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Introduction
As this chapter appears in a Festschrift for my cherished former PhD 
supervisor Professor Jane Simpson, I have drawn inspiration from our 
shared interest in the language practices of Australian Indigenous youth, 
with particular focus in children whose repertoires contain a new contact 
language. In this study, I have taken specific inspiration from a study that 
Jane conducted with Samantha Disbray (Disbray and Simpson 2005), 
which examined the expression of possession in Wumpurrarni English, 
a contact variety spoken in Tennant Creek, Northern Territory (NT).

The study of possession in new Australian languages has revealed interesting 
insights about a number of aspects of language use in Indigenous Australia 
today (further below). In the Disbray and Simpson (2005) study, the 
authors were able to demonstrate that possession in the new variety was 
the result of complex interaction from the source languages, resulting 
in old forms with new functional and distributional loads. For example, 
Wumpurrarni English speakers make use of a possessor clitic from the 
source language Warumungu, but use it in a way that more closely reflects 
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the syntactic behaviour of the Australian English genitive clitic (another 
source language). In a similar vein, several other studies of possession in new 
Australian languages (outlined below) have focused on possession primarily 
as a way of exploring the formal outcomes of language contact.

This present study, however, starts from a different orientation. Here, 
the expression of possession is in focus in order to learn something about 
the nature of the multilingual repertoire. Speakers of Indigenous contact 
languages in Australia are overwhelmingly multilingual, most often 
commanding one or more of the source languages in addition to the contact 
variety itself. But while research into multilingual language use over the past 
several decades has focused on the function and structure of the multilingual 
repertoire under concepts such as code-selection, code-switching, code-
mixing, and more recently translanguaging, metrolingualism etc., less 
research has considered these ideas in the context of multilinguals 1) whose 
repertoires consist of varieties that share linguistic forms (and, to some 
degree, structures) and 2) whose language practices often include making 
full use of this repertoire inside the one interactional context.

The children of Ipmangker community (see Figure 23.1) are growing up 
multilingual in just such a way. In their remote, close-knit community of 
80 to 100 people, they interact with a wide variety of languages in everyday 
life. When spoken to by the older members of the community, it will be in 
one of several traditional Australian languages, such as Warlpiri or Kaytetye 
(the language associated with the land on which the community is located), 
but most likely it will be in Alyawarr (an Arandic language; see Yallop 
1977). When interacting with the teenage and younger adult generations, 
a variety specific to the community of Ipmangker will be used. Research 
collaborators from the community and I have decided to call this variety 
‘Alyawarr English’ for the sake of publication, but it has no official or common 
name in the community. In some instances where it has been necessary to 
refer to it (in  contrast to ‘other’ Englishes – such as Australian English), 
expressions such as ‘Murray Downs style’, ‘your language’, ‘our language’ 
have been used. In contrast, Australian English is sometimes referred to as 
‘whitefella English’. This English is encountered daily at school and with 
other non-Indigenous people, such as those who run the community shop 
on Murray Downs cattle station (on which the small parcel of community 
land is co‑located). Other Englishes are also encountered in both these 
sites, as both the remote teaching and farm-handing industries draw people 
from around the globe. Thus, English is very prevalent in the lives of these 
children, but they experience it in somewhat asymmetrical ways from the 
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other languages in their repertoire. For one thing, the classroom is one 
where all the students are Indigenous children of Ipmangker, and the main 
classroom teachers tend to be cultural and linguistic outsiders.

Figure 23.1: The Northern Territory of Australia, with major highways 
marked. Communities and towns referred to in this paper are marked.
Source: CartoGIS, College of Asia and the Pacific, The Australian National University.
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When Ipmangker children are speaking to other young people at home, 
there are a number of salient features that contrast their language use with 
that of Alyawarr-speaking or Australian (or another) English-speaking 
interlocutors. For example, in (1), Lucy uses a pre-verbal past tense auxiliary 
bin, which contrasts with how past tense is marked in both English (with 
suppletive sat) and Alyawarr (with regular verb inflectional suffixes). This 
feature is shared with Kriol. She also uses an aspectual marker -bat, which 
is not used in either Australian English or Alyawarr, and while used in 
other contact languages to the north, it seems to have specific semantic and 
distributional characteristics in Ipmangker children’s repertoire (see Dixon 
2017). The personal pronoun i ‘he’, verb root sit ‘sit’, incorporated adverbial 
daun ‘down’ and noun ‘chair’ are all forms shared with Australian English/
Kriol, though they have different semantic, distributional and grammatical 
properties (for example, i ‘he’ is not specified for gender, and can refer to 
non-sentient entities).

(1) I bin siddaunbat lang cheya. 
I bin sid-daun-bat lang cheya. 
3sg past sit-down-asp prep chair
‘He sat down on the chair.’ [SJD-047-A:311 Lucy home]

Ipmangker children also regularly make use of Alyawarr-derived forms 
when interacting with peers, including free morphemes (e.g. akwapert 
‘head’, rakey ‘to climb’, akely ‘little’, alakenh ‘like that’, apal ‘mistakenly’; see 
Dixon (2021, 19) for a list of 22 items from just one interactional episode) 
and derivational and inflectional morphemes: -warl ‘allative’, rnem ‘plural’, 
-atherr ‘dual’, -kenh ‘possessive’, -itwew ‘locative’, -akert ‘having, -areny 
‘association’, -apeny ‘resembles’, -arrpantey ‘pretend’. Example (2) contains 
the modifier akely ‘little’ and the plural suffix -rnem.

(2) Mi akely, Ai teikim ola bred-rnem evridei, reken.
Mi akely, Ai teik-im ola bred-rnem evridei reken
1sg little 1sg take-tr all bread-pl every.day reckon
‘Little me, I take all the bread every day, I reckon.’ [SJD-046-A:20 
Alysha home]

There are also some instances where children have been captured in moments 
where they directly select from different parts of their repertoire depending 
on the interlocutor. In one example, Shamus (aged 6;4) says to his non-
Indigenous teacher, ‘I got five’, referring to the fact that he has collected five 
reward cards over the course of the morning. He then immediately turns 
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to his Alyawarr teacher and reformulates this as Am gatim faip, selecting 
a variant 1st person singular pronoun and marking the verb with the 
transitivity marker -im (for further discussion of 1sg pronoun variation and 
variation in transitivity marking, see Dixon 2017).

The above examples show that Ipmangker children’s speech at home often 
utilises some linguistic matter that would be recognisable to a non-Alyawarr 
teacher at school (specifically, lexemes like ‘chair’, ‘five’ and ‘bread’; 
pronoun forms like ‘I’, ‘me’, ‘he’; plain verb forms like ‘take’, ‘sit down’; 
irregular past forms like ‘got’) as well as some contrastive linguistic matter 
(specifically, morphemes such as -im, -bat; and Alyawarr-derived lexemes and 
morphology). In fact, previous research has shown that even when the same 
form is used by the children in the home and school contexts, it can have 
somewhat different use characteristics. For example, i ‘he’, from example 
(1) above, is not gender specific, and can refer to any referent irrespective of 
social gender category. Likewise, Ipmangker children use the aspectual verb 
inflection -ing in both Alyawarr English and Australian English contexts 
of use, but in a differently constituted tense-aspect-mood (TAM) systems, 
and as such, with differences in functional and distributional properties 
(Dixon 2017).

The examples and the previous research cited above show that Ipmangker 
children are actively managing their complex language repertoires in 
response to their awareness of what is contextually appropriate for a given 
setting and interlocutor. As I have noted elsewhere, this ability is developing 
in a schooling context that focuses almost entirely on English, while 
lacking in pedagogy that embeds the explicit teaching of it (see Dixon 
2013). Furthermore, it demonstrates that examining language use across 
different interactional contexts offers the researcher a ‘way in’ to this kind 
of repertoire; to understand how it is constituted and how it is managed.

Returning now to the topic of possession, but continuing with the 
motivation to use possession as a means of exploring the multilingual 
repertoire, the research questions explored in this study are: Do Ipmangker 
children select differently from their possession-encoding repertoire 
depending on the interactional context? If yes, what linguistic resources 
does possession-encoding consist of in each context? What does this tell 
us about the nature of their linguistic repertoires and their management? 
Before exploring the data assembled to answer these questions, I will first 
make some comments about previous research in the areas of possession in 
new Australian languages and repertoire management.
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Possession in new Australian languages

As mentioned above, this study’s focus on possession-encoding was inspired 
by Disbray and Simpson’s (2005) description of possession by speakers of 
Wumpurrarni English. Speakers of that variety live in Tennant Creek, which 
is around 200 kilometres to the north-west of Ipmangker. This is the closest 
town to Ipmangker, and residents frequently travel there. In particular, 
Ipmangker families may relocate there for periods so that teenagers can 
attend high school, if they prefer this over the school at the nearby Ali 
Curung (Alekarenge) community. Wumpurrarni English is described as 
‘a range of styles on a continuum, with a variety close to standard Australian 
English at one end point and a basilectal creole at the other’ (Disbray and 
Simpson 2005, 65), with the range of styles primarily distinguished in 
terms of the degree of Warumungu-derived forms in use. Warumungu is 
the traditional language associated with the land on which Tennant Creek is 
situated. Similar to Alyawarr English, Australian English and Kriol appear 
to be additional source languages for Wumpurrarni English. Some aspects of 
the language use of Warumungu and Alyawarr children have previously been 
compared, finding that for both cohorts, use of Kriol-derived contrastive 
elements (specifically, transitivity marking, pre-verbal auxiliary bin and 
non-English prepositions/locational case marking) tends to co-occur across 
the clause (Dixon, Disbray and Simpson 2013). While context of use was 
not examined in that study, it did highlight both the similarities in structure 
of the two varieties as well as some important differences in the way both 
the traditional language and Kriol sources were integrated. For example, the 
Kriol-derived locational preposition variants (la/langa/na/nanga – Dickson 
2023) have been received as nang/nanga in Wumpurrarni English and lang 
in Alyawarr English.

Three other English-lexified contact varieties in the region also form a 
comparative base for the present study. Light Warlpiri and Gurindji Kriol 
are spoken further to the north in Lajamanu and Kalkarindji, respectively 
(see Figure 23.2). Their resources for encoding possession form the focus 
of Meakins and O’Shannessy (2005). The final language, Kriol, is spoken 
across many communities in the north of the Northern Territory and 
extends into Western Australia and Queensland. Its possession system is 
outlined in a number of works, such as Hudson (1983), Sandefur (1979), 
Munro (2004), Schultze-Berndt, Meakins and Angelo (2013, 244) and 
Dickson (2023).
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All four of the above-mentioned languages encode possession via a number 
of means. Meakins and O’Shannessy (2005, 47) have categorised the 
possibilities in these languages as follows:

•	 Type A: ‘possessor marked’ constructions, such as possessive pronouns 
or possessors marked with genitive or dative inflectional morphology.

•	 Type B: ‘apposition structures’, in which neither the possessor 
nor possessed are marked for possession. These are often, though not 
exclusively, associated with inalienable possession (centrally of body 
parts).

•	 Type C: ‘zero, or elided-possessor constructions’, in which only the 
possessed element is expressed. This is also closely associated with 
inalienable possession (of body parts).

•	 Type D: ‘locative possessive constructions’, which are formed with either 
Kriol-derived locational prepositions (such as langa) or heads that are 
marked with locative case marking.

•	 Type E: ‘possession preposition constructions’, which are formed with 
Kriol-derived possessive preposition blanga or fo.

These categories also well capture the possibilities in Alyawarr children’s 
language use. I will make a direct comparison to the structures present 
in each of these varieties as I present the data for Ipmangker children’s 
expression of possession. Thus, while the focus of this study is firmly one 
of repertoire exploration (as elaborated in the following section), there are 
other findings of interest to linguists studying contact language formation. 
These lie in the comparison of the new forms and structures emerging in 
Alyawarr English with those already in evidence in these other Northern 
Territory communities. I will highlight some of these observations 
throughout the chapter.

Language repertoires, repertoire management  
and new Australian languages

Before getting to the data, I first want to make a few remarks about the 
choice to focus on repertoires and repertoire management. As stated 
above, the majority of speakers of contact languages are multilingual. 
Understanding the multilingual repertoires of speakers of contact varieties 
is a pressing issue, as the number of Indigenous people in Australia who 
count one of these varieties in their repertoire is increasing. Not only do 
linguistic accounts of multilingual language use need better descriptions of 
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such repertoires to feed into theory building, but service providers, such as 
education systems, need better accounts of the development of such rich 
linguistic resources.

However, as I have previously observed (Dixon 2021, 2), Australian-
focused research that has foregrounded multilingualism has produced rich 
descriptions and understanding of a range of practices, such as the social 
contexts and function of code-choice and code-switching (Elwell 1982; 
McConvell 2008; Mushin 2010; Wilson, Hurst and Wigglesworth 2018), 
the sociocultural dynamics of multilingualism in historical reconstructions 
(Rumsey 2018), speaker ideologies (Singer and Harris 2016; Vaughan 
2018), multilingual identities (Brandl and Walsh 1982), conversation 
management (Mushin 2010) and narrative construction (Evans 2010). 
On the other hand, work on contact languages has overwhelmingly focused 
on their formal properties (and sociolinguistic context), but less so the 
multilingual repertoires in which they exist, and as such, remain ‘in contact’ 
with other language varieties (though, see O’Shannessy 2015; Dixon 2017, 
2021; Meakins et al. 2019; Vaughan 2018). This study applies a method 
(developed and further motivated in Dixon 2017, 2021) to explore the 
formal structure of contact varieties via the individual language repertoires 
they partly compose.

The use of the term repertoire in this study comes out of the sociolinguistic 
tradition of Gumperz and Hymes, who focused researchers on the 
examination of repertoire as ‘the totality of linguistic resources (i.e. including 
both invariant forms and variables) available to members of particular 
communities’ (Gumperz 1991 [1972], 20–21). More recently, Matras 
(2020, 4) has proposed that multilinguals ‘have a complex repertoire of 
linguistic structures at their disposal’. This repertoire ‘is not organized in the 
form of “languages” or “language systems”’; these are labels language users 
and linguists alike are socialised to apply post hoc. Rather:

elements of the repertoire (word-forms, phonological rules, 
constructions and so on) gradually become associated … with a range 
of social activities, including factors such as sets of interlocutors, 
topics, and institutional settings.

Matras (2020, 364–65) further posits that the management of the 
multilingual repertoire is characterised by three tensions or ‘pull factors’. 
First, the need to select from the repertoire in ways that are appropriate or 
matched to the context (i.e. speak French to a French-speaker); second, the 
desire to maximise expressiveness by exploiting the full potential of one’s 
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repertoire; and third, the underlying need to manage the cognitive load 
involved in attending to the other two factors. The first of these factors 
will be considered directly in this study. That is, per the research question, 
I will explore whether Ipmangker children select differently from their 
possession-encoding repertoire depending on the interactional context.

Method
This study examines the individual repertoires of a group of children 
by making use of a dataset that captures naturalistic language use in 
a  representative range of contexts of use. The Ipmangker corpus (Dixon 
2009–11) was compiled from 50+ hours of naturalistic video recordings 
made across biannual recording periods from late 2009 to 2011. Recordings 
were made in a variety of home and school contexts. Recordings in the 
home environment mainly focused on peer interaction, while the school 
recordings encompass peer–peer and peer–teacher interactional episodes, in 
the pre-school and early years classrooms. The children’s talk was transcribed 
by the author and two community-based co-researchers: Ms Michelle 
Dobbs and Ms G. Kelly (now deceased). Both these young women spoke 
Alyawarr English and were also caregivers. Data was transcribed in ELAN.1

For this study, the data were then sorted into two groups defined in terms of 
the characteristics of the contextual episode in which they were produced.2 
One grouping brings together all utterances that were made to another 
Alyawarr person (usually another child), either at home or at school.3 This 
grouping is referred to as the home data. A second grouping was made of 
all utterances made by an Ipmangker child to a non-Indigenous adult in a 
school setting. This grouping is referred to as the school data. The labels 
home and school can therefore be thought of as shortcuts for ‘socially 
dominant language in the home context’ and ‘socially dominant language 
in the school context’. Only the utterances performed by six focus children 
(for whom there is data across all time-points) – four girls and two boys 
aged between five and eight – are considered in this study.

1	  ELAN, v6.3, Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics, The Language Archive, 2024, PC, archive.
mpi.nl/tla/elans.
2	  In other work I have critiqued other methods of entering the data, such as by applying structural 
criteria (i.e. ‘language of the verb root’) to sort utterances from multilingual data into a ‘contact language 
utterances’ dataset. For example, see Dixon (2017, 29–40; 2021, 4–5).
3	  Note that in previous research, peer to peer talk that took place in the school was excluded from 
analysis altogether, but is here included in the home dataset in order to have enough data to discuss. 

http://archive.mpi.nl/tla/elans
http://archive.mpi.nl/tla/elans
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Data in both home and school sets were then subjected to the same process 
of token extraction. First, utterances containing the expression of possession 
were manually extracted by the author. If it was ambiguous whether an 
utterance contained possession (such as with elided-possessor or apposition 
structures), the utterance was viewed in the interactional episode for 
clarification. Next, each possession construction was categorised into types, 
informed by the work of Meakins and O’Shannessy (2005) outlined above. 
Finally, frequencies and other correlatory patterns (reported on below) were 
explored using pivot tables in Excel.

Utterances and forms in the home data are transcribed according to the Kriol 
orthography (e.g. Schultze-Berndt, Meakins and Angelo 2013), modified 
to apply Alyawarr orthographic conventions (e.g. Green, Blackman and 
Moore 2019) to words and morphemes of Alyawarr origin. Utterances 
and forms in the school data are transcribed using standard orthographic 
conventions for Australian English, though with some adaptation for when 
non-standard forms (for that variety) appear in that context.

Alyawarr children’s possession-encoding 
inventory
The following sections present possession-encoding strategies that were 
drawn from the home dataset, that is, from when children were talking to 
other children, either at home or at school.

Possessive pronouns

Forms
Ipmangker children indicate possession through the use of possessive 
pronouns. The possessive pronouns attested in use at home and with other 
Ipmangker children at school are presented in Table 23.1 (token counts 
follow the form).

As shown in Table 23.1, there are multiple variants in use for most person/
number variables. For each variable there is at least one attestation of 
a  possessive pronoun formed with the Alyawarr-derived possessive suffix 
-kenh attached to a personal pronoun stem. Alyawarr forms possessive 
pronouns in a similar way: via suffixing -kenh (or an allomorph) to the 
dative personal pronoun stem of dual and plural forms. Alyawarr singular 
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possessive pronouns are suppletive.4 However, the -kenh marked pronouns 
in the home dataset tend to be used in the earlier age brackets, with none 
recorded after the age of 7;0.

Table 23.1: Possessive pronoun forms attested in use at home and with 
other Ipmangker children at school. Number of tokens in the corpus follow 
each form.

singular dual plural

1st person main
mai
main-kenh

181
27

1

minyu-kenh
minyus

11
1

wimabes
wimab-kenh

11
1

2nd person yos
yo
yu-kenh

61
25

2

yutu-kenh 1 yumabes
yumab-kenh
yo

8
3
1

3rd person imen
imes
is
im-kenh
imes-kenh
imen-kenh

18
14
3
1
1
1

– – themabes
themab-kenh 
themes

6
3
1

In variation with the possessives formed with -kenh are those formed with 
-s, likely sourced from the English genitive marker for nouns and/or via 
the independent genitive pronouns ours, yours, hers and theirs.5 In addition, 
there are singular forms that appear to be drawn directly from the English 
paradigm, e.g. main ‘mine’, mai ‘my’, yos ‘yours’, yo ‘your’, is ‘his’. In all 
except for the 2nd person dual, these variants outnumber the -kenh variants.

Variation between 1st person singular possessive forms mai and main is 
evident in the token counts. In fact, their use is constrained in different 
ways. The form main is used both with [N=70, i.e. 39 per cent of main 
tokens] or without [N=111] an NP possessed element (see examples 3 and 
4 respectively), while mai always appears preceding a possessed element 
(see  example 5). This partially reflects the pattern of Standard English 
grammar, where the independent form mine can function as the head of 
an NP, while my is always a dependent constituent. An additional point of 

4	  However, Alyawarr singular possessive pronouns still build on the dative, rather than the nominative, 
ergative or accusative forms. For example, 1st person possessive form atyenh appears to be a blend of 
the dative form atyeng + -kenh, and bears less resemblance to the nominative (ayeng), ergative (atha) 
or accusative (ayenh) forms (Green, Blackman and Moore 2019, 427–31).
5	  I am following Huddleston and Pullum’s (2002, 470) use of the term independent pronoun. These 
have also been called ‘strong’ genitive pronouns (e.g. Collins and Hollo 2000, 50).
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difference in this dataset is that where the children have a choice between 
mai and main (i.e. in ‘dependent’ contexts), main is preferred in nominal 
predicate clauses, while mai is preferred in verbal predicate clauses.

(3) Main ka bin rait iya reken. 

Main ka bin rait iya reken
1sg.poss car past right here reckon
‘My car was right here, reckon.’ [SJD-047-A:551 Alysha]

(4) Hu ga yusim main? 

Hu ga yus-im main
who pot use-tr 1sg.poss
‘Who’s going to use mine?’ [SJD-040:162 Tiffany]

(5) Wel, ai bin go getim mai femili.

Wel, ai bin go get-im mai femili
well 1sg past go get-tr 1sg.poss family
‘Well, I went and got my family.’ [SJD-047-A:593 Lenora]

One advantage that main has over mai is that it appears to be able to take 
additional inflection (per example 6):

(6) Thei leik tyekert-an, main-rnem. 

Thei leik tyekert-an, main-rnem
3pl like bitter.taste-one 1sg.poss-pl
‘They like the bitter-tasting one, my ones.’ [SJD-046-A:13 Alysha]

Turning now to 2nd person singular forms, Table 23.1 shows that there 
are two main variants in active use: yos and yo. As with 1st person singular 
forms, yos and yo do not have a shared distribution in that yos can variably 
occur without a possessed element [N=39, 64 per cent] (see examples 7 
and 8), while yo does not (see example 9).

(7) Hiya yos lilan greida. 
Hiya yos lilan greida
here 2sg.poss little.one grader
‘Here is your little grader.’ [SJD-042:157 Simon]
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(8) Thaniya nat yos, Jimmy. 

Thaniya nat yos, Jimmy
dem not 2sg.poss, name
‘This one is not yours, Jimmy.’ [SJD-046-A:468 Deanna]

(9) Wi bin lokimap yo os, inti? 

Wi bin lok-im-ap yo os, inti
1pl past lock-tr-up 2sg.poss horse, tag
‘We locked up your horse, didn’t we?’ [SJD-062:1036 Deanna]

The 3rd person singular possessive pronouns do not follow the same 
distributional trend as the 1sg and 2sg pronouns, in that both the dominant 
forms iman and imes occur both with (see examples 10–11) and without 
possessed elements, although there is only one token of the latter for each 
form. The three tokens of is in this data occur with a head NP. A further 
point of difference is that instead of taking the possessive pronoun forms 
directly from the English source, imen and imes forms appear, at first glance, 
to be formed on the base of the English accusative pronoun him. In fact, 
earlier work has shown that, in home contexts, Ipmangker children use im 
as a 3sg subject pronoun at a rate of around five times that of the alternative 
variant i (Dixon 2017). So, these singular possessive forms are built on the 
base of the children’s preferred subject pronoun variant.

(10) I bin oldim iman akapwert. 

I bin old-im iman akapwert
3sg past hold-tr 3sg.poss head
‘He held his head.’ [SJD-048:435 Shamus]

(11) Imes kemp rait iya.

Imes kemp rait iya
3sg.poss camp right here
‘His camp is right here.’ [SJD-069:707 Deanna]

Also noteworthy in the singular possessive pronoun data is the minor 
incidence of some possessive base forms that are additionally marked with 
the possessive suffix -kenh. These are main-kenh, imes-kenh and imen-kenh. 
While they each occur only once, they may be of interest as an example 
of the way the children’s possession system is developing in this young 
primary school cohort. Dual and plural pronouns also have two variant 
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forms: those formed via suffixation of -s and those formed via suffixation 
of -kenh. In each person/number combination, the forms marked with -s 
are the numerically dominant, except in the case of 1st person dual, where 
minyu-kenh has a higher incidence of use.

The lower incidence use of -kenh in the formation of possessive pronouns 
contrasts with pronoun use in the small amount of adult interactional and 
narrative data collected in the corpus, mostly in the form of incidental child-
directed speech (such as in the classroom, by Alyawarr Assistant Teachers). 
In these, four pronoun forms are attested imes, themabes, themes and yos. 
So while this is an incomplete comparison, it does support the (tentative) 
hypothesis that -kenh pronouns are either an incoming or temporary 
variant, possibly the result of over-extension of the adult means of marking 
possession on other nominals.

In Wumpurrarni English, there is also variation between 1st person singular 
forms mai~main and 2nd person singular forms yo~yos, while 3rd person 
singular forms are formed with the Warumungu-derived possession clitic 
-ka(yi), e.g. im-kayi (Disbray and Simpson 2005). Disbray (2008) contains 
a token of one other person/number combination: wimob-kayi ‘3pl-poss’, 
suggesting the possibility that -ka(yi) is productive throughout the rest of 
the pronominal paradigm.

Light Warlpiri uses English-derived singular possessive pronouns my/mine/
ma, you/your and his, but unlike Alyawarr English and Wumpurrarni English, 
these are in variation with Warlpiri-derived singular forms (in which the 
personal pronoun is inflected with a possession suffix specific to pronouns). 
Dual and plural forms all follow the Warlpiri model (though interestingly, 
the possessive inflection usually used for independent nouns has displaced 
the pronominal possession suffix). Gurindji Kriol speakers also make use 
of possessive pronoun forms drawn from Gurindji (a source language for 
Gurindji Kriol, as the name implies), which are pronominal forms inflected 
for dative case. They also make use of Kriol personal pronouns (i.e. not 
inflected for possession) in apposition constructions, but this appears to be 
largely associated with inalienable possession (see below).

Kriol appears to make limited use of possessive pronouns, making greater 
use of appositional (Type B) and prepositional constructions (per Type E 
above). However, singular forms mai~main, yus, is and deya are attested 
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(Schultze-Berndt, Meakins and Angelo 2013, 243, mainly as ‘acrolectal 
forms’), as are two stand-alone possessors mainwan and yuswan (Hudson 
1983, 45).

Wumpurrarni English and Alyawarr English, therefore, seem to contrast 
with Light Warlpiri, Gurindji Kriol and Kriol in having English/Kriol-
derived dual and plural pronoun forms that are inflected for possession. 
And Alyawarr English seems to be the only variety in which a near-complete 
paradigm of possessive pronoun forms derived with the English genitive 
suffix on a Kriol/English-derived pronominal base has emerged. Given 
the  absence and near-absence of these patterns of possession-encoding 
in the more northerly contact varieties, these would seem to be innovations 
that have originated locally, rather than ones that have spread southward.

Ordering of elements
The overwhelming ordering of constituents in possession constructions 
involving possessive pronouns is that the pronoun comes first and is 
followed by the possessed element (i.e. the ‘head’). The possessed element 
can be a phrase consisting of a single noun, as in example (12), or a noun 
and modifiers, as in example (13).

(12) Yumab gat klinimap yumabes yad. 

Yumab gat kiln-im-ap yumabes yad
2pl obl clean-tr-up 2pl.poss yard
‘You lot have got to clean up your yard.’ [SJD-062:970 Tiffany]

(13) Weya yo greiwan osi-arrpantey? 

Weya yo greiwan osi-arrpantey
where 2sg.poss grey.one horse-pretend
‘Where is your grey horse?’ [SJD-062:827 Deanna]

There are only three tokens where the possessor follows the possessed, 
per example (14).

(14) Luk theya, flauwawan main.

Luk theya, flauwawan main
Look there, flower.one 1sg.poss
‘Look there, my flower one.’ [SJD-069:702 Lenora]
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Wumpurrarni English speakers produce possessors in both pre- and post-
nominal order (Disbray and Simpson 2005, 72), though the authors note 
that children do not use the post-nominal option. Meakins and O’Shannessy 
(2005, 61) note that ‘word order in the constructions is relatively fixed for 
[Gurindji Kriol], [Light Warlpiri] and Kriol, but relatively free for Warlpiri 
possessive constructions’.

Possessive suffixes

As we’ve seen in the previous section, children in Ipmangker make use of an 
Alyawarr-derived possession suffix: -kenh. In Alyawarr, this bound morpheme 
operates as a clitic, in that it attaches to the right-most nominal in the possessor 
NP, rather than the ‘head’ nominal (i.e. boomerang man old-poss = ‘Old 
man’s boomerang’) (Yallop 1977, 75). There are, unfortunately, no tokens in 
the data where the possessor NP has an additional modifier (e.g. an adjective), 
but a brief examination of the rest of the corpus shows that such modifiers 
overwhelmingly occur in pre-head position, e.g. blekwan osi ‘black horse’, 
rabishwan beg ‘rubbish bag’. One notable exception is akely ‘little’, which 
always occurs post-head, as in example (2). So, excepting the possibility of 
other post-head modifiers (like prepositional phases or relative clauses) being 
a site for -kenh marking (of which there is also no data), so far the data shows 
-kenh marking on the head possessor NP/right-most constituent of the NP. 
This can be a noun (per example 15) or a demonstratives thaniya and thisan 
(16). Example (17) has a possessor NP that contains a conjunction.
(15) Thisan dokta-kenh peipa.

Thisan dokta-kenh peipa
dem doctor-poss paper
‘This is the doctor’s paper.’ [SJD-021:137 Alysha]

(16) Thisan-kenh osi rait iya, ini. 

Thisan-kenh osi rait iya, ini
dem-poss horse right here, tag
‘This one’s horse is right here, isn’t it.’ [SJD-063:449 Simon]

(17) Mi en Travis-kenh seimwan. 

Mi en Travis-kenh seimwan. 
1sg and Travis-poss same.one
‘Me and Travis’s are the same.’ [SJD-042:546 Shamus]
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As with possessive constructions containing possessive pronouns, the 
ordering of constituents is overwhelmingly possessor then possessed (as with 
examples 15 and 16 above). In fact, in the few instances of -kenh-marked 
possessors occurring after the possessed element, intonation suggests that 
these are more like right-dislocated phrases, adding clarification of the 
original referent (18).

(18) This- weya thet dres, thisan-kenh.

This- weya thet dres, thisan-kenh
dem- where that dress, dem-poss
‘This-, where is that dress, this one’s.’ [SJD-069:594 Alysha]

When the head NP is introduced by a determiner, the possession construction 
appears between it and the head (19).

(19) Luk thet oinkoink-kenh atnaynpa.

Luk thet oinkoink-kenh atnaynpa
look dem pig-poss bottom
‘Look at that pig’s bottom.’ [SJD-038: 83]

Possessors that are marked by the -kenh suffix can themselves mark possession 
on a construction using a possessive pronoun (20).

(20) Hei yo- yos shap-kenh rod thisaid, inti.

hei yo- yos shap-kenh rod thisaid, inti
hey, 2sg- 2sg.poss shop-poss road this.side, tag
‘Hey, yo- your shop’s road is this side, isn’t it.’ [SJD-047-A:206 Alysha]

The Alyawarr-derived -kenh possessive suffix is in variation with the English-
derived -s suffix. The latter is only used eight times in the home context 
data, always on noun phrases consisting of single nouns (21).

(21) Thisan the kings rod.

Thisan the king-s rod
dem the king-poss road
‘This is the king’s road.’ [SJD-062:1549 Tiffany]

The other mixed language varieties mentioned above all allow for similar 
deployment of possessive clitics/suffixes from the traditional source language. 
In the case of Wumpurrarni English and Light Warlpiri, this involves the 
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importation of a specific possession-encoding form, and in Gurindji Kriol, 
this involves the use of the dative case marker. Kriol does not use this way 
of marking possession.

Apposition and inalienable possession

Apposition structures do appear in the corpus (11 tokens), wherein the 
possessor is not overtly marked for possession by either of the means 
discussed so far (see example 22).6 In Alyawarr, apposition is the means by 
which possession constructions involving body parts are produced (Yallop 
1977, 118–19). The possessor and the possessed nominals take the same 
case, but are not necessarily adjacent to each other (ibid.). Yallop further 
notes that ‘this construction is possibly used for all part-whole possessive 
relationships; it is certainly used for parts of animals’ (p. 119). However, 
the possessed nominals in the apposition structures in this dataset are 
not confined to body parts. They are: buluk ‘bullock’, baibi ‘baby’, dedi 
‘daddy’, aus ‘house’, neim ‘name’, staf-rnem ‘stuff-pl’, raba ‘rubber’, dainaso 
‘dinosaur’ and anngwelty-rnem ‘tears’. It’s possible that some of these would 
fall under a part-whole relation of another kind (‘body emission’ in the case 
of tears; ‘kinship’ in the case of daddy etc.); however, there is no published 
information on what these might be for Alyawarr.

(22) Lenora anngwelty-rnem kamingaut from iya. 

Lenora anngwelty-rnem kam-ing-aut from iya
Lenora tear-pl com-asp-out from here
‘Lenora’s tears are coming out from here.’ [SJD-069:517 Tiffany]

In any case, most of these possessed nominals also appear in possession 
constructions that do have overt possession marking (i.e. the use of possessive 
pronouns or suffixes outlined previously). It appears likely, then, that these 
few uses of apposition don’t constitute a regularised means of distinguishing 
one kind of possession relation from another. In fact, Alyawarr speakers 
themselves have for some time varied considerably in their use of unmarked 

6	  These, and elided-possessor constructions (see below) would fall with what is sometimes referred to 
as ‘external possession’ (Payne and Barshi 1999) among other terms. It’s useful to keep them separated 
here (per Meakins and O’Shannessy 2005) since, as we’ll see, Alyawarr children only use one of these 
patterns in the SCHOOL data. See Meakins and O’Shannessy (2005, 49) for a brief discussion of 
external possession with respect to new Australian contact languages and their substrates.
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possessors with body parts (Jenny Green, pers. comm., 2022), suggesting 
that this may not have been a stable feature in the Alyawarr input of 
Ipmangker children.

In Wumpurrarni English, Light Warlpiri and Gurindji Kriol, inalienable 
possession (of body parts) is also expressed by the use of ‘zero’ or elided-
possessor constructions (Disbray and Simpson 2005; Meakins and 
O’Shannessy 2005).7 This is where the possessed nominal appears without 
any expressed possessor dependent (marked or unmarked) in the same 
phrase. An example of this is given below (example 23); however, this is not 
a common strategy in the home data.

(23) I bin mubimbat hen.

I bin mub-im-bat hen
3sg past move-tr-asp hand
‘He moved (his) hand.’ [SJD-053:150 Simon]

While elided-possessor constructions of this kind are few, one place in 
which possessor dependents are frequently absent is following a locational 
preposition. Such constructions are termed ‘locative constructions’ in 
Meakins and O’Shannessy’s (2005, 59–60) description of Gurindji Kriol 
and Light Warlpiri, where this pattern is also attested. These are particularly 
evident in a set of recordings where children are telling a story with the 
prompt of a wordless picture book depicting a series of catastrophes 
(O’Shannessy 2004). In these tokens, the children use prepositional phrases, 
introduced either by lang or on, in which the affected body part appears 
with or without the possessor. In examples (24)–(25) below, there is no 
expressed possessor. In example (26), however, the possessor is expressed in 
a location phrase. This suggests, again, that the use of specific resources to 
encode inalienable possession is a variable feature of the children’s grammar. 
There are not sufficient data of this type to examine further any potential 
systematicity to this variation, except to note that when a pronominal direct 
object of the main verb is expressed (as in example 25), the same-referent 
possessive pronoun never appears in the following prepositional phrase. 
This pattern has also been observed in Kriol (Sandefur 1979, 89).

7	  These are also referred to as ‘null possessor’ structures requiring ‘possession by inference’ (Disbray 
and Simpson 2005, 78–79), which seems in line with the broader literature. 
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(24) I na foldaun lang akapwert. 

I na foldaun lang akapwert.
3sg fut fall.down prep head
‘It will fall down on (his) head.’ [SJD-053:406 Deanna]

(25) Bat thet sneik bin baitim im lang leg. 

Bat thet sneik bin bait-im im lang leg
but dem snake past bite-tr 3sg prep leg
‘But that snake bit him on the leg.’ [SJD-053:335 Alysha]

(26) En thet kathip bin foldaun lang himan akapwert. 

en thet kathip bin foldaun lang himan akapwert
and that bush.coconut past fall.down prep 3sg.poss head
‘And that bush coconut fell down on his head.’ [SJD-053:351 Alysha]

Changes in the way alienable and inalienable possession are distinguished 
in situations of language contact are further explored in Hercus (2005) and 
McConvell (2005).

Summary

Table 23.2 presents a summary of the possession constructions discussed 
so far, using the taxonomy presented in Meakins and O’Shannessy (2005).

Table 23.2: A summary of possession constructions in Ipmangker children’s 
language use at home and with other children at school.

Type Construction Examples

A1 Possessive 
constructions

NP-POSS (NPhead) Maria-kenh (os)
Maria-poss (horse)
‘Maria’s (horse)’
king-s (road)
king-poss (road)
‘king’s (road)’

A2 Pro-POSS (NPhead) minyu-kenh (kemp)
1du-poss (camp)
‘Our camp’
wimab-es (said)
1pl-poss (side)
‘Our (side)’

A3 possessive.Pro (NPhead)* main (hend)
1sg.poss (hand)
‘My hand’
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Type Construction Examples

B1 Apposition 
constructions

NP-Ø NPhead Lenora staf-rnem
Lenora stuff-pl
‘Lenora’s stuff’

B2 Pro NPhead themab beibi
3pl baby
‘Their baby’

C1 Elided-
possessor 
constructions

Ø NPhead muv-im-bat hend
move-tr-asp hand
‘move (his) hand’

D1 Locative 
constructions

lang NPhead foldaun lang akwapert
fall.down prep head
‘fall onto the head’

D2 lang poss.Pro/Pro-poss NPhead bliding lang im-es hend
bleeding prep 3sg-poss hand
‘bleeding from his hand’

D3 Pro lang NPhead pok-im im lang hend
poke-tr 3sg prep hand
‘poke him in the hand’

Note: Brackets indicate elements that are variably expressed; *The (NPhead) is only 
optional with some possessive pronoun forms, namely, main, yos, imen and imes.

Comparison to other languages

Comparisons to other new languages of the Northern Territory region 
have been made throughout the preceding sections. One further point of 
contrast is the absence of possession preposition constructions formed with 
the Kriol-derived prepositions blanga and fo. The use of blanga is attested in 
the Gurindji Kriol data but not in Light Warlpiri. The use of both blanga 
and fo was attested in by older Warumungu speakers in field recordings 
from the 1980s, and some instances of blanga were still in evidence by 
speakers of Wumpurrarni English in the early 2000s (Disbray and Simpson 
2005). In relation to the source language, Alyawarr, it is worth making 
one more point of comparison. Alyawarr has one other specific means of 
encoding possession that does not feature in this dataset. As Yallop (1977, 
90) notes, ‘kinship terms are obligatorily marked for personal relation’. This 
is accomplished through a set of 1st, 2nd and 3rd person possessive suffixes 
that only attach to kinship terms. He notes, however, that by the 1970s, the 
use of such forms was being replaced by the use of the regular independent 
possessive pronoun.
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Possession and repertoire management
The description of possession presented in the previous sections of this study 
focuses on children’s language use at home and when talking to another 
child at school. These are contexts in which children are most likely to select 
from the ‘Alyawarr English’ part of their repertoire. In this section, we will 
explore how children encode possession when doing tasks that are most 
likely coded as ‘English’, such as when talking to a non-Indigenous teacher 
at school or interacting with a text produced in Standard Australian English.

Possessive pronouns

In these contexts, the corpus contains 94 tokens of possessive pronoun use 
by focus children. These are presented in Table 23.3.

Table 23.3: Possessive pronoun forms attested in use in school contexts.

singular plural

1st person my
mine

25
12

our 15

2nd person your
yours

25
7

no data –

3rd person his
her

6
1

themes 1

Note: Number of tokens in the corpus follows each form.

When comparing this inventory of pronouns with those used at home, one 
obvious point of contrast is that Ipmangker children do not use possessive 
pronouns formed via suffixation of kenh in this context (more on this in the 
following section). Starting with the 1st person pronouns, this means that 
there are two singular forms in use in the school data: my and mine. In the 
home data, phonologically equivalent forms mai and main are also in use. 
Recall that one difference in their distribution of these variants at home 
is that main optionally occurs with a possessed element (with 39 per cent 
of main tokens occurring with a possessed element), whereas mai always 
occurs with a possessed element. In this school data, mine appears to no 
longer optionally occur with a possessed element, and instead only occurs 
as a stand-alone possessor in sentences such as example (27). There is one 
instance of ‘mine + possessed’ (‘mine scissors’), but this occurs in the very 
first corpus recording which captures the first days of preschool for the 
particular child who utters it. So the restriction in contexts in which mine 
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can be used in the school data (when compared to the home data main) 
probably accounts for the fact that it is used less frequently than my in the 
school data, which is the reverse of the ordering in the home data.

(27) I dunno which is mine. [SJD-069:996 Lenora]

A different pattern is evident with the second person singular forms. 
The school data contains your and yours; forms that are phonologically 
equivalent to yo and yos, in use at home. In the home data, yos occurred 
at a rate of 36 per cent with a possessed element (similar to main), while 
yo always occurred with a possessed (as with mai). This variable use of 
yours with a possessed element prevails in the school data (with four 
of  the seven tokens of yours occurring in constructions like yours pencil), 
which is different to what happens with mine, as noted in the previous 
paragraph. One difference between the home and school data is that your 
is the numerically dominant form (in contrast to yos in the home data), 
but in this case it can’t be related to the declining opportunity to use yours 
(as it was with mine). So at this stage, frequency of selection is the only 
pattern contrasting the way the children’s repertoires are selected from in 
each context.

Only one of the many 3rd person singular forms at use in the home data 
is selected for use in the school data: is/his. In addition, the form her is 
added to the school paradigm. There is only one 3rd person plural form 
attested: themes. This is identical to a form also used at home, though it 
is less frequent than the forms themabes and themab-kenh. The biggest 
difference between repertoire selection of 3rd person pronouns is therefore 
the reduction in the number of variant forms, plus the addition of gender 
into the possessive pronoun system.

It’s also worth noting that, when at school, Ipmangker children also use 
a 1st person plural form that contrasts with the form they prefer at home, 
with our taking the place of wimabes (and wimab-kenh).

The ordering of elements in the school data is categorically possessor + 
possessed/head, which reflects not only the pattern in Australian English 
more broadly, but also the dominant pattern in children’s home 
language use.
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In summary, Ipmangker children manage their possessive pronoun systems 
differently depending on the interactional context. They:

•	 select different possessive pronoun forms depending on the context 
(e.g. our, -kenh-marked pronouns)

•	 select from shared forms but use them with different distributions 
(e.g. main/mine)

•	 select from shared forms but use them with different relative frequency 
(e.g. your/yo).

In addition, there are several instances in the teacher-directed school data 
where the children appear to use possessive pronouns in a non-referential 
way. In the following lesson, the teacher and students are sitting on the 
floor in a circle discussing the five senses. The teacher is leading the group 
through each one.

(28) 01 Teacher: What do we do with our eyes?
02: Student: Um, shut your eye.

[… 30 seconds of teacher-led class discussion …]

03: Teacher: and then, what did you do Deanna?
04: Student: hold your hand and go like that and you hold it like that.

[… 2 minutes of teacher-led class discussion …]

05: Teacher: Now there’s something that we do every morning that 
helps us hear better.

06: Student: blow your nose.
07: Teacher: We blow our nose, and that helps our ears open up and we 

can hear better.
08: Student: and wash your face

In the first line, the teacher’s question makes it clear that he is framing the 
discussion in general terms that apply to the whole group, not just himself. 
The student (line 02) then responds in kind, using the pronoun your to refer 
to an action done by everyone in general. A few seconds later, the discussion 
has moved on to recounting what was done when discussing sight the 
previous day with a different teacher. The student (line 04) is describing 
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how they all closed their eyes (or pulled their t-shirts up to cover them) and 
formed a chain by holding each other’s hands (this is partly demonstrated). 
The use of 2nd person possessive and personal pronouns in this sequence is 
therefore not referring to the teacher who posed the question at line 03, but 
is used in a more general sense, describing the group’s activity. A few minutes 
later again, the teacher has moved on to discussing the sense of hearing. The 
questions to the class at lines 05 and 07 are formulated with ‘we’ pronouns, 
making it clear that the teacher is talking about an activity that the whole 
group undertakes habitually; indeed, there is a morning pre-class activity of 
face-washing and nose-blowing that takes place prior to students entering 
the classroom. So the answers at lines 06 and 08 can be similarly understood 
as not referring specifically to the teacher, despite being addressed to him, 
but rather to the group of Ipmangker schoolchildren in general.

The home context data don’t have any similar examples of non-referential 
your; however, this is possibly an issue of sampling; the context for its use 
simply didn’t arise. This suggests, however, that there may be aspects of 
the children’s developing repertoire of possession-encoding that are more 
associated with the routines of the classroom. In scoping out the full, 
developing repertoire of possession-encoding, it is important to, therefore, 
attend to not just formal paradigms and inventories, but also referential and 
social functions.

Other forms of possession-encoding

The Ipmangker children in this study do not use the -kenh suffix to mark 
possession when talking in English-coded contexts at school. This parallels 
a finding in an earlier study that the aspectual suffix -bat is similarly not 
used in these contexts (Dixon 2017). This suggests that Ipmangker children 
have a keen understanding of some of the more salient differences between 
their way of using English and that of their teachers. Moreover, they use this 
information to avoid selecting some forms that they know do not form part 
of their teachers’ repertoires.

As shown above (specifically, example 21), in the discussion of non-
pronominal possessors in the home context data, Ipmangker children also 
variably use the -s suffix. In the absence of -kenh they also use this form 
at school; however there are only six tokens of this in the school-context 
data. These are all in the context of interacting with a text that is written in 
Standard Australian English, and uttered by the same child (though across 
two different age brackets). Looking at these in conjunction with the eight 
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tokens of possessive -s from the home context data, use of this form is only 
captured from the ages of 6;6 onwards. This might indicate that Ipmangker 
children only add this form to their repertoires after at least a year at school. 
However, this conclusion has to be considered relative to the opportunity 
for use in the earlier age brackets. Certainly, in the home data, it is clear 
that -kenh is used by the younger children. However, in the school data, we 
would need to see possession constructions with an unmarked NP possessor 
in order to conclude that the younger children have not yet added -s to their 
repertoire and learned to select it instead of -kenh. For example, in (29), 
Lenora apposes dog (the possessor) with the possessed tail, a context in 
which she has otherwise produced an -s. So selection of this variant seems 
variable at this point in time. Other tokens of this type do not appear in 
the school context data, so it is not possible to conclude whether the -s 
morpheme yet forms part of the younger children’s repertoires.

(29) The grey mouse see the dog and he jump on the dog tail. [SJD-039-A:1929 
Lenora]

There are some other tokens of apposition constructions in the school, 
but these are formed with pronominal possessors, as in (30) and (31), and 
not NP possessors (where the -s would be expected, as above). The choice 
of pronominal form is nonetheless interesting here. Previous research shows 
that both she and he appear in very low frequency in the home data (Dixon 
2017, 182). The gender-neutral im is the dominant form in the home 
data. In the school data, he becomes the dominant 3rd person singular 
form, while she remains marginal. Applying this to these utterances, we 
can see both of these children are selecting from the more English-coded 
part of their language repertoires, but possibly haven’t yet incorporated the 
possessive forms his and her into their repertoires or learned to consistently 
select them.

(30) Lenora’s blowing she thing. ‘Lenora’s blowing her thing.’ [SJD-066-A:1003 
Deanna]

(31) He name Ben. ‘His name is Ben.’ [SJD-039-A:502 Lenora]

Another possibility worth considering in determining whether young 
Ipmangker children have added -s into their repertoires is the use of avoidance 
as a learner strategy. That is, constructions with NP possessors might be 
replaced with 3rd person pronominal possessors in order to avoid the need 
to make a selection decision around the use of a possessive suffix. This is 
obviously a tricky thing to assess, since it is the natural purview of pronouns 
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to replace noun-headed NPs. But there are some contexts in which possessive 
pronouns would be the less communicatively straightforward strategy, such 
as when the referent cannot be easily recovered from the context. The school 
data were examined for instances wherein a possessive pronoun appears to 
occur in lieu of a possession-marked NP. For example, the interactional 
context (32) was examined. This sentence has two pronouns, one of them 
marked for possession, with two distinct referents. It is not clear from this 
utterance in isolation who either referent is. However, when looking at the 
utterance embedded in its interactional context, it directly follows a prompt 
question from the teacher: ‘How do they wake the dog?’. So the referent 
of they and his is clear from the teacher’s question.

(32)  They jump on his tail. [SJD-039-A:1949 Daniel]

A close examination of the interactional context of each of the 3rd person 
pronoun tokens in the school context confirms that these are not being 
used as tools for avoiding using an NP, which would require a possession 
suffix. This doesn’t necessarily rule out that avoidance is not in use, 
since silence is also a form of avoidance. But it is similarly likely that the 
appropriate context for use of a possession-marked NP simply did not arise 
in the corpus. I return to the issues of naturalistic corpora for tracking 
repertoire management in the discussion.

Summary

Table 23.4 summarises the possession-encoding structures in use in the 
school context data, that is, when children are talking to a non-Indigenous 
teacher or interacting with a text written in Standard Australian English. 
The table’s format applies the same categories as Table 23.2, to facilitate 
comparison. There are notably fewer strategies. The main strategy in the 
school data for expressing possession is the use of possessive pronouns 
(with or without a possessed element), but the use of a possessive suffix (-s) 
and apposition is also attested. In contrast to the home data, locative and 
elided-possessor constructions are not attested, and the order of constituents 
is fixed at possessor-possessed. The Ipmangker children in this study, 
therefore, make very different patterns of selection from their inventory of 
possession-encoding structures depending on the interactional context.
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Table 23.4: A summary of possession constructions in Ipmangker children’s 
language use at school with non-Indigenous teachers and when interacting 
with texts written in Standard Australian English.

Type Construction Examples

A1 Possessive constructions NP-POSS NPhead Jumbo’s ears

A3 possessive.Pro NPhead my friend

possessive.Pro mine

B1 Apposition constructions NP-Ø NPhead He name

Discussion and conclusion
The preceding sections have outlined the encoding of possession by six 
primary school-aged children in Ipmangker community. The first part 
of the research question guiding this study asks: Do Ipmangker children 
select differently from their possession-encoding repertoire depending on the 
interactional context? If yes, what linguistic resources does possession-encoding 
consist of in each context? It is hopefully clear from the data presented 
that interactional context certainly is a relevant factor in these children’s 
repertoire management. Not only is there a noticeable difference in the 
differing inventories of possessive pronouns (i.e. comparing Tables 23.1 and 
23.3), but also in the suite of other strategies deployed to encode possession 
(i.e. comparing Tables 23.2 and 23.4). For example, the possessive -kenh 
marker is only deployed in the home context data.

The repertoire of possession-encoding forms and patterns that is selected 
in the home data (and could therefore be thought of as Alyawarr English 
possession grammar) is composed of several novel forms and patterns from 
the perspective of source languages Alyawarr, Australian English and Kriol. 
For example, the regularisation of English genitive -s to create a possessive 
pronoun inventory applies an English-derived morpheme in an Alyawarr-
derived pattern of possessive formation and is so far unreplicated in the 
Australian contact language literature. By contrast, in the school data, the 
forms and patterns largely conform to those of Australian English (though 
see further comment below on the implication of lower tokens of possession 
in that context). While there is not sufficient adult Alyawarr English data 
for comparison, there is some indication that the use of -kenh on possessive 
pronouns might be an incoming or temporary variant set in the children’s 
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language use. So there is evidence of the children’s linguistic resources 
differing from adult language use in both ‘target’ cohorts (i.e. Ipmangker 
adults and non-Indigenous teachers).

The second part of the research question asks: What does this tell us about 
the nature of their linguistic repertoires and its management? The linguistic 
repertoires of Ipmangker children consist of a range of possessive pronoun 
forms, some of which are selected exclusively in home contexts (such as 
wimabes, imes/imen, minyu-kenh), some of which are selected exclusively 
in school contexts (such as our, her) and some of which are subject to 
selection in both contexts (such as mine/main, my/mai, your/yo etc.). Not 
only that, forms that are selected in both home and school interactional 
contexts are used with different distributions (e.g. main/mine) and with 
different relative frequency (e.g. your/yo).

Moreover, some forms can be used in different linguistic contexts 
depending on the interactional context. This is because the children 
appear to distinguish between dual and plural referents in the home data 
(as shown in Table 23.1), but there is no evidence of this in the school 
data (as shown in Table 23.3, with only singular and plural forms). A form 
like our (1st person plural in the school) is therefore not a straightforward 
replacement of the home form wimabes; it is not a 1:1 replacement because 
the paradigm categories are rearranged. This shows that these children’s 
repertoires of possessive pronouns are managed not only in terms of whether 
a form is selected, and the relative frequency and distribution of shared 
variant forms (as stated in the previous paragraph), but also in terms of the 
differing semantic properties of the form selected.

Finally, while the same strategy might be present in both contexts, it might 
represent different acquisition processes, e.g. apposition as inalienable 
possession (home) versus ongoing L2 acquisition (school). So the nature 
of the repertoire is one of some contrastive forms and structures, and 
some forms/structures that are being subject to different selection criteria 
depending on the context. Management of the repertoire at this age is 
therefore not simply a task of selecting among totally contrastive forms 
(one-for-one replacement), but is rather a finer set of operations that are 
better conceived of as probabilistic conditioning.

These findings raise the question of whether repertoire management 
involving this complex of factors is true of all multilingual language use. 
For multilinguals whose repertoires consist of languages with formal 
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possessive pronoun paradigms that are more highly contrastive (i.e. such 
as the English–Alyawarr or French–Tagalog bilingual), the question of 
repertoire management involving selection of the same form in different 
interactional contexts (but with different variant frequency, distribution or 
semantics) simply does not arise if the language pairs in question do not 
have any identical possessive pronoun forms. This is likewise the case if 
the language pairs do not have pronoun categories with multiple variants 
(viz. my/mine and your/yours) to select from. This is one way in which the 
study of multilingual repertoires containing contact languages can bring 
new insights to theorising around repertoire management.

A corpus of naturalistic recordings does not necessarily seek to strategically 
sample any one particular aspect of language, such as possession. While 
this can make it challenging to get sufficient tokens of a language feature, 
such unmotivated sampling can help reveal what language functions and 
associated features get expressed a lot, and what functions and features are 
rarer in the everyday communicative and expressive needs of language users.

What is true of this collection of recordings is that the opportunity or need 
for encoding possession with a non-pronominal possessor was surprisingly 
rare. This was particularly the case for the school recordings. It is for this 
reason that pedagogy and curriculum aimed at supporting the development 
of multilingual repertoires must not rely on circumstance for children to do 
the kind of work needed to add new forms and structures to their language 
repertoires. Rather, teaching focused on the development of plurilingual 
or  translingual competence needs to carefully engineer opportunities for 
this to occur.

References
Brandl, Maria M. and Michael Walsh. 1982. ‘Speakers of Many Tongues: Toward 

Understanding Multilingualism among Aboriginal Australians’. International 
Journal of the Sociology of Language 36: 71–81. doi.org/10.1515/ijsl.1982.36.71.

Collins, Peter and Carmella Hollo. 2000. English Grammar. London: Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Dickson, Greg. 2023. ‘Kriol’. In The Oxford Guide to Australian Languages, edited 
by Claire Bowern, 667–79. Oxford: Oxford University Press. doi.org/10.1093/
oso/​9780198824978.003.0057.

http://doi.org/10.1515/ijsl.1982.36.71
http://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198824978.003.0057
http://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198824978.003.0057


807

23. THE VARIABLE EXPRESSION OF POSSESSION IN ALYAWARR CHILDREN’S LANGUAGE

Disbray, Samantha. 2008. ‘More Than One Way to Catch a Frog: A Study of 
Children’s Discourse in an Australian Contact Language’. PhD diss., Department 
of Linguistics and Applied Linguistics, University of Melbourne. hdl.handle.net/​
11343/35428.

Disbray, Samantha and Jane Simpson. 2005. ‘The Expression of Possession in 
Wumpurrarni English, Tennant Creek’. Monash University Linguistics Papers 4, 
no. 2: 65–70. hdl.handle.net/11343/34145.

Dixon, Sally. 2009–11. ‘Ipmangker Corpus of Multilingual Child Interaction’. 
Aboriginal Child Language Acquisition Project (ACLA2). Melbourne: 
The  University of Melbourne. arts.unimelb.edu.au/school-of-languages-and-
linguistics/​our-research/past-research-projects/acla2.

Dixon, Sally. 2013. ‘Educational Failure or Success: Aboriginal Children’s Non-
Standard English Utterances’. Australian Review of Applied Linguistics 36, no. 3: 
302–15. doi.org/10.1075/aral.36.3.05dix.

Dixon, Sally. 2017. ‘Alyawarr Children’s Variable Present Temporal Reference 
Expression in Two, Closely-Related Languages of Central Australia’. PhD diss., 
The Australian National University. doi.org/10.25911/5d74e28ca86c7.

Dixon, Sally. 2021. ‘Multilingual Repertoires at Play: Structure and Function 
in Reported Speech Utterances of Alyawarr Children’. Languages 6, no. 2: 79. 
doi.org/​10.3390/languages6020079.

Dixon, Sally, Samantha Disbray and Jane Simpson. 2013. ‘The Development 
of Linguistic Systems in Bi-Dialectal Australian Aboriginal Children’. Paper 
presented at 9th International Symposium on Bilingualism, ISB9, Nanyang 
Technical University, Singapore, 10–13 June 2013.

Elwell, Vanessa M. R. 1982. ‘Some Factors Affecting Multilingualism among 
Aboriginal Australians’. International Journal of the Sociology of Language 36: 
83–104. doi.org/10.1515/ijsl.1982.36.83.

Evans, Nicholas. 2010. ‘A Tale of Many Tongues: Polyglot Narrative in North 
Australian Oral Traditions’. In Indigenous Language and Social Identity: Papers 
in Honour of Michael Walsh, edited by Brett Baker, Ilana Mushin, Mark Harvey 
and Rod Gardner, 275–95. Canberra: Pacific Linguistics. hdl.handle.net/​1885/​
30579.

Green, Jennifer, David Blackman and David Moore. 2019. Alyawarr to English 
Dictionary. Alice Springs: IAD Press.

Gumperz, John J. 1991 [1972]. ‘Introduction’. In Directions in Sociolinguistics: 
The Ethnography of Communication, edited by John J. Gumperz and Dell H. 
Hymes, 1–25. London: Blackwell.

http://hdl.handle.net/11343/35428
http://hdl.handle.net/11343/35428
http://hdl.handle.net/11343/34145
http://arts.unimelb.edu.au/school-of-languages-and-linguistics/our-research/past-research-projects/acla2
http://arts.unimelb.edu.au/school-of-languages-and-linguistics/our-research/past-research-projects/acla2
http://doi.org/10.1075/aral.36.3.05dix
http://doi.org/10.25911/5d74e28ca86c7
http://doi.org/10.3390/languages6020079
http://doi.org/10.1515/ijsl.1982.36.83
http://hdl.handle.net/1885/30579
http://hdl.handle.net/1885/30579


PROJECTING VOICES

808

Hercus, Luise. 2005. ‘The Influence of English on Possessive Systems as Shown 
in Two Aboriginal Languages, Arabana (Northern SA) and Paakantyi (Darling 
River, NSW)’. Monash University Linguistics Papers 4, no. 2: 29–41.

Huddleston, Rodney and Geoffrey K. Pullum. 2002. The Cambridge Grammar of the 
English Language. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. doi.org/10.1017/​
9781316423530.

Hudson, Joyce. 1983. Grammatical and Semantic Aspects of Fitzroy Valley Kriol. 
Work Papers of SIL-AAB Series A-8. Darwin: Summer Institute of Linguistics. 
hdl.handle.net/1885/139370.

Matras, Yaron. 2020. Language Contact. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. doi.org/10.1017/9781108333955.

McConvell, Patrick. 2005. ‘Language Contact Interaction and Possessive Variation’. 
Monash University Linguistics Papers 4, no. 2: 87–92.

McConvell, Patrick. 2008. ‘Mixed Languages as Outcomes of Code-Switching: 
Recent Examples from Australia and Their Implications’. Journal of Language 
Contact 2, no. 1: 187–212.

Meakins, Felicity, Xia Hua, Cassandra Algy and Lindell Bromham. 2019. ‘Birth of a 
Contact Language Did Not Favor Simplification’. Language 95, no. 2: 294–332. 
doi.org/10.1353/lan.2019.0032.

Meakins, Felicity and Carmel O’Shannessy. 2005. ‘Possessing Variation: Age and 
Alienability Related Variables in the Possession Constructions of Two Australian 
Mixed Languages’. Monash University Linguistics Papers 4, no. 2: 43–63.

Munro, Jennifer. 2004. ‘Substrate Language Influence in Kriol: The Application of 
Transfer Constraints to Language Contact in Northern Australia’. PhD diss., 
The University of New England. hdl.handle.net/1959.11/19642.

Mushin, Ilana. 2010. ‘Code-Switching as an Interactional Resource in Garrwa/
Kriol Talk-in-Interaction’. Australian Journal of Linguistics 30, no. 4: 471–96. 
doi.org/10.1080/07268602.2010.518556.

O’Shannessy, Carmel. 2004. ‘The Monster Stories: A Set of Picture Books to Elicit 
Overt Transitive Subjects in Oral Texts’. Unpublished series. Nijmegen: Max 
Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics. datacommons.anu.edu.au/Data​Commons/​
rest/display/anudc:6307.

O’Shannessy, Carmel. 2015. ‘Multilingual Children Increase Language 
Differentiation by Indexing Communities of Practice’. First Language 35, 
no. 4–5: 305–26. doi.org/10.1177/0142723715609227.

http://doi.org/10.1017/9781316423530
http://doi.org/10.1017/9781316423530
http://hdl.handle.net/1885/139370
http://doi.org/10.1017/9781108333955
http://doi.org/10.1353/lan.2019.0032
http://hdl.handle.net/1959.11/19642
http://doi.org/10.1080/07268602.2010.518556
http://datacommons.anu.edu.au/DataCommons/rest/display/anudc:6307
http://datacommons.anu.edu.au/DataCommons/rest/display/anudc:6307
http://doi.org/10.1177/0142723715609227


809

23. THE VARIABLE EXPRESSION OF POSSESSION IN ALYAWARR CHILDREN’S LANGUAGE

Payne, Doris I. and Immanuel Barshi. 1999. External Possession. Amsterdam: John 
Benjamins. doi.org/10.1075/tsl.39.

Rumsey, Alan. 2018. ‘The Sociocultural Dynamics of Indigenous Multilingualism 
in Northwestern Australia’. Language & Communication 62, Part B: 91–101. 
doi.org/​10.1016/j.langcom.2018.04.011.

Sandefur, John. 1979. An Australian Creole in the Northern Territory: A Description of 
Ngukurr-Bamyili Dialects. Work Papers of SIL-AAB. Darwin: Summer Institute 
of Linguistics.

Schultze-Berndt, Eva, Felicity Meakins and Denise Angelo. 2013. ‘Kriol’. In The 
Survey of Pidgin and Creole Languages, edited by Susanne Maria Michaelis, 
Philippe Maurer, Magnus Huber and Martin Haspelmath, 241–51. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Singer, Ruth and Salome Harris. 2016. ‘What Practices and Ideologies Support 
Small-Scale Multilingualism? A Case Study of Warruwi Community, Northern 
Australia’. International Journal of the Sociology of Language, no. 241: 163–208. 
doi.org/10.1515/ijsl-2016-0029.

Vaughan, Jill. 2018. ‘“We Talk in Saltwater Words”: Dimensionalisation of Dialectal 
Variation in Multilingual Arnhem Land’. Language & Communication 62, 
Part B: 119–32. doi.org/10.1016/j.langcom.2017.10.002.

Wilson, Aidan, Peter Hurst and Gillian Wigglesworth. 2018. ‘Code-Switching or 
Code-Mixing? Tiwi Children’s Use of Language Resources in a Multilingual 
Environment’. In Language Practices of Indigenous Children and Youth: The 
Transition from Home to School, edited by Gillian Wigglesworth, Jane Simpson 
and Jill Vaughan, 119–46. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Yallop, Colin. 1977. Alyawarra: An Aboriginal language of Central Australia. 
Canberra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies.

http://doi.org/10.1075/tsl.39
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.langcom.2018.04.011
http://doi.org/10.1515/ijsl-2016-0029
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.langcom.2017.10.002


This text is taken from Projecting Voices: Studies in Language and Linguistics 
in Honour of Jane Simpson, edited by Carmel O’Shannessy, James Gray and 

Denise Angelo, published 2025 by ANU Press, The Australian National 
University, Canberra, Australia.

doi.org/10.22459/PV.2025.23

http://doi.org/10.22459/PV.2025.23

