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Abstract

By teaching Australian Indigenous languages, universities could play 
a key role in maintaining strong languages, reinforcing struggling 
languages and reviving languages that are no longer or minimally 
spoken. This chapter first details the current relatively minor 
amount of Indigenous language teaching offered by universities. 
It then looks in some detail at two language courses: Bininj Kunwok, 
a strong language taught at Charles Darwin University (CDU) and 
Gamilaraay, which is being revived and is taught at the University 
of Sydney and The Australian National University (ANU). It then 
considers the factors that have helped the establishment of these 
courses and the challenges faced in establishing and maintaining 
such courses. Overseas universities have developed alternative 
approaches to working with Indigenous languages, and these models 
inspired the setting up of the AILI (Australian Indigenous Languages 
Institute), a partnership between CDU and ANU. Details are given 
of AILI courses.
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1. Introduction
The need to provide Indigenous Australians with flexible training options 
and career pathways for supporting the maintenance and revitalisation 
of Australian Indigenous languages continues to increase. A National 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Languages Teaching and Employment 
Forum in 2016 gathered experts from around the country ‘to work toward 
a coordinated approach to the training and employment of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander language teachers’ (First Languages Australia, 2018). 
At the first National Indigenous Languages Convention in 2018, training 
and education pathways for Indigenous language workers and linguists 
emerged as a key concern (Bow, 2018), with many of the Indigenous leaders 
and language advocates in attendance identifying a need to find appropriate 
ways to develop Indigenous staff. The peak body for Australian Indigenous 
languages, First Languages Australia, identified ‘the need to professionalise 
the language industry, including the provision and uptake of recognised 
professional development opportunities through accredited courses and 
non-accredited courses’ (First Languages Australia, 2020, p. 5). Clearly, no 
single solution will address the needs of all Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander language contexts, so flexibility in both delivery and recognition of 
training is required.

Universities can play a pivotal role in this area, particularly since many 
Australian universities already offer courses in documentation and 
description, language teaching and learning, and teacher training. While 
opportunities also exist in the vocational and community sectors, currently 
no systematic structure exists to support and maintain long-term skills 
development and career progression of Indigenous Australians who will 
lead  the next generation of Indigenous language work. Without such 
training, the future of Australia’s Indigenous languages is likely to remain in 
the hands of non-Indigenous linguists, rather than decolonising the space 
and ensuring that the authority remains with the language owners.

An initiative known as the Australian Indigenous Languages Institute (AILI) 
emerged as one means to address the situation. Its tentative beginnings 
demonstrated a need for a coordinated approach to develop and nurture 
programs to support the aspirations of Indigenous language authorities. 
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Its aim was to create opportunities for collaboration and support across 
the university sector in language training. While it struggled to achieve 
an ambitious set of goals, much can be learned from its efforts and the 
challenges it encountered to inform future development in this area. This 
chapter expands on a previous paper which outlined the need for such 
training, particularly for language revitalisation (Giacon, 2020), by giving 
additional details about its origins and subsequent achievements.

The chapter begins by identifying three key areas for training Indigenous 
language workers (linguistic training, language learning and teacher 
training), focusing on existing opportunities and the role of the university 
in providing the space for this training to occur. A summary of the current 
training situation in Australia across these areas (Section 2) is juxtaposed 
with some models from North America (Section 3). A description of the 
AILI follows (Section 4): its goals and anticipated outcomes, a discussion 
of what can be learned from this initiative, its challenges and the potential 
for the future.

2. The current situation
Indigenous languages are struggling for a niche within the tertiary 
sector. Their place is highly dependent on individuals, internal 
politics and the demand, or lack thereof, for knowledge of and skills 
in Indigenous languages outside the tertiary sector. (Amery, 2007, 
p. 345)

The most recent National Indigenous Languages Report (NILR, 2020) 
identifies only 12 Indigenous languages being transmitted to children. More 
encouragingly, around 120 languages are in some process of revitalisation, 
with renewed interest particularly in teaching and learning, drawing on 
existing documentation. However, Australia has no national language 
policy, and Indigenous languages have no official status. Only NSW has 
legislation that ‘acknowledges that Aboriginal languages underpin Aboriginal 
identity and the revival and teaching of languages must accord with local 
community aspirations’ (First Languages Australia, 2018, p. 81). The second 
National Indigenous Languages Survey recommended that ‘the Australian 
Government and state and territory governments should allocate funding 
for the development and delivery of programs to train language workers, 
interpreters and language teachers’ (Marmion et al., 2014, p. 47). This 
recommendation was reinforced in the 2020 National Indigenous Languages 
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Report, which noted that the availability of training is linked to ensuring 
maintenance of languages and enhancing well-being and employability 
of speakers. However, people surveyed for that report identified a lack of 
training opportunities.1 The needs of languages undergoing processes of 
revitalisation differ from those where the languages are still spoken, and 
training can support people in both groups.

Funding is an issue for many Indigenous language groups. While some 
community groups are funded through philanthropic efforts, mining 
royalties, collaborations with universities and other sources, much of 
the funding for these efforts comes from the Australian government’s 
Indigenous Languages and Arts (ILA) funding scheme. A requirement of 
funding under ILA has been that language centres involved in grant projects 
engage staff with higher education qualifications in linguistics. Currently, 
very few of the people filling these roles are Indigenous, and the corollary of 
this requirement is that the valuable work of Indigenous language workers 
in language centres can be undervalued. Opportunities for extending the 
professional knowledge of Indigenous language workers through formal 
studies can support the work of language centres with specialised teaching 
in the area of Indigenous languages and linguistics, as well as support 
communities which do not have recognised language centres.

In the spirit of ‘don’t talk about us without us’, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people are taking positions of leadership in all issues related to 
their languages, cultures, education and well-being. Universities surviving 
in a competitive environment where government support is being heavily 
reduced will continue to struggle to work together to provide such 
opportunities. The inclusion of Reconciliation Action Plans (Lloyd, 2018) 
in many universities creates a fertile environment for the development of 
both awareness and opportunities for Indigenous language work. However, 
without specific ‘champions’ to promote and facilitate such work (Giacon 
& Simpson, 2012, p. 69), it is difficult to see how the work will advance.

1	  Of the 78 responses on this issue, 41 per cent said there were no training opportunities at all, 
23 per cent said there were very few (or almost no) opportunities, and 31 per cent said there were few (or 
limited) opportunities. Just 5 per cent suggested the quantity of training opportunities was not limited to 
a small number. This was a qualitative question in the AIATSIS Survey, so responses should not be taken 
as representative (NILR, 2020, p. 67).
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2.1. Linguistic training for Indigenous language 
workers in Australia

The lack of opportunity for Indigenous people to access appropriate 
training and resources in remote and regional Australia … was 
clearly hindering the aspirations of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples to develop and lead their own language projects. 
(Gessner et al., 2018, p. 53)

Throughout the colonial era, Indigenous people have been mostly 
regarded as informants for linguistic work rather than as experts in their 
own language. Rarely have they been able to benefit professionally from 
the expertise they possess. Over the last half-century, there has been a shift 
towards more collaborative activities in documentation and description, 
recognising that community members have expertise and can be experts 
(Czaykowska-Higgins, 2009). A push to develop more Indigenous linguists 
creates new opportunities for Indigenous language workers to be more 
actively involved in their own language work, and support the advancement 
of language experts who have shared their knowledge with non-Indigenous 
linguists without proper recognition. Appropriate training can support 
Indigenous linguists to develop skills in linguistic analysis, documentation 
and description that can further support community aspirations for language 
continuation. Training for speech community members allows people 
to engage in projects of relevance and importance in their communities, 
and to  participate in deeper, more comprehensive projects with outsider 
academics (Yamada, 2014, p. 341).

Historically, the main source of training for Indigenous language workers 
was the School of Australian Linguistics, hosted mostly at Batchelor, outside 
Darwin, with some courses delivered in communities and later in Alice 
Springs. From the mid-1970s, the program provided language and linguistic 
education to over 2,000 speakers of around 100 Australian languages and 
dialects (Black & Breen, 2001). Offerings included units in linguistics 
and education, with additional practical units and electives, leading to an 
Associate Diploma of Australian Linguistics. Many of the students from this 
time were fluent in their own language but with variable academic background 
and capacity in English language and literacy. Much of this work supported 
the professional development of Aboriginal language workers employed in 
bilingual school programs across the Northern Territory. Through various 
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policy changes with regard to bilingual education (Nicholls, 2005; Simpson 
et al., 2009), these programs reduced their involvement in both linguistics 
and teacher education.

In the 1990s, a series of courses were held in conjunction with the Australian 
Linguistics Society annual conferences with a focus on Indigenous language 
workers. The first Australian Linguistics Institute was held in Sydney in 
1992, with further programs held biennially over the next decade. These 
programs drew interest and participation from all over Australia and carried 
a significant administrative load to organise. They were unaccredited, and 
figures are not currently available regarding attendance or outcomes. The 
initiative appears to have ceased in 2008.

The Resource Network for Linguistic Diversity (now known as Living 
Languages) developed a Documenting and Revitalising Indigenous 
Languages training program. The suite of 40 topics covers aspects of 
linguistics and language documentation, the use of technologies, resource 
development, engaging with archival materials and skill sharing. Each 
location negotiates its training program in consultation with staff, and the 
program is modified as necessary according to the participants and their 
needs (Gessner et al., 2018). The training supports the role of Indigenous 
language centres in language revitalisation and maintenance, including 
developing language resources, running classes, repatriating archival 
materials, and raising awareness about Indigenous languages (Gessner 
et al., 2018, p. 53). The programs were extended to vocational education 
and training (VET)-level accreditation (Florey, 2018) but currently no 
longer offer these qualifications. Further training is available through a 
professional development program, funded by ILA since 2014, which 
extends participants’ knowledge and skills to running their own programs 
and sharing skills with others in the community and workplaces.

An overview of the landscape for linguistic training for Indigenous 
Australians in remote locations (Caffery, 2016) assessed the relevance 
of linguistic training for Indigenous Australians in northern Australia, 
and found that, due to the diversity of locations, attitudes, lifestyles and 
access to resources, standardised formal training is unlikely to provide the 
linguistic skills needed in any given place. Caffery found that no single 
solution addressed all needs, but that a combination of formal and on-the-
job training is likely to be the best outcome. Beyond the skills required of 
all researchers, such as basic linguistic analysis, computer skills and literacy, 
Indigenous language researchers working independently would benefit from 
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additional skills such as project management and applying for funding, 
and personal factors such as increased confidence and motivation. The 
importance of flexibility in training was also noted, where particular skills 
could be targeted to specific workplaces.

Much of the training for Indigenous language workers has been in the VET 
sector rather than higher education. Some excellent vocational training 
courses have been offered through various institutions (Amery, 2007; Carew 
& Woods, 2007; Cipollone, 2010; Gale, 2011, 2020; Lowe & Giacon, 
2019), though across jurisdictions there is considerable variation regarding 
what qualifications are required for teaching languages. The requirements 
of the VET sector concerning regular recertification and reaccreditation 
also mean that the landscape is continually changing. Universities have the 
capacity to include skills-based training and the theoretical underpinnings to 
support ongoing work developing the knowledge base and skill sets required 
to develop career paths for Indigenous people (Giacon & Simpson, 2012). 
However, they would seem to be a less attractive option for Indigenous 
people, if proportionally lower university enrolments for Indigenous 
students than for non-Indigenous is a reliable signifier (Behrendt et al., 
2012; Pechenkina et al., 2011), suggesting barriers or disconnection in 
relation to the higher education context. Creating simpler administrative 
paths for entry, recognition of prior achievements in the VET sector and 
on-the-job training, and providing sufficient support can assist people who 
may be hesitant to engage in university study.

This appeal from a Torres Strait Islander language advocate directly addresses 
Indigenous people and their needs:

It is fundamentally important for Indigenous people to get the 
necessary knowledge and skills to prepare them to be effective language 
workers. Appropriate training will broaden your horizon and equip 
you with language and linguistics skills … These courses help you 
to appreciate language, make you understand language problems, 
empower you to work harder in your language maintenance efforts; 
they give you the opportunity to learn more about your language; 
they help you to know how your language works linguistically; they 
give you the chance to learn the appropriate linguistic terminology 
and they encourage you to do more for your language. (Ober, 2003, 
p. 13)
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2.2. Training teachers of Indigenous languages
Linguistics has largely abandoned language teaching and curricular 
development. Therefore, there are far fewer documentary linguists 
and language pedagogy specialists than the situation requires. 
(Dwyer et al., 2018, p. 67)

The teaching of Indigenous languages in schools is a rapidly growing 
field with much increased interest from schools wishing to implement 
an Aboriginal language program. There is a huge need for skilled and 
knowledgeable teachers of Australian Indigenous languages to implement 
and support the Framework for the Teaching of Aboriginal Languages and 
Torres Strait Islander Languages in the current national curriculum. This 
increase has largely been inspired by the emergence of language revival 
initiatives across the country, while also reinforced by communities of 
first language speakers who wish to see language included in their local 
school programs.

A teacher training program focused on Indigenous languages would need to 
operate differently to other programs, involving the trainees in development 
of their own language skills (Sterzuk & Fayant, 2016). It would require 
significant investment in staff with an extensive understanding of the 
challenges and needs of language revitalisation and maintenance, which 
extends beyond simple teacher education. Hobson outlines many of 
the challenges to developing strong teacher training programs in this 
context, including ‘financial sustainability, learner distribution, linguistic 
diversity, program parity, standards of proficiency, community attitudes 
to professionalisation and learner readiness’ (Hobson, 2013, p. 193). 
He concludes that the ‘Indigenous Australian language revival movement is 
waiting for a university to provide an initial teacher training degree that will 
respond to and support its ambitions’ (p. 202).

First Languages Australia has produced resources documenting professional 
learning opportunities in the first languages field ‘to develop culturally 
appropriate strategies to increase career-development opportunities for 
people in the field of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages’ 
(First  Languages Australia, 2020, p. 2). The 2016 report highlights key 
actions for each state’s and territory’s consideration in appropriately 
developing and supporting Indigenous language teachers in schools, and 
addresses the needs of the Australian curriculum framework and a range of 
concerns (First Languages Australia, 2018).
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Very few documentary or theoretical linguists are trained in language 
teaching theory or methodology (Hinton, 2010; Penfield & Tucker, 2011). 
Linguistic skills support the analysis of languages, and universities are 
ideally suited to preparing people for language teaching. Alongside teaching 
Indigenous languages comes the need for language resources (pedagogical 
dictionaries, pedagogical grammars, learners guides, alphabet books, 
collections of texts, language apps, etc.), all of which need sound training 
in language and linguistics for their preparation. Targeted teacher training 
supports the production of curriculum resources. There is a need for more 
advanced courses and high-level research to move languages, particularly 
those in the process of revitalisation, beyond the beginner level (Giacon, 
2020). Teacher training programs need to ‘treat the target language on its 
own terms and not as an anglicized variant’ and to enable ‘production of 
pedagogical materials that do not focus entirely on stereotypical word lists 
at the expense of linguistic naturalness’ (Rice, 2011, p. 326).

Universities can provide teacher training to Indigenous people wanting 
to teach their language in schools. However, there is a lack of national 
regulation regarding qualifications for language teachers. Some jurisdictions 
allow teachers with minimal or no specific training to teach Indigenous 
languages in school, which affects quality of service. Tentative employment 
arrangements for Indigenous language teachers can lead to a lack of job 
stability and other disadvantages. Currently, no undergraduate programs 
qualify teachers to teach Indigenous languages in schools, though there 
are some initiatives underway. A Western Australian Aboriginal Languages 
Traineeship, delivered as a three-year program through the Western Australian 
Department of Education, can lead to a Limited Registration to Teach. 
The University of Sydney was working towards a Bachelor of Education 
program; however, concerns arose about the financial viability of the block 
mode delivery of programs for Indigenous students from rural and regional 
locations (First Languages Australia, 2018, p. 32). Postgraduate qualifications 
are available through the Masters of Indigenous Language Education since 
2006 as a one-year, full-time program exclusively for Indigenous people 
from across Australia who have a teaching degree (Hobson et al., 2018). 
This program offers units in linguistics, education and research, but has 
no requirement that participants actually learn an Indigenous language. 
Its graduates bring a significantly improved knowledge of language and 
language learning to many positions associated with Indigenous languages. 
It does not provide a standard teaching qualification; these still need to be 
sought in each state or territory. International research highlights the role of 
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universities in training teachers of Indigenous languages, with suggestions 
about modifications to support Aboriginal students (Hobson, 2007; Johns 
& Mazurkewich, 2001).

If Indigenous languages are to be taught effectively in schools, then there 
needs to be good backing for this not only from government education 
departments, but also from tertiary institutions providing programs in 
traditional languages and programs for teachers in teaching Indigenous 
languages to Indigenous children (Giacon & Simpson, 2012, p. 63).

2.3. Teaching Indigenous languages at universities 
in Australia

It is a national embarrassment that it is so difficult for Australian 
students to study any Australian Indigenous language at tertiary 
level. (Simpson 2014, p. 57)

Of over 120 Indigenous languages still spoken at some level in Australia, 
only seven are currently available for study in Australian universities. These 
include four languages identified as ‘strong’ for having a community of 
first language speakers (Yolŋu Matha, Arrernte, Pitjantjatjara and Bininj 
Kunwok) and three in various stages of revitalisation (Kaurna, Gamilaraay 
and Wiradjuri). The very different language ecologies of these languages, 
and the institutional structures in which the programs are run, mean that 
these programs all have unique profiles, yet face similar challenges and 
opportunities. Currently, only Yolŋu Matha has a full suite of units to 
make up a major in a degree program; others have only one or two units. 
The effect of language ecologies influences the audiences for these courses. 
For languages in revitalisation, the target audience is largely Indigenous 
people with heritage connections to these languages. In some cases, the 
courses exclusively address that audience. For so-called ‘strong’ languages, 
the audience is largely non-Indigenous learners who may be working 
in a community where the language is still spoken on a daily basis. The 
challenges in both cases include a lack of resources (textbooks, dictionaries, 
reading materials), a lack of teachers (where speakers may not be educated 
to teach, or teachers may not be competent speakers) and a lack of students 
(Giacon & Simpson, 2011; Simpson, 2014; Ward, 2004, 2015; Ward & 
van Genabith, 2003).
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The institutional structures of universities also influence these programs. 
Christie (2008) describes the ongoing processes of negotiation in bringing 
the Yolŋu studies program to fruition, which required responsible, 
responsive collaborative research, and ongoing accountability. The program 
took ten years to become stable, well supported, well documented and 
internationally recognised, and included negotiation with the traditional 
owners of the country on which it would be taught, away from Yolŋu 
territory (Christie, 2009). Other institutions face considerable negotiation 
before they can teach the language of the local area, which may not have 
sufficient resources (human or linguistic) to teach at the tertiary level, 
and may encounter a reluctance to teach a language from a different area. 
Opportunities for cross-institutional enrolment exist, but administrative 
barriers make this a difficult option, and in some cases lack of commitment 
from some university administrators (Amery, 2007). Online platforms such 
as those offered by Open Universities can facilitate such connections to 
single units; however, not all universities subscribe to this model.

Teaching and learning an Indigenous language is quite different from 
teaching and learning a world language (Amery, 2020). Including more 
Indigenous languages in programs alongside world or majority languages 
recognises their equal status with other languages taught at the university 
(Roy & Morgan, 2008). Currently, most of the coordinators of these 
language programs are non-Indigenous people working in collaboration 
with a community of language owners (Amery, 2016; Amery & Buckskin, 
2013; Bow, 2019; Christie, 2008; Gale et al., 2020; Giacon, 2020; Hayashi, 
2020; Smith et al., 2017). Equipping more Indigenous people to take charge 
of this work should be a priority, and would extend options beyond primary 
and secondary levels.

Indigenous learners have few opportunities to study their own languages at a 
tertiary level, and may not be motivated to learn languages from other areas. 
As a result, there is little modelling for prospective teachers to learn how to 
create appropriate courses at a higher level. However, language courses also 
create opportunities for people to undertake detailed analysis of their own 
language and to incorporate appropriate pedagogies. Some low-cost, low-
tech tools can support the sharing of training programs, such as the Digital 
Language Shell (Bow, 2020). Few places in the world support students to 
study in their own Indigenous language—Hawai‘i being an outstanding 
exception, with New Zealand offering some programs. Ngarigu academic 
Dr Jakelin Troy declares it a national disgrace that Indigenous learners 
cannot study in their own language, stating that:
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Currently there is nowhere in Australia where a student can study 
towards a degree in an Australian language, an Aboriginal or a Torres 
Strait Islander language, and obtain a Bachelor of Arts in Australian 
Languages/specific Australian language. This, in spite of the 
thousands, maybe tens of thousands (no reliable data collected yet 
by any education system) who study an Australian language through 
primary to end of secondary level … It is shameful that Australian 
languages are so undervalued in our Australian universities. 
(Troy, personal communication, 2021)

3. North American models
Training for speech community members further levels the playing 
field. Not only can well-trained speech community members engage 
in independent projects of their own design, they can participate 
in deeper, more comprehensive projects with outsider academics. 
Ultimately, more in-depth collaboration and multiple end users’ 
involvement in projects foster more maximally useful output. 
(Yamada, 2014, p. 341)

Australia can learn much from models developed in North America for 
training Indigenous people in teaching, documenting and learning their 
heritage languages. These long-standing short-term programs (‘institutes’) 
have been a great boost to First Nations people involved in language 
revitalisation or maintenance. Programs such as the American Indian 
Language Development Institute, the Canadian Indigenous Languages and 
Literacy Development Institute (CILLDI), the Northwest Indian Language 
Institute, and the Institute for Collaborative Language Research, ‘all share 
an explicitly activist commitment to collaboration with an Indigenous 
community focus: working consultatively with and for a community, 
advocating collaborative research by modelling collaborative teaching’ 
(Dwyer et al., 2018, p. 61). These programs are developed in response 
to and in collaboration with local Indigenous communities, providing 
training which also maintains the interconnectedness of culture, language, 
land and knowledgeable elders and teachers (Desmoulins et al., 2019). The 
combination of Indigenous and non-Indigenous trainers uses linguistic 
knowledge to improve curriculum and practice in the context of First 
Nations schools (McCarty et al., 1997). The practice serves as a means 
of connecting school, community and university resources to strengthen 
Indigenous languages. The success of these programs relies on the multiple 
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perspectives of both instructors and participants, and the opportunities for 
participants to also bring back knowledge and skills to their own community 
(Yamada 2014).

In such programs, participants are recognised for their own expertise and 
contribution to language work. Even with low levels of fluency in a language, 
they are still experts as language owners and authorities, as rememberers or 
speakers, more than any non-Indigenous linguist. Language documentation 
not only has to serve academic goals but also community goals (Stebbins, 
2012; Wilkins, 1992; Yamada, 2007), using insights from speakers about 
community use and identifying needs in the community.

Linguistic and teacher training is crucial for language maintenance and 
revitalisation, and the North American programs give good models for 
integrating the different elements. They offer flexibility through options 
for those wanting to specialise, and draw on the advantage of gathering 
people from different groups together for mutual learning and cost savings. 
Possibilities such as providing a Community Linguist Certificate, such as 
that offered by CILLDI (Snoek, 2011), allow for recognised accreditation 
for those who seek it. These programs have taken a long time to develop, 
with collaboration between tertiary institutes and community language 
groups, and they continue to refine their offerings and remain responsive 
to the needs of the participants, as seen in recent moves to online delivery 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

4. Developing an Australian Indigenous 
Languages Institute

The sad fact is that one-off courses in linguistics or second language 
teaching are insufficient … A scattershot approach may provide 
some students with enough preliminary information for successful 
augmentation on their own, but for most individuals, meaningful 
linguistic training must be coherent, consistent and reinforced over 
several years. (Rice, 2011, p. 327)

Gubbi Gubbi academic Kevin Lowe attended some of the training 
opportunities offered in North America and on return asked: ‘When are 
Australian universities going to do something more about supporting 
Indigenous languages? When are they going to set up courses?’ (cited in 
Giacon, 2020, p. 523).
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The international models show how it is possible to facilitate collaboration, 
advocacy, Aboriginal participation and communication around the issues of 
teaching Indigenous languages in universities, training Indigenous teachers, 
fostering research in Indigenous languages and supporting Indigenous 
involvement. A commitment to the upskilling and professionalisation 
of Indigenous language workers would prevent the inevitable depletion of 
qualified workers in the imminent future. Pathways for careers in Indigenous 
language work need to be created for Indigenous language workers, who can 
then research, teach, advocate, and develop new programs and practices. 
Beyond ensuring the sustainability of language revival, maintenance and 
teaching in Australia, such a commitment will increase the profile of 
Indigenous languages nationally and internationally under the leadership 
and authority of Indigenous scholars.

Work in the language revival and maintenance field requires high-level 
learning and research into the languages as well as language teaching 
methodology, cultural engagement and community negotiation. Indigenous 
language authorities engaging in such activities will directly equip future 
generations of Indigenous academics to carry on this work. Without strong 
academic skills, the work of language revival and maintenance can be 
piecemeal and project-based, lacking the sustained and informed leadership 
of highly skilled, qualified Indigenous language professionals. Without 
support to achieve undergraduate qualifications, Indigenous language 
workers will be limited in their career pathways, and academic roles in 
universities will continue to be dominated by non-Indigenous people. Even 
for those who have already completed study through the existing training 
opportunities, there is a significant leap to entry into a university program, 
which demands challenging academic, resource and time commitments. 
There is a need to create opportunities for Indigenous language workers to 
taste formal undergraduate study and consider their future options in a safe 
and low-risk learning environment.

4.1. Origins of AILI

The origins of AILI are tied to a series of workshops associated with the 
Australian Linguistics Society (ALS) conference. In 2014, a workshop 
was held in Newcastle entitled ‘Learning Indigenous Languages—Can 
Universities Help?’ Around 40 people attended, with a series of speed 
presentations reporting on courses currently available through Australian 
universities. Discussion ensued about some of the current issues, including 
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teacher qualifications and salary rates, recognition of elders in the classroom, 
pathways for students through primary, secondary and tertiary levels, and 
bureaucratic barriers. Some of the principles that emerged were that all 
Indigenous language courses need to be community-led to develop useful 
outputs, include skills transfer and promote Aboriginal cultural values.

A follow-up workshop on the same topic at the 2015 ALS conference at 
Western Sydney University saw the development of a working group to 
continue the discussion, with two focal points: training more language 
teachers and making more languages available at the tertiary level. The focus 
on the role of universities helped to separate the many issues relating to 
community-level language work, while not devaluing the importance of 
that work. The newly formed committee met online a few times during 
2016, discussing issues such as cross-institutional enrolments, recognition 
of TAFE courses in teacher certification, and proposals for new short or 
accredited courses. A Facebook page was set up with the title ‘Teaching 
Australian Languages’ to enable wider discussion and sharing of ideas. At the 
2016 annual general meeting of the ALS in Melbourne, the subcommittee 
‘Teaching Australian Indigenous Languages at University’ was recognised. 
The Languages and Cultures Network for Australian Universities (LCNAU) 
conference in 2017 included a focus on Indigenous languages, and also 
recognised such a committee. In both formal presentations and informal 
meetings, the desire to develop new opportunities became more apparent, 
with a perception that people were interested in doing training at university 
in Indigenous languages and linguistics, but that there were limited 
courses available.

In 2016, the University of Newcastle took the lead in applying for ILA 
funding to establish an Indigenous Languages Institute in collaboration with 
other universities. The goal was to implement graduate and postgraduate 
study programs in Australian languages and culture, and to establish 
a series of short summer/winter school programs that would support initial 
community language planning and learning. The funding application was 
unsuccessful, with feedback suggesting that a future application would 
be more favourably viewed if a pilot program was developed as a proof 
of concept.

Changes in direction at the University of Newcastle led to Charles Darwin 
University (CDU) taking on the task of developing such a pilot, drawing 
on its connection to Batchelor Institute’s specialised offerings in linguistics 
and languages designed for Indigenous students. Their three-year Bachelor 
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of Indigenous Languages and Linguistics (BILL) has exit points after one 
year (Diploma of Indigenous Language Work) and two years (Associate 
Degree in Indigenous Languages and Linguistics). This work has now 
morphed into a general Bachelor of Arts program; however, a full degree can 
specifically address the linguistics of Indigenous languages, including some 
very practical units on resource development, language centre management 
and community language planning.

The nascent Australian Indigenous Languages Institute was created with 
no external funding and minimal institutional support, and was built on 
matching existing courses through Batchelor Institute with the presumed 
audience of Indigenous language workers. Basic marketing included a 
website (aili.cdu.edu.au) with some home-made amateur branding, and 
an email address and mailing list were established. A Twitter page was 
established to promote the programs and other topics of interest to this 
audience. This model relies on keen academics doing largely voluntary work 
outside their everyday roles.

A pilot program was run at a Summer School at the Sydney campus of 
CDU in January 2018. The courses were open to anyone, with any enrolled 
university students allowed to take them for credit; they were badged as 
a collaboration between CDU, BIITE and ANU, and were promoted 
via linguistic networks, social media, and so on. Three courses were 
offered (Introduction to Yolŋu Languages and Cultures, Gamilaraay 1, 
and Linguistics for Indigenous Languages), although in the end only the 
Gamilaraay course ran, with 16 students attending.

4.2. Support for travel scholarships

In 2018, a small team including Dr Kevin Lowe (University of NSW), 
Dr John Giacon (ANU), Greg Williams and Cathy Bow (CDU) applied 
for ILA funding to create ten travel scholarships to allow Indigenous 
students to attend training provided by the nascent AILI. The goal was to 
give Indigenous language workers an opportunity to experience university-
level studies in Indigenous languages and linguistics, with a view to 
encouraging enrolment in university courses, in order for them to develop 
academic credentials that would enable them to lead the work of language 
maintenance and revival.

http://aili.cdu.edu.au
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Existing financial support, available through funding for Indigenous people 
to attend universities (such as AbStudy and Away from Base), can sustain a 
student who enrols beyond the intensive course offerings. Academic support 
from language centres and academic mentors and participants would 
facilitate students to continue their studies at their own pace, whether this 
comes from their own communities, if online study is appropriate for them, 
or through further intensives. Even those who chose not to enrol in further 
studies would have an experience of study at the university level, with a 
cohort of other interested students, and return to their workplace with skills 
which can be implemented to benefit their community. Such outcomes 
would contribute to the professional development of the next generation of 
Indigenous language workers, and assist in the creation of career pathways 
that enable them to shape and direct the course of language work in the 
coming generations.

The scholarship opportunity was promoted through social media, direct 
emails and inclusion in newsletters of various bodies. Applicants were 
required to include the name and contact details of two referees, as well 
as a 400–500-word statement of interest, explaining their involvement 
in language work, their goals for language revitalisation or maintenance, 
and how they anticipated their community would benefit from their 
involvement in this course. The scholarships were particularly aimed at 
people with no previous university experience, in line with the goal of 
introducing Indigenous language workers to tertiary education. Scholarship 
funds covered travel between the home community and the course location, 
accommodation for the duration of the course, costs of meals and some 
local transport (per diem), course fees and materials for one of the intensive 
courses, and any additional course excursions or activities. On average the 
scholarship funds amounted to just over $2,000 per person.

The proposal was supported by a number of groups, including RNLD 
(Living Languages), the Centre of Excellence for the Dynamics of Language 
(CoEDL) and Kaurna Warra Pintyanthi at the University of Adelaide. 
Remote language centres from Arnhem Land, far north Queensland and 
northern NSW wrote letters of support acknowledging the need for such 
training but the lack of local capacity to offer it, and identified individuals 
who would greatly benefit from such an opportunity. The funding proposal 
was awarded over $60,000 in August 2018.
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4.3. AILI programs 2019–2020

The funding boost gave momentum to the project, and made future 
intensive courses possible. A second Summer School was run at the Sydney 
campus of CDU in January 2019. Interest in scholarships was high, with 
29 people applying to travel to the courses. Once again, three courses were 
offered: Introduction to Yolŋu Languages and Cultures, Gamilaraay 1 
and Linguistics for Indigenous Languages (INL100); however, there was 
insufficient interest in the Yolŋu studies unit to justify flying two presenters 
from Darwin. John Giacon with Gamilaraay Yuwaalaraay co-teachers 
Priscilla Strasek, Tracey Cameron and Tanya McEwen delivered the first 
Gamilaraay unit with four enrolled participants. Eight students enrolled 
in the INL100 program, taught by Dr Nicoletta Romeo from Batchelor 
Institute. Five of these had received ILA travel scholarships. Classes ran 
from 9 am to 1 pm each day over two weeks.

In July 2019, a similar program was run, this time at the Darwin campus 
of CDU, called the Top End Intensive. Three units were offered, but only 
Linguistics for Indigenous Languages ran. This program garnered less 
interest overall, likely due to poor timing, as it clashed with NAIDOC Week 
celebrations and preceded by just a few weeks the PULiiMA Indigenous 
Language and Technology Conference scheduled in Darwin. In the end 
only four students completed the course, including three with scholarships, 
after two scholarship recipients had to withdraw.

With additional funds remaining, scholarship offers were extended for a third 
Summer School. The February 2020 event was held at CDU in Darwin, 
with eight people awarded travel scholarships, seven others attending with 
payment, and two ‘support staff ’ from language centres. Jackie van den Bos 
taught and, with a high proportion of attendees using Kriol as their first 
language, was able to deliver some content in Kriol. To reduce costs and 
time away from community, the program ran for one week rather than two, 
with longer sessions each day (from 9 am to 3 pm), though the response 
from participants was that they would have preferred a slower pace over two 
weeks. Table 4.1 presents key figures for the three AILI events.
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The initial plan was to attempt to 
offer a complete semester unit in 
a two-week intensive, but this was 
unrealistic. Instead, an introduction 
to the basics of phonetics, 
phonology, morphosyntax and 
semantics was covered, drawing 
largely on the languages of the 
participants where possible. Future 
options could involve the addition 
of some online study; however, 
previous feedback suggested that 
many Indigenous people strongly 
preferred face-to-face options, and 
in some places were limited by a 
lack of digital infrastructure or 
digital literacy.

Feedback from the participants 
of AILI courses was generally 
positive, with suggestions that 
the training would ‘make my job 
a little less confusing’ and that 
‘it was intensive linguistics, getting 
into the technical stuff that I need 
to understand!’ One participant 
even said, ‘I thought it would be 
more difficult! Perhaps I’m smarter 
than I give myself credit for’ and 
another, ‘It’s fun once you get over 
the scary-looking terms, knowledge 
is power—that’s what we need for 
ourselves and our communities: 
empowerment!’ At least seven 
applications for further study were 
lodged either at Batchelor or other 
institutions.

The 2020 Summer School ended just 
prior to the coronavirus pandemic, 
which severely constrained travel 
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opportunities. The travel scholarship funds were all spent, and all the 
upheaval of COVID-19 meant that further discussion about the future of 
the AILI was put on hold. No further funding has been sought to continue 
the program, and those involved have engaged in other academic activities.

5. Discussion
AILI is an attempt to provide accessible, in-depth teaching of 
languages and related topics such as linguistics and revival and 
maintenance processes. It intends to use different modes of course 
delivery, including summer and winter schools, online courses and 
regular semester courses. It draws on the resources of a number of 
universities and will award tertiary qualifications. AILI assumes that 
universities are committed to Australian Indigenous languages and 
are prepared to make the considerable effort needed to teach them. 
(Giacon, 2020, p. 536)

While only short-lived, evidence from AILI suggests that there is a need 
for a university-based program to equip Indigenous language workers to 
document, analyse, develop and teach their own languages. AILI courses 
focused mostly on training in linguistic analysis, with some language 
learning units, but further training offered in language teaching and teacher 
training would be beneficial, judging by the examples from North America.

Key learnings for the Australian context include the challenge of 
institutionalising the programs and the value of having a permanent home 
for such an initiative (McCarty et al., 1997), and the need for a full-time 
program coordinator and secure funding. Institutions in the North American 
model all continue to rely substantially on volunteered time and expertise, 
while some suggest that ‘sustainability may best be achieved by establishing 
charitable foundation status and cultivating donors’ (Dwyer et  al., 2018, 
p. 68).

In addition to linguistic and teacher training, computer skills could also be 
included in training events to support the development of resources and for 
administrative purposes. More advanced courses could train participants 
in applying for funding, running their own language programs, public 
speaking, and development of confidence and motivation for learners to 
engage in this kind of work (Caffery, 2016). In the Australian context, it 
should be noted that some learners require additional support in English 
language and literacy, particularly for participants from communities where 
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the Indigenous languages are still in everyday use. This would also be 
useful for other participants who may speak English as their predominant 
language but lack academic literacy to engage in high-level linguistic work. 
Indigenous language workers—like all Indigenous people—do not form a 
homogeneous group, so a single solution will never be possible.

The question remains as to whether or not university is the best place to 
provide these kinds of training. Recognising that no one-size-fits-all approach 
will work for every individual or community, clearly, university will not be 
the right solution for everyone. What AILI provides is one piece of a larger 
puzzle that gives Indigenous language workers an experience of university 
study and encourages them to undertake further study with the appropriate 
support. Such training should not replace other offerings in the VET sector 
or specialist training from Living Languages, acknowledging that  there 
are many different methods of knowledge transmission and not all will be 
appropriate in a university context (Caffery & Stafford Smith, 2016).

5.1. Challenges

Some of the challenges related to this work involve the everyday lives of 
participants, who may live in communities where generational trauma, 
food insecurity, poor housing, substance abuse and other issues may make 
language work a lower priority. Innovative solutions are required to deliver 
training to those with low literacy and for those wishing to bypass traditional 
text-based forms of language work. Acknowledging and appreciating the 
connections between language and health, caring for country, justice, 
education, arts and other areas may support this kind of activity, though it 
is unlikely to resolve the socioeconomic issues.

Funding will always be a challenge, since specific government funding 
initiatives are unlikely without a national Indigenous languages policy. 
Some community groups have access to additional funds that can support 
this work—for example, through mining royalties—but many do not. It is 
unrealistic to expect individuals to find their own funds for regular trips to 
a capital city to attend such training, so access to funding is crucial.

What is needed to make an activity such as AILI succeed is a significant 
level of support. The existing experience, based on three low-level academics 
working on top of their regular workloads to facilitate these events, is not 
sustainable. Australia simply does not have the population to support 
a single institution to run these events, and the models from North America 



ENABLING LEARNING

114

show that these initiatives can only thrive once a home is found and 
administrative support is enabled. It would be possible to bring tutors and 
lecturers from different institutions together to offer courses, as has been 
evidenced by the ALS courses in the 1990s and beyond, but the workload 
for gathering people to a single location for such training is high. The Living 
Languages model of sending a small team of trainers to a community is 
more sustainable, but there are other benefits to gathering people from 
various communities together to share learning and experiences. One AILI 
participant commented specifically, ‘It was good to meet different people 
from other communities. I felt good and happy with that other mob there.’

The need to develop highly qualified Indigenous linguists who can lead 
the way in the future, doing high-level research, analysis, teaching and 
mentoring for other Indigenous people, is a challenge for universities and 
for the government that could fund such positions. It may require more 
flexibility to engage institutions to take the task seriously, and involve more 
collaboration than competition for the limited funds available. Linguists 
are generally willing to support such activities, but the competitive nature 
of universities mitigates against them, even against basic outreach activities 
such as cross-institutional enrolment.

5.2. The future

Moves within the ALS to develop accreditation for Indigenous language 
workers will further support initiatives such as AILI; they will both recognise 
existing skills achieved through on-the-job work and facilitate training 
through various sources, but also support Indigenous language workers to 
go on to further study in units that meet their own needs. Several universities 
are exploring the idea of micro-credentials, where training packages with 
flexible structures can acknowledge and accredit such work, leading to 
recognised qualifications for those who desire them. Other possibilities for 
providing such training would be to connect with existing activities, such as 
reviving the workshops that used to accompany ALS conferences, or adding 
training components to the PULiiMA Conference, which already gathers 
language workers from all over the country.

Since the most recent AILI course in 2020, there has been renewed interest 
from several universities seeking to support more language work for 
Indigenous people and seeing this as a possible model. However, it has largely 
been identified as being owned by a local institution. Such efforts would be 
best suited to a ground-up movement, as a collaboration between universities 
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and Indigenous community groups, ideally national representatives, such as 
First Languages Australia who have already done much valuable work in this 
space. Collaborative design of appropriate models of training will be slow 
but valuable, and would rely on sufficient administrative, academic and 
institutional support, as well as multidisciplinary expertise.

As the International Decade of Indigenous Languages approaches, it is 
incumbent on us to seek and develop new and better ways to train Indigenous 
people to take the lead in the future of linguistic work in Australia, as experts 
in their own language. Recognising the diversity of existing offerings and 
the importance of flexibility while supporting the aspirations of language 
workers and language communities will require considerable collaboration 
and innovation, but is certainly a task worth pursuing to ensure that control 
of the future of Indigenous Australian languages is in the right hands.
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