their language has to SAE, and because they have analysed 

and talked about the differences, they are now better able to convert the way they 

speak to “book” language or SAE! I can see a huge difference in all of the kids’ 

written work- especially in draft form. They have also gained a lot of confidence 

within themselves because they have a better understanding of how the English 

language works and what teachers in other subjects expect of them!!!.....my 

involvement in the ESL subject has been nothing but a positive experience! 

(Singe 2008) 

This re-imagining of the English for ESL Learners subject as a Critical Language Awareness 

Curriculum provides a powerful example of the benefits of bringing translanguaging into the 

classroom: Placing Indigenous students’ entire language repertoire at the forefront  of 

curriculum and pedagogy recognises their linguistic prowess and provides practical and 

positive pathways for building on this  to increase their academic engagement and 

achievement. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1 

LANGUAGE AWARENESS CONTINUUM: LEVELS 1-6 

Goals, Strategies & Activities  

LEVEL 1  • Noting how different people can have different kinds of talk 

Goals • Recognise familiar people’s speech 

Possible 

strategies & 

Activities 

• Recognise voice of “mystery guest” [familiar Indigenous & non-

Indigenous class/staff members behind curtain/partition] or 

recordings 

• Listen to explanations from local Indigenous staff member/older 

students about different kinds of talk 

LEVEL 2  
• Discovering language varieties with students by naming different kinds  

• Recognising some obvious markers of difference 

Goals 
• Name different kinds of language in the community   

• Recognise some obvious markers of linguistic difference 

Possible 

strategies & 

Activities 

• Extend “mystery guest” activity to less familiar people in 

school/community e.g. other teachers, clinic staff, etc. 

• Elicit how students tell if someone speaks an Indigenous or non-

Indigenous variety & note “signs” of different varieties: “Family talk 

uses bin, book talk doesn’t 

• Develop some descriptive names for the different varieties - family vs 

book way, Island vs school talk - if there are no terms in common use 

• Seek guidance from Indigenous school staff about the local terms for 

Indigenous & non-Indigenous people e.g. Murri/Migaloo as well as 

any local terminology about different kinds of talk e.g. 

Pidgin/Broken/Torres Strait Creole/Yumplatok 

• Once names for students’ language varieties are negotiated, 

commence a “language tree” [Making the Jump] or “language sea” - 

keep adding leaves or fish for visitors to the classroom 
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LEVEL 3  

• Identifying factors influencing language choice (e.g. people, place, topic);  

• Differentiating language features (e.g. endings; little words: pronouns, prepositions, 

‘be’) 

Goals 
• Identify factors influencing language choice 

• Differentiate language features of HL & SAE 

Possible 

strategies & 

Activities 

• Be language hunters: work out differences between different language 

varieties 

• Find different language varieties spoken by different people (doctor, 

health worker) in different places (in clinic, at home) for different 

topics (illness, shopping) for different purposes (medical report, 

family outing) 

• Be language detectives: figure out what language(s) will be used 

given who are talking together, where they are talking, what they are 

talking about, why they are talking 

• Ask Indigenous staff/community members to model switching 

between varieties depending on their audience/purpose 

• Keep “language tree” or “language sea” to record students’ and 

visitors’ languages to sustain conversations about people’s languages 

• Make lists of features that contain signals of which variety is being 

used 

• Name linguistic features i.e. past, future, plural… 

LEVEL 4  

• Comparing home language and standard English at all linguistic levels (e.g. sounds, 

endings, vocabulary, phrase and sentence structures, meanings, cultural usages...); 

• Investigating language varieties spoken in the community 

Goals 
• Compare HL & SAE at all linguistic levels 

• Investigate language varieties spoken in the community 

Possible 

strategies & 

Activities 

• Record speakers talking about the same photo/picture in different 

language varieties & compare the differences between the sentences 

they produce 
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• Indigenous students/staff give a sentence describing something in 

their “home talk” & work together to switch it all over to SAE 

• Display all the differences so far discovered between “home talk” & 

SAE using general headings such as sounds, words, endings, 

structures, meanings, usages - & specific terms for particular 

differences: long & short vowels, possessive -s… 

• Plan with Indigenous staff & students to conduct a language survey 

for students’ families/school/ community 

• Maintain a visual reminder of language diversity in the classroom to 

promote conversations about language(s) i.e. “language tree”, 

“language sea” etc. 

LEVEL 5  

• Analysing features of languages spoken by students/in community (e.g. influence 

of traditional languages on creoles or of creoles on students' English; features 

marking elderly, middle-aged & young adults' speech);  

• Researching history of language use in community 

Goals 
• Analyse features of languages spoken by students/in community 

• Research history of language use in community 

Possible strategies & 

Activities 

• Organise with Indigenous staff & students to investigate the 

languages spoken historically in students’ families/community & 

compare to current language situation 

• Discuss the shift away from traditional languages over to new 

varieties in most Queensland Indigenous families/communities 

• Create a display of material on language shift to promote ongoing 

discussions, such as student’s own family language stories, a 

timeline of language use & change in the community, a “garden 

of languages” out of which current language varieties have 

grown… 

• Study language shift & creoles with students 
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• Record older, middle-aged, young adult & school aged 

community members telling the same story & listen for 

differences in their language varieties 

• List the areas of difference between “community lingo” & 

Standard Australian English, then try to find out how these 

differences arose - influence of traditional languages, of pidgin 

learnt on cattle stations, out cane cutting, on diving boats etc., 

LEVEL 6  

• Investigating current and historical socio-economic factors in language shift 

• Contrasting resources utilised by different linguistic varieties for fulfilling same 

functions 

Goals 

• Contrast resources utilised by different linguistic varieties for 

fulfilling same functions 

• Study historical, socio-economic & linguistic factors involved in 

language contact & language shift 

Possible strategies & 

Activities 

• Consider how language is used to express respect (e.g. SAE might 

use politeness language, titles etc.; HL might use non-verbals, 

language choices, observance of relationships etc.) 

• Study historical, socio-economic and linguistic factors involved in 

language contact and shift (e.g. select areas such as humour, 

respect, politeness, making conversation, storytelling, mourning, 

seeking information…) to research with students: seek instruction 

from speakers of different language varieties about how to do this 

well, paying close attention to Indigenous “informants” who have 

long-term experience with Standard Australian English speakers 

& hence may be well-placed to highlight significant differences 

• Have students present talks/make videos for non-Indigenous 

staff’s information and induction 

• Research community experiences of language contact between 

traditional languages & Standard Australian English 
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• Investigate factors causing language shift at family, community, 

regional, national & international level 

LEVEL 7  
• Explaining linguistic, historical and current relationships between contact varieties 

& other non-standard varieties to standard languages 

Goals 
• Explain linguistic, historical & current relationship between 

contact & other non-standard varieties to standard languages 

Possible strategies & 

Activities 

• Explain the historical relationship between a community’s 

creole/contact variety & SAE by researching the historical 

circumstances leading to language shift as opposed to, say, 

bilingualism in a traditional language & SAE 

• Consider current services & recognition provided to speakers 

of the community creole - compare to circumstances leading 

to language shift away from traditional languages 

• Investigate which languages have influenced the 

creole/contact variety: discuss the kind of influence exerted 

by each language, and possible reasons why 

• Have students record & transcribe samples of creole spoken 

by different aged speakers - using this data to argue whether 

the creole has changed over time & to identify possible 

causes of change 

• Listen to English-based creoles and dialects of English from 

other parts of the world - discuss any features in common 

with the community’s creole/contact variety 

• Research the definition of creoles & dialects: explain the 

community’s creole/contact variety in these terms   

Source: Angelo 2006 
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Appendix 2 

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE ENGLISH FOR ESL LEARNERS SUBJECT 

Table 1. General Objectives, articulated though Exit Criteria  

Criterion Focus Elements 

1. Knowledge 

about language 

Ability to acquire 
and apply the 
conventions of 
Standard Australian 
English in both 
written and spoken 
forms 

• grammatical conventions 
• non-verbal conventions 
• spelling and punctuation 
• vocabulary 
• cohesive devices 
• sequence and organisation of subject 

matter 

2. Cognitive 

processes 

Ability to examine 
written and spoken 
texts 

• selection and synthesis of information 
from sources  

• analysis and evaluation of texts and 
genres  

• drawing conclusions in response to 
texts  

• development of positions  
• justification of interpretations and 

viewpoints 

3. Communication 

skills 

Ability to make 
meaning in and from 
written and spoken 
texts 

• language selection and expression  
• use of generic structures and 

conventions  
• use of language features to 

communicate cultural purpose and 
position readers  

• use of mode and medium  
• organisation and presentation of 

information  
• use of language choices to convey 

meaning.   
Source: QSA 2007a pp.25-26 
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Table 2. Core subject matter of the three areas of study 

Area of study &  

Focus 
Core subject matter 

Language for 
academic 
learning 

 
Development of 
research, writing, 
speaking and 
listening skills 

Research skills:  
• use of electronic media to gather information and evaluate internet 

resources; limitations of internet resources  
• location of resources  
• use of dictionaries and thesauruses  
• note taking  
• referencing protocols  
• paraphrasing and avoidance of plagiarism.  
Writing skills:  
• texts for specific purposes  
• organisation of texts  
• paragraph organisation; topic sentences  
• complex sentence construction; how language is constructed to 

make meaning  
• language structures 
• proofreading, editing and redrafting of texts.  
Speaking and listening skills:  
• interrogatives and rhetorical questions  
• comprehension of spoken language in a range of texts  
• text types and genres. 

Language of 
literature 

 
Written and 
spoken English in 
prose, drama and 
poetry 

Literature texts must include examples from the following 
categories:  
• contemporary Australian literature  
• the ”Classics”  
• world literature.  
Aspects to be considered include:  
• character    
• context 
• development of text and style 
• literary genre 
• theme 
• relationship between literature and its cultural contexts  
• text types and genres. 

Language of the 
media 

 
Written and 
spoken language 
of media through 
its presentation of 
contemporary 
issues 

Media:  
• film and television  
• newspaper and magazine  
• radio  
• internet.  
Contemporary issues:  
• social  
• global  
• local.  
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Aspects to be considered include:  
• rhetorical skills - argument and persuasion 
• media techniques - visual language 
• text types and genres.  

Source: QSA 2007a p.11 

 

Table 3. Mandated text types and genres 

 
Source: QSA 2007a p.10 
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Appendix 3 

OVERVIEW OF THE COURSE 
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Source: Carter (2008a) 
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