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Introduction
In Australian Aboriginal literacies1 prior to colonisation, stories transmitted 
orally incorporated geological events that occurred thousands of years 
ago (e.g. Reid, Nunn and Sharpe 2014), and ‘land, song and image were 
all forms of text’ (Bow, Christie and Devlin 2017). Since colonisation, 
alphabetic literacy has been added to this repertoire.

The introduction of alphabetic print literacy in languages which have until 
recently been oral only involves many aspects, including development of 
an orthography; development of written genres (see e.g. Goddard 1990) 
and purposes for writing (e.g. Gale 1997); questions of standardisation of 
the languages and orthographies (e.g. Black 1990); and adoption of print 
literacies as forms of social practice (Kral 2012), and so on.

1	  We follow current broad definitions, such as that of the International Literacy Association: 
‘Literacies. The distinct written and oral language practices evident across varying social circumstances, 
domains and classes. As such, literacies are plural, with multiple manifestations, that cover various 
aspects of human life and social organization …’; ‘Literacy. The ability to identify, understand, interpret, 
create, compute and communicate using visual, audible and digital materials across disciplines and in 
any context’ (International Literacy Association 2023).
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One context in which print literacy has been introduced in the Northern 
Territory (NT) is the bilingual education program, which started in 1973 
(see Devlin, Disbray and Devlin 2017), with an aim of teaching students 
print literacy through their Aboriginal language (NTBES 1973). Educating 
children through their mother tongue is recognised as a right in international 
conventions to which Australia is a signatory (Devlin 2017a). There is also 
substantial international research showing that learning through a first 
language leads to higher achievement in curriculum areas such as maths 
and science (Heugh et al. 2012; Rolstad, Mahoney and Glass 2005; Collier 
and Thomas 2004), and to higher proficiency in the additional (majority 
or official) language, in literacy as well as oracy (Walter 2016; McCaffery 
and Tuafuti 2003; Apthorp et al. 2003). Learning to read and write in a 
language that students already speak and understand is easier than learning 
to read and write for the first time in an unfamiliar language. Once print 
literacy has been acquired in the first language, many literacy skills and 
understandings can then be transferred to the additional language (Krashen 
2002; August, Shanahan and Escamilla 2006).

Effective two-way education in bilingual schools involves cultural knowledge 
and leadership, team teaching and planning and rich contextualisation 
of curriculum so that it is socially and culturally relevant (for example, 
see Bowman, Pascoe and Joy 1999; Devlin, Disbray and Devlin 2017). 
It also requires the development of print literacy and literature resources. 
Knowledge and stories which had previously only been stored in people’s 
memories and shared orally and through images and performance are now 
recorded, transcribed and developed into written texts (Disbray and Devlin 
2017, 108; Bow, Christie and Devlin 2017, 348; Gale 1997, 144). Often, 
the production of written texts is the responsibility of adults; children also 
participate as their literacy skills develop (Ross and Baarda 2017, 248). 
In this paper, we focus on one narrow but important factor that enables 
this development of written literature: strategies by which speakers of the 
languages learn phonics, or the relationship between spoken sounds and 
the written symbols that represent these sounds. In terms of meaningful 
differences within the two language modalities of speech and alphabetic 
writing, spoken sounds align to the phonemes within a language’s phonemic 
system, and written symbols are graphemes in the language’s orthographic 
system. A grapheme may be a single letter (e.g. <a>, <w>), a digraph 
(e.g. <rr>, <ng>), or a letter with a diacritic (e.g. <l>, <^>). In particular, 
we focus on some aspects of how phonics has been taught to adults and 
to children in some school settings. We discuss recent developments in 
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instructional approaches in Warlpiri Triangle schools (in the Warlpiri-
speaking communities of Yuendumu, Willowra, Nyirripi and Lajamanu, 
located around the fringes of the Tanami Desert region in Central Australia), 
paying attention to how phonics teaching fits into a culturally responsive 
educational program for both adults and children.

Phonics and the acquisition of print literacy
There are many aspects involved in learning to read and write, in the sense 
of encoding spoken language in written symbols and decoding written 
symbols into the identical spoken words previously encoded by oneself or 
others. In English-speaking educational circles, popular ways of representing 
the many skills required include Scarborough’s ‘Reading Rope’ and Konza’s 
‘Big Six’. Scarborough’s Rope depicts eight skills as threads woven into two 
major strands: word recognition, comprising phonological awareness,2 
decoding and sight recognition;3 and language comprehension, composed 
of background knowledge, vocabulary, language structures, verbal reasoning 
and literacy knowledge, which together intertwine to form skilled reading 
(Scarborough 2009). Konza’s ‘Big Six’ comprise oral language development 
and early literacy experiences; phonological awareness, especially phonemic 
awareness; letter-sound knowledge (phonics) and word knowledge; 
vocabulary; fluency; and comprehension (Konza 2010). Although these 
models are based on English, a meta-analysis of cross-linguistic research 
on literacy acquisition in diverse languages including Chinese, Hindi 
and Spanish shows that learning to read requires development of similar 
skills, which the authors categorise as code-related skills, oral language and 
grammar skills and domain-general cognitive skills (Bhalloo and Molnar 
2023). However, we know of no research into the skills required for literacy 
acquisition in Aboriginal languages.

2	  The term ‘phonological awareness’ comes from early research into learning to read, which showed 
that understanding the sound structure of a word helps children learning to read alphabetic languages. 
Phonological awareness includes conscious attention to elements such as stress, onset and rime and 
syllables, and incorporates phonemic awareness (the ability to focus on, isolate, segment, blend and 
manipulate phonemes in words) (NTDE 2017). 
3	  ‘Sight recognition’ is here used by Scarborough to mean the ability to read familiar words ‘extremely 
quickly and almost effortlessly’ (Scarborough 2009, 24). ‘Sight word’, a term often used in early literacy 
programs, may refer to decodable words which are so familiar readers no longer need to decode them, or 
(especially in English) to words with unpredictable spelling which must be memorised as a whole, or to 
words memorised by shape.
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This paper concentrates on the strategies by which speakers of the languages 
learn the relationship between spoken sounds (phonemes) and written 
symbols (graphemes). This is referred to as ‘decoding’ in Scarborough’s 
‘Reading Rope’, and as ‘letter-sound knowledge’ (phonics) in Konza’s ‘Big 
Six’. Unlike English, which has a complex spelling system, orthographies 
for Aboriginal languages have largely been designed with one grapheme 
representing one phoneme. This is referred to as orthographic consistency 
or transparency (Goswami 1999). Research evidence from other languages 
shows that children learning to read languages that have a transparent 
orthography learn more quickly and read more accurately than children 
learning to read languages that have inconsistent, opaque spelling systems, 
like English (e.g. Defior 2004; Goswami 2005).

Approaches to teaching phonics can be described as incidental (where sounds 
and graphemes are taught as they occur in texts) or systematic (where all 
sounds and graphemes are taught in a structured sequence). Systematic 
phonics includes analytic and synthetic approaches, which we will explore 
in this paper. How to teach phonics is not the only issue; whether to teach 
it at all has been a highly contested issue educationally and politically in 
English, with one influential researcher, Frank Smith, even declaring that 
‘Systematic phonics … will make learning to read more difficult for many 
children’ and ‘Phonemic awareness is a spurious concept’ (Smith 1999, 150; 
1973, 185, quoted in Gale 1982).

Gale has argued for ‘the importance of phonics when teaching children to 
read in a language that is written phonemically’, rather than being influenced 
by ‘arguments [based] on the inconsistencies of the English writing system’ 
(Gale 2017, 78–79). Much of the contention about meaning-based versus 
systematic phonics approaches to teaching literacy is not consistent with the 
view that reading is a complex skill that brings together different kinds of 
knowledge and strategies. Pedagogical programs ideally provide a practical 
balance and, when locally contextualised and taught with fidelity, enable 
students to learn to read.
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History and context of Aboriginal language 
literacy in the NT
Print literacy in Aboriginal languages in the NT had several separate but 
interconnected beginnings. Missionary linguists in different locations 
developed orthographic standards to write the Bible and liturgical texts. 
Finke River Mission, the earliest, was established in 1877, and published a 
primer to teach children to read and write the Aranda (Western Arrarnta) 
language in 1888 (Gale 1997, 65–66). Academic linguists (including Ken 
Hale) researched languages and taught literacy to speakers. The bilingual 
education program in NT schools was announced in 1972, and the School 
of Australian Linguistics was established in 1974 (NTBES 1973).

Gudschinsky method (analytic phonics)

One of the aims of the bilingual education program, established in NT 
Aboriginal schools from 1973, was ‘to develop competency in reading and 
writing in the Aboriginal language’ (NTBES 1973, 7). To achieve this aim, 
the Department of Education was ‘heavily dependent on assistance from 
Mission and SIL linguists’ (NTBES 1973, 20), who had analysed and 
developed practical orthographies for four of the languages of the earliest 
bilingual programs at Angurugu (Anindilyakwa), Goulburn Island (Mawng), 
Hermannsburg (Arrarnta) and Milingimbi (Gupapuyŋu) (NTBES 1973, 
40; Gale 1997, 115–16). The department adopted the method of teaching 
literacy developed by Dr Sarah Gudschinsky, then International Literacy 
Co-ordinator of the Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) (NTBES 1973, 
15). The ‘Gudschinsky Reading Method’ (NTBES 1973, 15), as it was 
known, or ‘Gudschinsky method’ for short (e.g. Stringer 2006; Murray 
2017, 119), was developed to teach adults to read and write in the languages 
in which SIL linguists were working to translate the Bible.

The Gudschinsky method involved the selection of key words (‘cultural, 
emotive, picturable items’; Stringer 2006). These words were presented 
in graded primers, with a picture, the word, and the target syllables and 
graphemes shown separately below the word, often within boxes (see  the 
examples in Tables 25.1 and 25.2 below; we have added the English 
meanings here, in brackets, for the convenience of readers). The syllables, 
once analysed, could then be combined, or synthesised, in different ways to 
make other words (Meehan 2017, 67; Gale 2017, 77; Murray 2017, 119). 
Other steps in the Gudschinsky method were identification, by comparison 
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of new syllables showing similar parts; contrasting new and familiar letters in 
a syllable matrix; building words using known syllables; reading connected 
material; and dictation of syllables, words and sentences (Stringer 2006).

As can be seen in Tables 25.1 and 25.2 below, in the Gudschinsky method, 
the key words could contain sounds/graphemes that were not explicitly 
taught in that lesson. Thus, in the first two lessons in the Burarra primer, 
the graphemes taught were <rr>, <w>, <b>, <a>, <u> and <o>. The key 
words also included the graphemes <g>, <n> and <p>, which were 
the focus of lessons 5, 10 and 23, respectively. In the Mawng primer, the 
graphemes taught in the first two lessons were <w>, <p>, <k>, <a> and <u>. 
The grapheme <m> also occurred in two of the key words, although it was 
not taught explicitly at all in Primer 1 (a total of 16 lessons).

As the Teacher’s Guide to the Mawng primer makes clear, the key words 
were used to introduce parts of words (Hinch n.d.). An important part 
of the methodology was learning the key words, as whole words, by sight 
(in the sense of learning to recognise the shape of the word). Other words, 
containing graphemes not yet taught explicitly, were also introduced in each 
lesson, in texts of one to three sentences. These words were also learned 
by sight.

Table 25.1: Key words in the Burarra language primer Marn.gi Mun-guni.

Lesson 1 rrawa (home, country) gu-wurrupa (in the mangroves)

rra (spear) wu (give)

   a    u

   a     u    u    a

rra rru (tears) wu wa

Lesson 2 a-bona (he went)

    bo

      o

   o       a    u

bo     ba bu (hit)

ba bu

rra rru

wa wu

Source: Glasgow and Ngalakun 1974.
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Table 25.2: Key words in the Mawng language primer Ta Awuwu awaning.

Lesson 1 wawu  wawu (father’s father)

wa        wu

   a           u

   a    u

wa wu

      wu         wu

wawu   wuwu

awuwu (place name)

Lesson 2 wampa (shark) kamu (mother)

pa (then) ka (thank you; about)

a a

Source: Hinch n.d.

One example of successful adult literacy learning using the Gudschinsky 
method was Burarra in Maningrida. David and Kathy Glasgow arrived in 
Maningrida in April 1962 to commence work on a Bible translation project 
with the Burarra/Gun-nartpa people. One of the Glasgows’ first tasks was 
to develop an orthographic system for the language. After several trials, the 
Glasgows established the orthography for Burarra/Gun-nartpa that is still 
in use today. At the same time, they taught literacy to people involved in 
the Bible translation project. Kathy Glasgow published Gudschinsky-style 
primers, You Can Read Burera, in 1970, with updates in 1971 and 1981, and 
Marn.gi Mun-guni (1974). A number of Gun-nartpa and Burarra people 
learned how to use the orthography, and there were several key individuals, 
notably Jimmy Ngalakun, who became identified as writers and who wrote 
independent explanatory texts and letters, taught family members how to 
write and participated in literacy classes. Some of Ngalakun’s stories were 
produced as books by the Summer Institute of Linguistics and subsequently 
used at Maningrida School as part of the Burarra bilingual program 
(e.g. Ngalakun and Glasgow 2008 [1978]) (Carew 2016).

Katy Fry also worked closely with the Glasgows, becoming a literacy teacher 
in classes run alongside the Bible translation project and informally at 
home, before working for many years as an assistant teacher at Maningrida 
School and writing many texts for school students. Thus, literacy practices 
were adopted and adapted for local use by local people in meaningful ways 
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(Carew 2016). They also formed the foundation for the wider adoption 
of literate practices in education when the Burarra bilingual program was 
established in Maningrida School in 1986 (McDonnell 1996, 5).

In early 1973, Gudschinsky ran an eight-week workshop in Darwin for the 
bilingual education program, ‘to provide the necessary guidelines for the 
production of a series of graded readers in Aboriginal languages’ (NTBES 
1973, 27). This resulted in primers for four of the five bilingual education 
programs already operating, and for three schools where bilingual programs 
were commencing in 1974 (NTBES 1973, 27). Goulburn Island, one 
of the four schools where the primers were used in 1973, reported ‘[t]he 
Gudschinsky method is working well in this school’ (NTBES 1973, 56), 
although ‘the set lessons were considered too long for young children’ and 
‘needed to be divided into several lessons’ (NTBES 1973, 60). Milingimbi 
School, however, reported that ‘it is felt that some of the children this 
year are too young to cope with the analytic approach of the Gudschinsky 
method’ (NTBES 1973, 69). Angurugu School went further, and ‘c[a]me 
to the conclusion that synthesis (or sound blending) must be taught first 
… before the children attempt to analyse words’ (NTBES 1973, 45). The 
Angurugu teacher-linguist4 set out eight steps: (1) oral, aural and visual 
readiness; (2) phonemes taught (associating sound and symbol); (3) syllables 
taught; (4) sound blending syllables to discover words (syllables separated, 
e.g. ya ra ja); (5) analysis of the words that have been introduced in Step 4; 
(6) phrase and sentence reading; (7) phonic words are used in the sight 
approach;5 (8) analysis of unseen words (NTBES 1973, 45–46).

Comments by several contributors to the History of Bilingual Education in 
the NT indicate that there were other negative reactions to the Gudschinsky 
method. The experience at Shepherdson College on Elcho Island was that 
the Gudschinsky primers did not work so well for children (Hall 2017, 314). 
At Bamyili (now Barunga), the more complex syllable structure of Kriol 
did not fit the method as well as the languages with simpler phonotactics, 
and it was felt that ‘the methods described above were unsuitable, because 
they were designed for teaching adults. Young children have … a shorter 
concentration span, and have not reached the same level of language 
development or cognitive development as adults have’ (Meehan 2017, 67). 

4	  Teacher-linguist is a role of a senior teacher working in a bilingual school, supporting teaching teams 
to plan and teach bilingual programs.
5	  Presumably this refers to learning to recognise decodable words quickly, without needing to decode 
each grapheme and syllable.
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At Yirrkala, when Mary-Anne Gale arrived in the mid 1980s, ‘The school 
already had a room full of Gudschinsky primers in Gumatj … but they 
had no appeal for children and weren’t being used’ (Gale 2017, 79). 
(In addition to the structure of the primers, another factor that Gale notes, 
which could have limited their appeal, was that the primers were in the 
Gumatj language, while the children were speaking a different language, 
Dhuwaya; Gale 2017, 80.) At Bathurst Island, Gudschinsky primers in 
Tiwi were used. There, ‘[c]hildren could read the words in the primers, but 
continued to struggle with unfamiliar text and additional content, as their 
exposure to print was limited to a few sentences learned through a grapho-
phonic method, and one primer for many weeks at a time’ (Murray 2017, 
119). Gale also comments that on a visit to Areyonga, where she considered 
a teacher-linguist role, she felt overwhelmed by ‘the sequence of all the 
Pitjantjatjara syllable cards, flash cards and companion Gudschinsky phonic 
readers that I would be using (and adding to)’ (Gale 2017, 76).

In 1985, the Department of Education published a Review of Activities and 
Approaches for Developing Literacy Programs in Aboriginal Bilingual Schools 
(NTDE 1985). The reflection on the Gudschinsky method was that, while 
it was ‘in 1973 the only experience in vernacular literacy on which we 
could draw’ (NTDE 1985, 4), it was primarily an adult method, ‘so it was 
no surprise when teachers in the NT bilingual program began to put the 
“Gudschinsky primers” further and further back from Year 1 to Year 2, to 
Year 4 in some cases’ (NTDE 1985, 4). The department’s recommendation 
in 1985 was that phonics should be taught ‘by focusing on letters or parts 
of words in the contexts of meaningful stories, when children have shown 
that they are ready to acquire this knowledge’ (NTDE 1985, 8). Thus, from 
advocating a very structured analytic phonics approach in 1973, just over a 
decade later, the department recommended that bilingual schools use an 
approach to teaching phonics that can be described as incidental.

It is important to note that the approaches to teaching children to read and 
write in their own languages in bilingual education programs were not only 
concerned with teaching phonics. In 1974, linguists Geoff O’Grady and Ken 
Hale were invited by the Department of Education to review the program. 
After visiting several bilingual schools, they made 25 recommendations to 
the government, including one to ‘flood the place with literature’ in the 
children’s languages (O’Grady and Hale 1974, 3). In an effort to produce a 
range of genres and more extensive literature, teams of Elders, Indigenous 
teachers and literacy workers, teacher-linguists and linguists visited country 
and recorded knowledge. They developed local curriculums and the print 
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literature that expressed it, in written texts close to the oral traditions. 
While the development of these written texts required the skills of encoding 
and decoding, the content of the texts, rich in meaning and connected to 
Country and people, was more motivating and meaningful than any texts 
contrived on the basis of a phonics program. It is not hard to understand why 
Indigenous educators preferred to focus on teaching cultural knowledge.

Recent evidence of Yapa6 educators’ strong capability to teach from a 
meaning-based footing was observed at a Warlpiri Triangle workshop in 
2021, where educators from Warlpiri schools participated in professional 
learning on reading pedagogy. The group was introduced to Scarborough’s 
Rope as a framework for reading and investigated the text Mulyurlinji 
Yimi Nyampuju ‘Perentie story’ (Egan 2004). All participants contributed 
ideas related to the Language Comprehension strand of the rope model 
and demonstrated their capability to teach students about the meaningful 
content of this story. This contrasted with the Word Recognition strand 
(phonological awareness, decoding and sight recognition). Participants 
indicated their readiness to learn more to teach children these skills; 
however, it was evident that they themselves need to develop these skills 
through training and practice (NTDE 2021). This is particularly the case 
for younger Yapa educators, who have not had the same opportunities in 
adult education as the previous generation.

Schools researched and adopted or developed other methods of teaching 
literacy, English as an additional language and curriculum content, 
including ‘language experience’ and ‘breakthrough to literacy’ approaches 
(Hall 2017, 314), Shared Book experiences (Gale 1982), Concentrated 
Language Encounters (Gray and Cazden 1992); and the Walking Talking 
Texts methodology developed by Fran Murray. Walking Talking Texts 
‘shifted pedagogy from teaching reading by rote, to teaching listening, 
speaking, reading and writing as modes of learning’, and incorporated a Do-
Talk-Record strategy (Murray 2017, 120). Phonics was taught incidentally.

Walking Talking Texts has been localised in several places as a tool for 
teaching students literacy in their first languages, using texts in Aboriginal 
languages. In the Warlpiri schools, for example, over the last two decades, 
teaching teams have used a wardapi ‘goanna’ planner, with the various 
activities following the shape of the wardapi body. Key to the planner 
are the feet, which each represent the daily activities: daily phonics, daily 

6	  Yapa is the Warlpiri word for ‘person’, and is used by Warlpiri people to refer to Aboriginal people.
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writing, daily individual reading, daily stories, songs and rhymes. However, 
the wardapi planner provides no systematic order or method for teaching 
students phonics.

Hale/Breen synthetic phonics

The Gudschinsky method was not the only phonics approach used at 
bilingual schools. When the Warlpiri bilingual program began in 1974, 
American linguist Ken Hale, who had studied Warlpiri from the late 1950s, 
was invited to come and help the school get started. He taught Warlpiri 
adults to read and write Warlpiri, and non-Warlpiri staff had Warlpiri 
language classes. In the bilingual program, ‘Warlpiri literacy was made up 
of phonics, based on Hale’s syllable charts and the children’s own experience 
stories’ (Ross and Baarda 2017, 252). Hale had created graded literacy lists 
of syllables and words, which for adults started with four consonants and 
one vowel, and then introduced letters one by one. The consonants and 
vowels were blended into syllables, and the syllables blended to form words 
(Hale n.d.). Students thus learned the correspondence of spoken sounds 
(phonemes) and written symbols (graphemes), and the correspondence 
between spoken and written syllables. The order in which the phonemes/
graphemes were introduced allowed learners to form meaningful words 
using only those phonemes and graphemes. This is a synthetic phonics 
approach; whether Hale was aware of this or developed this approach 
intuitively, we don’t know.

As noted above, the bilingual education program was heavily reliant on the 
services of linguists to analyse Aboriginal languages, develop orthographies 
and literacy teaching materials, teach literacy to speakers and train literacy 
workers, teach the languages to teachers and provide linguistic advice in the 
development of each bilingual program. The supply of linguists became a 
pressing issue. A proposal to establish a School of Australian Linguistics 
(SAL) was put to the Commonwealth Departments of Aboriginal Affairs 
and Education by a number of linguists: Sarah Gudschinsky from SIL, Bob 
Dixon from The Australian National University (ANU), David Glasgow 
from SIL, Stephen Wurm from ANU and Peter Ucko, the principal, 
Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies (NTBES 1973, 21; Black and 
Breen 2001, 162). SAL was established in 1974 at Batchelor, 90 kilometres 
south of Darwin. Its purpose was to provide linguistic training for 
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Aboriginal people, so that they could carry out themselves the linguistic 
analysis, sociolinguistic research and literacy training necessary to establish 
and maintain bilingual education programs (NTBES 1973, 21).

Gavan Breen began working at the School of Australian Linguistics in 1979 
and established an SAL branch in Alice Springs in 1981 (Black and Breen 
2001). By 1983, SAL staff were teaching hundreds of students across many 
languages, languages which the SAL staff did not know, whose spelling 
systems they had to learn or invent, and which very often had no dictionaries 
(Carew, Simpson and Green 2020). Breen collated and compiled existing 
word lists for many Central Australian languages and used fieldwork to add 
to them. From the word lists, he developed graded literacy lists, similar to 
Hale’s for Warlpiri, which presented graphemes and syllables in an order 
that allowed students to read and write complete words comprising just 
those graphemes and syllables. In some lessons, Breen also included a word 
in which an additional grapheme occurred, which students had not yet 
learned (e.g. a useful or frequently occurring word such as the word for ‘I’ or 
‘we’). He used these words in a short text or sentence, otherwise composed 
of just the graphemes learned to that point. While the students initially 
learned these words by sight, they learned to decode them when they came 
to the lesson in which the grapheme was explicitly taught. Simpson worked 
with Breen on several courses in the Tennant Creek area in the mid-1980s 
and was impressed by the meticulous care with which he developed the lists 
(Carew, Simpson and Green 2020).

Through his work with SAL, which subsequently merged with Batchelor 
College,7 Gavan Breen taught literacy courses in Aboriginal languages to 
many Arrernte elders, past and present, cultural and community leaders 
in and around Alice Springs. He was based at the Institute for Aboriginal 
Development (IAD) and worked closely with the team of linguists, 
literacy workers and language consultants involved in the IAD Dictionary 
Program. Breen also worked with teacher trainees at Batchelor College 
through the Australian Languages Fortnight (ALF) program throughout 
the 1980s and 1990s, which built capacity for bilingual education in the 
NT by upskilling local adults to develop resources in their first languages 
for students in remote schools. Kaytetye teacher and linguist Kwementyaye 
(Alison) Ross was one of Breen’s students. Breen taught her how to read 
and write Kaytetye through the ALF program when she was in her twenties 

7	  Batchelor College later became Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education.
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and studying teacher training at Batchelor College. She was just one of 
many people in Central Australia who developed literacy skills in their own 
languages through working with him. Some, like Ross, used these skills 
to make significant contributions to language documentation in their own 
right (Turpin and Ross 2012). The work by Breen and his colleagues gave 
many Aboriginal people the skills they needed to take up salaried positions 
as literacy workers or teaching assistants in both NT Education and Catholic 
Education schools with bilingual education programs, and also paid work as 
interpreters and translators.

The word lists continued to be used for decades at SAL and the Centre 
for Australian Languages and Linguistics (CALL) as it became. Breen 
also passed them on to other colleagues. The second author of this paper, 
Rebecca Green, commenced with the NT Department of Education as 
Barkly Regional Linguist in Tennant Creek in 1996. The position had been 
set up by Robert Hoogenraad, and among the resources he had gathered 
were Gavan Breen’s graded literacy lists in many languages of the Barkly and 
Central Australia. Green used them teaching adult literacy in ALF workshops 
in several languages, including Mudburra, Wambaya, Warlpiri and Alyawarr. 
They proved very useful, comprising lists of easy-to-read words in languages 
Green was not familiar with. The approach of introducing a small set of 
graphemes and syllables at a time and practising reading and writing words 
using only those graphemes and associated syllables was very successful. The 
first author, Margaret Carew, also used Breen’s graded literacy lists at CALL 
when teaching linguistics to adult students, and more recently has used 
Breen’s Anmatyerr lists working with the staff at Ti Tree School.

In 2001, after moving from the Barkly to take up the position of West 
Arnhem Regional Linguist (or Language Resource Officer) in the NT 
Department of Education, Rebecca Green began supporting the bilingual 
education programs in Burarra and Ndjébbana at Maningrida School. 
Phonics was taught incidentally; the resources included familiar words 
as sight words, with a focus on their initial sounds, other words starting 
with those sounds, and a whole word (or whole prefix/stem) approach in 
readers containing vocabulary familiar to the students. While some adults 
had achieved a good level of literacy, the school students at that time did 
not seem to be very proficient: many did not have a clear understanding of 
the relationship between spoken sounds (phonemes) and written symbols 
(graphemes), and relied on the strategy of looking at the first letter and 
guessing the word.
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Green decided to create lists similar to Breen’s, introducing graphemes 
systematically, so that whole (short) words could immediately be written/
read with those graphemes, and each new grapheme introduced allowed more 
words to be made. (It was a teacher-linguist at the school who researched 
this strategy and realised that it was a synthetic phonics approach.) Green 
first developed a course for the new adult assistant teachers, then adapted it 
for students of different ages (introducing one grapheme at a time to young 
children, and two or three at a time to older students). She worked with 
the assistant teachers to develop explanations in language about how the 
graphemes represent sounds, and how graphemes/sounds combine to make 
syllables and syllables combine to make words.

It’s hard to say how successful it was: some assistant teachers certainly 
learned to read and write, but there was the usual turnover of teacher-
linguists and assistant teachers, and also change in focus and time available 
for the program, which became more of a language and culture program 
than one focused on learning literacy and curriculum through L1, before 
coming to a complete stop when the Department of Education introduced 
the Compulsory Teaching in English for the First Four Hours of Each 
School Day Policy in 2008 (Devlin 2017b, 209–10). The approach has 
been revisited a couple of times since a language and culture program was 
restarted at Maningrida School in 2014.

Revisiting synthetic phonics in the Warlpiri schools

More recently, in 2016 to 2017, Green was involved with a phonological 
awareness and early literacy test being trialled at Yuendumu School. 
While visiting Yuendumu, she discussed with linguist Gretel Macdonald, 
Yapa educators including Barbara Napanangka Martin, and former 
teacher-linguist Wendy Baarda, how Warlpiri literacy was being taught at 
Yuendumu. While Baarda’s early teachers’ guides, which were developed in 
the 1970s around Hale’s graded Warlpiri lists, included explicit explanation 
and activities demonstrating how sounds combine to form syllables, and 
syllables combine to form words, they felt that this had fallen away, and 
students were rote-learning syllables. They could recite the syllable charts, 
but they could not use the syllables to read words and stories.

At Willowra, as early as 1980, Mary-Anne Gale had also noticed ‘the daily 
chorus of the junior-primary class chanting the Warlpiri syllables, led 
by a Yapa teacher (pointing to the syllable chart with a very long stick). 
I wondered if what I heard was educationally productive: ma, mi, mu, ka, 
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ki, ku, wa, wi, wu, la, li, lu …’ (Gale 2017, 77). A study of Warlpiri literacy 
teaching practices was carried out at Yuendumu School in 1998 by former 
Department of Education regional linguist Robert Hoogenraad and then 
IAD research assistant Angela Harrison (Hoogenraad and Harrison 1998).8 
They observed that initial sounds and initial syllables were taught, but there 
was no teaching of word medial consonants or consonant clusters. The 
literacy program also lacked a developmental focus, with the same initial 
syllables and sight words taught throughout the primary years. The following 
year, at Lajamanu, Harrison and Warlpiri educator Gracie Napaljarri White 
developed a sequence for teaching all the Warlpiri graphemes and consonant 
clusters (Harrison and White 1999). The program used resources developed 
by a former Lajamanu teacher-linguist and Warlpiri literacy worker, and 
followed a sequence of activities: Letter Sound Awareness; Letter Dictation; 
Sight Vocabulary and Look Say Cover Write Check (a method of learning 
how to spell sight words). This approach combined systematic phonics with 
memorising words by sight. While White was teaching the program in a 
Year 1 class, she observed that the students learned to recognise and write 
graphemes and some words (Harrison and White 1999). This approach to 
phonics was incorporated into the overall Walking Talking Texts/Wardapi 
planner framework through the ongoing professional learning at Warlpiri 
Triangle workshops throughout the next few years (Angela Harrison, 
pers. comm.).

At Yuendumu in 2017, Green suggested revisiting the synthetic phonics 
approach of introducing phonemes/graphemes one by one, and teaching 
explicitly how they combine in syllables and words. She proposed guidelines 
for developing a sequence in which to teach the graphemes in any language, 
and one possible order for Warlpiri, arranged by year level. Hale’s Warlpiri 
graded literacy list was very useful in providing words with a limited set of 
phonemes. The proposal was adapted for classroom use at Yuendumu by 
a non-Indigenous teacher, Courtney Lynch, and long-term Yapa educator 
Nancy Nungarrayi Collins.

The impetus for Lynch and Collins was that, even in the Transition to Year 2 
(T-2) classroom, there was a wide range of levels, and whole class Warlpiri 
teaching did not cater to each child’s level. At the start, they developed the 

8	  Hoogenraad had worked with Yapa to develop phonics teaching resources in the 1980s, 
demonstrating a sustained commitment to this area of language teaching. One example was a Warlpiri 
phonics workbook developed with Ned Hargreaves for adult learners at IAD, based on Hale’s syllable-
based phonics sequence and original drawings (Hoogenraad and Hargreaves 1986).
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phonics programs just for the T-2 class, so the focus was restricted to the 
beginning sounds and beginning syllables. Despite inconsistent use at 
the  start, and the fact that they were constantly changing, updating and 
refining the approach, they saw growth over the terms, with high attenders 
showing a higher rate of growth. This contrasted with levels of students in 
the other two T-2 classes, which did not have a systematic synthetic phonics 
approach. Excitingly, they noticed that over the summer holidays, the 
students who had been in their class had near full retention of their sounds 
when tested in Week 2 of Term 1 the following year.

Lynch then moved to Nyirripi School to teach in the senior class. There, 
it became evident that there was a need for a phonics program that had a 
more robust scope and sequence and assessment to cater for a whole school 
approach. Lynch revisited Green’s suggested scope and sequence with input 
from experienced Warlpiri educators, including Fiona Napaljarri Gibson, 
Verona Nungarrayi Jurrah and Urich Jupurrurla Wilson, and adapted it to 
fit within a practical classroom approach.

Instead of specifying a sequence of graphemes for each year level, there are 
colour-coded levels. Students learn letters and sounds in order through 
the colour levels: red level first, then green, then purple, and so on. One 
innovation that has proved highly successful is the introduction of individual 
literacy packs for each student. The literacy packs contain the graphemes 
and syllables, some sight words and a phonics reader in sequence. There are 
phonics assessment sheets for each colour level to find out what students 
know, in order to differentiate their literacy packs to meet their needs. 
For example, if a student is getting most of the sounds wrong in the red 
level, then they need to learn the red level sounds. If a student gets most of 
the red level right and most of the green wrong, then they learn the green 
level sounds, and the teacher adds to their literacy pack the sounds they get 
wrong in the red level.

Using individual literacy packs addresses the challenges of remote teaching, 
including:

•	 Attendance can be low or sporadic due to the transient nature of 
community life

•	 Students tend to trickle in through the morning session, making whole 
class teaching difficult during that time

•	 There is a vast range of abilities in each class
•	 There is ‘shame’ when students must perform in front of others.
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It made more sense to fit the program around these existing factors rather 
than trying to change the community to fit the school’s practices. Therefore, 
the morning session is dedicated to one-to-one (1:1) reading in both English 
and Warlpiri, so students can begin their reading as they arrive without 
missing out on a whole class lesson. Their literacy pack remains the same if 
they are absent from school, so it is still at their stage of learning, ready for 
when they return. The 1:1 style means students don’t have to perform their 
learning in front of others, which reduces the ‘shame’, which is especially 
important in the upper years. More importantly, 1:1 time focuses shared 
attention on the literacy pack tasks, which provides rich learning time and 
immediate feedback tailored to the student’s zone of proximal development 
(see e.g. Moll 1992).

At Nyirripi School, classes also participate in regular Warlpiri phonics 
classes, which follow a standard lesson format and are informed by the 
testing and literacy pack data. Because the whole class lessons are based 
on data, teachers don’t waste time re-teaching students things they already 
know and don’t accidentally teach them things that are beyond their level. 
The key resources for the phonics lessons are the Warlpiri phonics books 
and worksheets that were developed throughout the 1970s and 1980s, 
commencing with the original resources designed by Hale. The phonics 
books have been updated with a more modern look and are available to 
Warlpiri schools via the Bilingual Resource Development Unit website.9 
The Warlpiri schools maintain a strong ethos of Warlpiri Pirrjirdi ‘Strong 
Warlpiri’ within their Warlpiri program (Browne and Napaljarri 2021). 
The Warlpiri phonics books contain words that are examples of Warlpiri 
Pirrjirdi: words that some students and younger adults do not know. The 
Warlpiri phonics lessons involve much discussion of these words, and 
students are learning new vocabulary alongside the skills to code and decode 
them in text.

After implementing the program in the senior class at Nyirripi midway 
through Term 3, 2021, Lynch and the team have seen great results, with 
students moving up multiple levels and several students having already 
completed the program. An interesting point they have noticed is that 
students have moved up levels that they did not receive explicit instruction 
in, and they believe this is because they are starting to apply the skills learned in 
those 1:1 sessions to more difficult spelling patterns. For example, through 

9	  Bilingual Resource Development Unit, brdu.com.au/books/phonics/.

http://brdu.com.au/books/phonics/
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being explicitly taught middle syllable sounds and practising segmenting 
words into syllables and sounding out with a teacher, the students found 
it easy to then apply the skills of reading when encountering words with 
closed syllables or many suffixes.

Nyirripi is smaller than some schools, with about 65 students. They find 
that the trickle-in effect in the morning makes it easier for Warlpiri teachers 
to work 1:1 with students as they arrive. However, on days where there 
are 20 or more students in the class, the Warlpiri teacher may only be 
able to do the packs 1:1 with 10 students during that hour. Therefore, the 
other students in the class who did not get 1:1 attention that day practice 
their packs in pairs or individually. One strategy that is working well is for 
students who are further along in the program to work as ‘buddies’ with 
younger students who are just getting started. With the program expanding 
to other classes in the school, there is the opportunity to stream students 
according to where they are in the phonics program. There is a small number 
of younger students who join the senior class for phonics because they have 
progressed beyond their classmates in the program.

Over the course of the week, the aim is that each child will get at least 2 to 
3 days where they are reading 1:1 with the Warlpiri teacher in the morning, 
and on the other 2 to 3 days, they are practising with a friend or on their 
own. The need for individual or paired practice reinforces the importance of 
the packs to be differentiated to the students’ zone of proximal development 
to allow that individual practice. Each pack should only take about 5 to 
10 minutes, depending on the student’s level, so two Warlpiri teachers in a 
room find it easy to get through all the students on a near-daily basis. They 
have also found that students love it so much that they end up practising 
multiple times a day whenever they finish other work. Setting up the packs 
is time-consuming, as each student needs to be tested and assigned a level. 
Once the packs are set up, however, they need minimal maintenance, and 
teachers add the next book or card set when students are ready. Their literacy 
pack also travels with them up to the next class.

As the Yapa teachers work 1:1 with each student every day, they do informal 
assessments. When they observe that students know all the sounds and 
syllables in their literacy pack, they use the student’s whiteboard or a piece 
of paper to jot this down. Then they move the students up to the next level. 
The students have a visible record of their successes in learning, as their 
literacy packs change and their names move up a colour ladder on the wall. 
They also have an ongoing stimulus, as they are presented with the challenge 
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in the next levels of more complex graphemes, syllable shapes and longer 
words containing suffixes. There are also formal tests every term, enabling 
the teachers to track students’ growth and see change and progression for the 
students. As well as formal reports, the staff are also visiting homes to show 
families their students’ progress in reading and writing.

Fiona (FM) Napaljarri Gibson is an experienced Yapa educator and currently 
works as an Assistant Teacher at Nyirripi School. FM says:

It’s good 1:1 teaching, kids learn better that way, if it’s 2 or 3 they 
learn but if it’s lots then they don’t learn as well. It’s good these packs, 
they (are) learning really well, three of them went really high, through 
all the levels. I can do things like sound it out nyu for nyurru and 
then cover the syllables and teach them to do syllables. It’s good for 
teaching the tricky words and tricky spellings. It’s good because we 
have lots of kardiya (non-Aboriginal) books but this way they can 
read Warlpiri every day and learn Warlpiri like they (are) learning 
English everyday.

There are challenges. Many Yapa staff have little to no training in the 
importance of phonics and phonics approaches. The program has been 
simplified as much as possible to cater for staff with a range of abilities 
and confidence levels. Explaining to Yapa staff what phonics is and why 
a structured approach benefits students falls to classroom teachers, who 
may themselves have a range of training or understanding of phonics 
approaches. However, once staff are trained and confident, it seems they 
enjoy using the program and teaching it to other staff. Nancy Nungarrayi 
Collins at Yuendumu continues to use this approach despite the fact that 
she has worked with three different teachers since Lynch left Yuendumu, 
demonstrating that the approach can continue without non-local staff 
intervention. If Yapa teachers are trained and supported to grow confidence 
in this approach, it can provide continuity and consistency in learning for 
students despite non-local staff turnover.

Some of these issues are now being addressed through Nyirripi School’s 
commitment to becoming a bilingual school. Staff are now being trained 
on a weekly basis, with Yapa educators meeting to discuss the program and 
to practise the various elements of the Warlpiri phonics program, including 
1:1 use of the literacy packs and teaching whole class phonics lessons. 
Lynch and Gibson have made a series of training videos in which Gibson 
demonstrates how to use the Warlpiri Literacy Packs in a 1:1 session with 
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a student. In addition, the team regularly view short videos from the practice 
sessions and the classroom. This supports them to reflect on their practice as 
they build their understanding and confidence.

The approach of using a colour-coded sequence for teaching graphemes in a 
synthetic phonics program has been adopted and adapted for Pitjantjatjara, 
after an officer of the South Australian Department for Education visited 
Yuendumu School (D. Bleby, pers. comm., 2022). As well as being 
implemented in schools in the Aṉangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) 
Lands in South Australia, it has been shared back to Areyonga School in 
the Northern Territory, which delivers a bilingual program in Pitjantjatjara.

Synthetic phonics programs such as Jolly Phonics and Read Write Inc. have 
also been adopted by schools and the NT Department of Education to 
teach literacy in English. Since 2014, when Wilson’s A Share in the Future: 
Review of Indigenous Education in the Northern Territory was released, the 
Department of Education has emphasised phonemic awareness and phonics 
(Disbray 2017, 238–39), through the development of resources and training 
about phonological awareness (NTDE 2017), a Foundations of Early 
Literacy Assessment (FELA-NT) for children in the early years of schooling, 
and widespread implementation of Read Write Inc. in schools since 2018. 
This has involved training for teachers and local support staff. Some 
aspects of both Jolly Phonics and Read Write Inc. have been adapted into 
Aboriginal languages in individual schools (e.g. hand gestures representing 
words containing the phonemes in Djambarrpuyŋu at Mäpuru, as in Jolly 
Phonics; and using dots and dashes under letters to indicate graphemes in 
Pitjantjatjara at Areyonga, as in Read Write Inc.).

Conclusion
In this paper, we have presented information about two main methods that 
have been used to teach speakers of Aboriginal languages the relationship 
between the phonemes and graphemes of their languages. We recognise 
that this is not a comprehensive account of phonics teaching in Aboriginal 
languages. We are aware of phonics programs and resources developed by 
other linguists, teacher-linguists and educators for Warlpiri, Pitjantjatjara 
and other languages. Much of this work was developed at the school level and 
has not been well documented. More research in schools’ literacy centres 
and in the ‘grey literature’ produced within the NT bilingual education 
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program, the teacher training programs at Batchelor College (now Batchelor 
Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education) and so on would yield a much 
fuller picture.

The Gudschinsky method of systematic analytic phonics was introduced by 
the NT Department of Education to bilingual schools in 1973; it was also 
used by some missionary linguists in the NT. It involved teaching target 
syllables and graphemes as part of key words. While the selected syllables and 
graphemes were explicitly taught, and then combined to form other words, 
the approach relied on learners memorising words containing graphemes 
which had not yet been explicitly taught. There is some evidence that it was 
successful with adults; with children in schools, it was less successful. Some 
modifications were suggested by teacher-linguists in the first year of its use, 
but it is not clear whether these were adopted or trialled before systematic 
phonics fell out of favour and was replaced by incidental teaching of phonics 
alongside language experience approaches.

Another approach was introduced by the academic linguists Ken Hale and 
Gavan Breen. Hale’s Warlpiri graded literacy, a systematic, synthetic phonics 
approach, formed the basis of phonics teaching in bilingual programs at 
Yuendumu and other schools. Students were taught graphemes and syllables 
as individual elements, in a sequence that allowed learners to blend them 
together to form meaningful words comprising just those graphemes. One 
or two words containing an additional grapheme were introduced as sight 
words in early lessons; in later lessons, students learned the graphemes 
explicitly. In time, however, this approach was reduced to learning sight 
words combined with rote chanting of syllables. Breen produced graded 
literacy lists for numerous languages of Central Australia and the Barkly 
region, which Breen and linguist colleagues have successfully used for 
decades to teach their own language literacy to adults through SAL and 
CALL, and to Batchelor College teacher trainees.

A synthetic phonics program based on Hale’s and Breen’s approaches is 
now finding a place in schools, with Yapa (Warlpiri) educators confidently 
maintaining it through changes of non-Indigenous staff, and Yapa school 
students benefiting from an approach that allows them to build firm 
understandings of the spelling system, and confidence in themselves as 
learners, readers and writers.
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