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at universities
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and Taylor Tipu Power-Smith

Introduction
More than 250 languages were spoken in Australia before colonisation, 
but very few of these First Nations languages are taught within Australian 
universities (Giacon and Simpson 2012). Pitjantjatjara, a strong language 
spoken fluently by all generations, was the first to be taught in 1966. Yolŋu 
Matha has been taught at Northern Territory University (now Charles 
Darwin University) since 1992.

The teaching of revival languages came a little later with Kaurna, an 
awakening language, introduced at the University of Adelaide in 1997, 
followed by Gamilaraay at the University of Sydney in 2006 and at ANU 
in 2013, while Wiradjuri was introduced at Charles Sturt University (CSU) 
in 2014. This chapter focuses on the revival languages the authors have 
been involved with: Kaurna, from Adelaide, and Gamilaraay, from inland 
northern New South Wales and adjacent Queensland. Some reference will 
also be made to Wiradjuri, being the third of only three revival languages 
currently taught in Australian universities. It is hoped that many more 
revival languages will one day be taught in Australian universities in support 
of the growing community movement to revive Australia’s Indigenous 
languages.



PROJECTING VOICES

898

In this chapter, we discuss the nature of revival languages in general before 
going on to explore the teaching of Kaurna and Gamilaraay in universities. 
We conclude the chapter with a discussion of the importance of partnerships 
and collaboration, the path towards Indigenisation and future prospects for 
the continued teaching of these and other languages. But first, we begin 
this chapter with reflections from our Indigenous co-authors, Taylor Tipu 
Power-Smith (Kaurna) and Tracey Cameron (Gamilaraay).

As a young Kaurna woman, Power-Smith (2021a) describes her own 
journey with the Kaurna language and the role that the Kaurna course at 
university has played in that journey. She also reflects on the importance of 
the university course for others and for the language itself:

I’ve been involved with Kaurna Warra Pintyanthi1 (KWP) since 2010, 
when my mother tricked me into playing a role on a radio show that 
KWP was working on at the time. I was 18 years old, and this was 
my first experience being around other Kaurna people (not related to 
me) and the first time in my life that I was able to hear Kaurna being 
spoken in a way that I had never heard it before, and I was immediately 
intrigued.

Shortly after the show finished, I began doing some part time work for 
KWP alongside Robert Amery. I would record sound files in Kaurna, 
and attend the monthly meetings, where I watched and listened in 
complete awe as requests were translated from English to Kaurna.

In 2012, I was fortunate enough to be able to enrol in the Cert. III 
‘Learning an endangered Aboriginal Language’, which I successfully 
completed. I then enrolled in and completed the Cert. IV ‘Teaching an 
Endangered Aboriginal Language’.

I spent the first half of my placement teaching at Kaurna Plains Kindy 
and the second half teaching a year 2–3 class at Gilles Street Primary 
School. After completing my Cert. IV, I was offered employment at Gilles 
Street as a language teacher and stayed there for a couple of years.

During my time at Gilles Street, I was approached countless times by 
other schools that were desperate to have Kaurna taught there. Once my 
knowledge and confidence grew, I began teaching at Challa Gardens 
Primary School from Reception to Year 7.

1	  Kaurna Warra Pintyanthi (lit. creating Kaurna language). Its formation in 2002 is discussed later 
in the chapter.
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A decade has passed since my very first introduction to KWP and in 
that time, I have witnessed Kaurna succeed in every environment from 
childcare, primary schools, to TAFE and with the language and demand 
for it ever-growing, it just makes sense to implement it at university.

Teaching the course at this level raises the profile of Kaurna language, 
people, and history and ensures that the next generation of teachers will 
be equipped with reliable knowledge and the resources they’ll need to 
appropriately and accurately share/teach in whatever spaces they occupy. 
Additionally, it also gives Indigenous students an opportunity to learn 
their language in their degree program; a privilege we’ve never had.

Kaurna has played a pivotal role in strengthening my identity and 
cementing my belonging. It has deepened my connection to my people 
and the land in which I belong to and created opportunities for me that 
I otherwise would’ve missed out on. The positive impact that language 
has on Aboriginal people and the wider community is astronomical.

Language is powerful and has the ability to integrate different worlds 
while eradicating misconceptions about Aboriginal people that have 
been perpetuated for decades; just a glimpse of historical records, 
particularly regarding emotions, will immediately highlight the 
emotional intelligence and showcase the genius of this magnificent and 
effortlessly poetic language.

This course will play an integral role in helping us come together to 
co-create a new campfire that we can all enjoy the warmth of. This is a 
necessary and respectable course of reconcili-action.

Similarly, Cameron (2022) describes her family’s history and journey with 
the Gamilaraay language as follows:

When I was growing up there was a silence about ‘language’. It is very 
hard to convey this to a contemporary audience. One of my earliest 
encounters with my language was through my Uncle Michael who told 
me of a book, The Sun Dancin’ (Somerville et al. 1994) about my great 
great grandmother Mary Jane Cain, a Gamilaraay Elder and community 
leader known as the Queen of Burra Bee Dee. This book included lists of 
Gamilaraay words and place names from Mary Jane Cain’s own 1920 
manuscript, Reminiscences of Coonabarabran (Cain 1920). It was a real 
surprise to me that someone from my family had recorded Gamilaraay 
language at a time when there was little Gamilaraay language material 
available, especially written by a Gamilaraay person. At this moment 
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I recognised that my language did still exist, that it had a name and there 
was indeed a record, and significantly that my family had contributed to 
making that record of my Gamilaraay language.

My family have inspired my determination to learn and speak 
Gamilaraay, from my great great grandmother to my Dad and my 
Uncles and Aunts who expressed sadness but resignation about not being 
able to speak their language, to my Partner David and Son Angus who 
supported my study and research.

Uncle John, a great friend of my Dad, Doug Cameron, said recently 
about their early life on Burra Bee Dee:

We did everything together on the mission. We learnt about Country. 
We learnt about bush tucker. We learnt about Kamilaroi. We knew all 
about bush tucker, we knew about all the wonderful fruit that the bush 
provided us with. Things like five corners, geebungs, blackberry bushes 
and the thing we enjoyed the most was the sap or gum from the wattle. 
We learnt about the medicinal values of the wattle blossoms and the 
curative qualities of the gumtrees which was taught to us by our Elders 
back then.

But my Aunt, Violet Robinson, told her Daughter that ‘Nobody knows 
language around this way … I think for the old language you gotta go 
right out the back to the old ones. Marg: Out Walgett, Wilcannia and 
that, all those places?’ (Somerville et al. 1994, 46).

And although my Dad and my Uncles and Aunts did learn about 
Country they did not learn Gamilaraay language and could not pass it 
down to me. BUT I wanted to speak my language.

Cameron reflects on her opportunities for learning and developing 
knowledge of Gamilaraay in tertiary settings, including the university course 
where she first learnt and now teaches Gamilaraay. She further reflects on 
the role that this level of language teaching and learning in universities can 
play in the revitalisation of languages:

I realised that I could learn my language after seeing a sign on the fence 
at the University of Sydney advertising the Gamilaraay language at the 
Aboriginal Languages Summer School. Up till then I had read single 
words and place names so the idea that I would be able to learn to speak 
my language was exciting but overwhelming. I would be able to learn 
the language my Dad, my grandmother, my uncles and aunts and so 
many others had not been able to learn.
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When I enrolled in the Master of Indigenous Languages Education 
(MILE) at the University of Sydney I found that the course, Speaking 
Gamilaraay, was offered at the same time so I enrolled straight away and 
started on my Gamilaraay language learning journey full time in 2011.

Over the next decade I took all the Aboriginal language learning 
opportunities that I could. I completed Gamilaraay 1 and Gamilaraay 
2, as well as the Wiradjuri Certificates 1, 2 & 3 at Eora TAFE and 
Yarradamarra Centre at Dubbo TAFE in 2015 and community Darug 
language classes in 2018 and 2019 at the Festival of Sydney. I found 
being involved in the Aboriginal languages community supported my 
connection to and learning of Gamilaraay language.

As my knowledge of Gamilaraay grew, I began tutoring and co-teaching 
in the Gamilaraay 1 language course at the University of Sydney. I also 
tutored and co-taught in the ANU Gamilaraay 1 course when it was 
offered as Summer schools, Winter Schools and one Spring School and 
to further my own language learning I participated in a number of 
the ANU Gamilaraay 2 and Gamilaraay 3 courses. This interaction 
and speaking practice boosted my proficiency and drove me to deepen 
my linguistic and cultural knowledge of Gamilaraay. This gave me the 
confidence to move from tutoring to teaching the Gamilaraay 1 course at 
the University of Sydney in 2020. I have been teaching the Gamilaraay 
1 course for 3 years now.

In my journey as a Gamilaraay learner and teacher, I have found 
the community of other learner-speakers to be invaluable. Reviving 
a language involves a language community – we contribute to each 
other’s language growth, in particular Cilla Strasek, Nardi Simpson, 
Suellyn Tighe and Lee Carr. In my Gamilaraay language learning 
and teaching I have been particularly supported by John Giacon, 
a teacher and linguist who has been researching Gamilaraay language 
and teaching Gamilaraay courses for many decades. Susan Poetsch has 
been an important mentor, helping me to develop my knowledge and 
understanding in the area of Aboriginal languages and also to negotiate 
my work in the university as learner, teacher, revitaliser and advocate for 
my language Gamilaraay. John Hobson, Sally Dixon and Denise Angelo 
in the MILE program and Jane Simpson at ANU are other important 
supporters who have assisted me in my Gamilaraay language learning 
and work in Gamilaraay language at university. Gaining access to work 
in the university Gamilaraay language courses through their help has 
been extremely beneficial for my language learning and my ability to 
work in Gamilaraay language revitalisation.
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Going forwards, it is my deepest hope that planned opportunities and 
support such as I have experienced over the long term can be purposefully 
mapped out with and by many other Gamilaraay people in many 
learning spaces, including universities, to create ripples in the pond of 
Gamilaraay language and ensure that Gamilaraay language continues to 
support and strengthen Gamilaraay Country, culture and communities.

The nature of revival languages
Revival languages are those where there has been an interruption to 
intergenerational transmission, and which people are working to re‑establish. 
This revival is very important to many Indigenous people. It is a process 
of cultural renewal, reclaiming what has been taken, claiming rights and 
asserting identity.

Revival languages have no fluent, native speakers, so are being rebuilt largely 
by drawing upon an historical corpus and the knowledge of community 
‘rememberers’ (Lowe and Ash 2006, 9). In the case of Kaurna, this corpus is 
mainly written. Only a few words (mostly those shared with neighbouring, 
closely related languages) are remembered, and there are no sound recordings 
of the language as it was spoken in the nineteenth century. In the case of 
Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay, Yuwaalaraay tapes made in the 1970s are a major 
source, and a little more was remembered by the community.

The place of the historical record

In the absence of native speakers, it is the historical record that provides 
the best evidence for what is correct (especially so in the Kaurna case). 
Of course, the historical record should be subject to rigorous interrogation 
and analysis through looking into the background of the observer, the extent 
to which the record is internally consistent, and so on. The quality of this 
work depends on the knowledge, skills and time brought to it.

Language reclamation requires detailed research and a large measure 
of informed interpretation, beginning with an analysis of the historical 
records. Typically, only a few members of the community associated 
with the revival language have invested the time and effort to familiarise 
themselves with the sources and engage with the language at a deep level. 
Paradoxically, it is often the younger members of the community who have 
a more in‑depth knowledge than their Elders. Understandably, this might 
lead to significant tension.
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Around Australia, the extent, quality and age of the historical records vary 
considerably. Kaurna relies largely on vocabulary and sentences recorded in 
the 1830s and 1840s. Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay relies on written material, 
mainly from the nineteenth century, but more so on tapes, a little from 
the 1950s and most 1970s, mainly of Fred Reece and Arthur Dodd. These 
historical materials are limited and non-current. That is, there are two 
gaps. First, the recorded material, even in the best situations, contains only 
a  fraction of a fluent speaker’s knowledge. This includes not only words, 
but  also idioms, speech acts, grammatical structures, discourse strategies 
and so on. Second, there are many contemporary realities now that were not 
part of historical times, so an expanded lexicon is needed for conversational 
use in the present day of revival languages.

The analyses of Kaurna and Gamilaraay have also drawn on knowledge 
of closely related languages and of Pama-Nyungan languages in general. 
This knowledge may help to interpret and clarify the historical record. 
For instance, Kaurna has three rhotics: a rolled r /r/ written rr, a tap /ɾ/ 
written rd, and a retroflex glide /ɽ/ written r, but these are not adequately 
distinguished in the historical sources. Now, if a related language has an l 
before k, where Kaurna has a rhotic, as in karku ‘sheoak’ and ngarkunthi 
‘to eat, drink, enjoy’, it is likely that the rhotic is a retroflex glide.

Ngiyambaa (Donaldson 1980) is closely related to Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay, 
and much of Donaldson’s analysis of Ngiyambaa has been important for 
understanding many aspects of Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay, such as the 
‘associated eating’ suffix (Giacon 2008, 2017). Similarly, knowledge 
of the grammar of other Pama-Nyungan languages has been crucial in 
understanding the Kaurna ‘inclusive construction’ when only one example 
was ever recorded (Amery and Simpson 2013, 151).

Related languages can assist greatly in filling lexical gaps. Kaurna has 
adopted naalha ‘echidna’ from Nukunu in the absence of its appearance 
in any of the Kaurna sources. Considering that a good number of words are 
shared by Nukunu and Kaurna, it could well be that naalha was indeed a 
Kaurna word that had escaped the notice of all those who compiled Kaurna 
wordlists. In a number of other instances, loan translations have been 
inspired by other Australian languages. The Kaurna word for bicycle is now 
maityuwampi (lit. bat wing), inspired by Adnyamathanha mikawiri (lit. bat 
wing). Puntuntu ‘dragonfly; helicopter’ was inspired by the same extended 
meaning in Tiwi, and so on.
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A major factor in the development of the two languages discussed here 
has been the cooperation between linguists, both non-Indigenous and the 
Indigenous language community they work with (Giacon and Lowe 2016).

Many learners and users of revival languages may begin by giving a speech, 
such as a welcome to or acknowledgement of country, by reading a pre-
prepared text. Over time, this speech will be rehearsed and actually become 
quite fluent without the speaker ever coming to understand the grammatical 
structure of the speech or even the meaning of individual words. Some may 
never progress much beyond the speech. Others may learn some expressions 
informally from others, perhaps through their membership of a dance 
troupe or participation in a cultural performance. Others may come to the 
language by watching video clips online or working their way through print-
based resources such as a learner’s guide or dictionary. Others may enrol and 
actively participate in a formal course where the teachers are themselves 
very much learners, often in the early stages. Irrespective of the pathway, 
no learner or user of a revival language has much opportunity to hear or 
read more complex language or to immerse themselves in it. Most of the 
language used is unidirectional, with little opportunity to receive feedback.

Resources in revival languages are limited. The longest Gamilaraay/
Yuwaalaraay text recorded in historical sources is less than 300 words, while 
for Kaurna it is considerably less than that. A much increased range and 
volume of resources have been produced over the last few decades, but 
relative to world languages such as French or Japanese, these resources are 
still very limited.

The vast majority of learners of a revival language will begin with materials, 
introductory grammars, based on the analyses, and by attending classes. 
It is important to understand the difference that the lack of materials 
and fluent speakers has on the learning and teaching of revival languages. 
Whereas learners of other languages generally have access to a vast range of 
actual language – written, sound and video covering the complete range 
of genres and topics – learners of revival languages work from a very small 
base, in some cases mainly word lists. Much of the quite limited Kaurna 
and Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay texts are elicited in single sentences. Also, the 
feedback to learners of revival languages is very limited. Anyone learning 
another language will make mistakes in areas such as pronunciation, 
grammar and semantics. For strong languages, there are fluent speakers who 
can correct these mistakes. For revival languages, there are no fluent speakers. 
The teachers are themselves very much learners. As a result, features of the 
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traditional language can be replaced with those of the dominant language, in 
Australia – English. Some refer to this as language hybridity (Zuckermann 
and Walsh 2011; see Giacon 2017, 7).

Even when traditional aspects of the language are known, the substantial 
time and effort needed for them to become part of the revived language 
may mean they will not be retained. For example, Reid (2010) suggests that 
this will happen with aspects of pronunciation. When learners undertake 
university courses, in most cases, the most substantial courses available, they 
are likely to retain more of the traditional language.

As the languages come back into use and become a central pillar of identity, 
some people emerge as ‘authorities’ on the language, even claiming to 
be the sole legitimate language authority, and build careers on cultural 
performance and culture lessons in schools. While there are core key 
community members engaged who have built up considerable knowledge 
and skill, in some other cases, a course or systematic study of the source 
material has not been undertaken. Elements of the language are being 
transmitted by word of mouth, and errors may be introduced through 
mishearing, or they may cherry-pick source material, unaware of the quirky 
spellings used by their authors. For instance, Tindale used the letter ‘j’ as 
in the International Phonetic Alphabet symbol, and as in German, but 
community people are interpreting it as an affricate [dʒ] as in ‘judge’ rather 
than the [j] sound as in ‘yes’, which was intended. Sometimes the historical 
record is misinterpreted (e.g. Tangkuinyendi Yabarra, the ‘Dreaming Light’ 
show as part of the Adelaide Fringe Festival, where yaparra is ‘light, not 
heavy’; rather, Munaintya Kardlayirdi was intended). Words may be cobbled 
together with the omission of case suffixes and verb morphology, or even 
worse, totally spurious word forms may be constructed (see Amery 2013). 
This situation is of great concern to Power-Smith and others in the Kaurna 
language movement who are informed by painstaking research, discussion 
and debate.

Coordination of revival across the language community will maintain a 
more traditional language. A coordinating body enables more expertise 
to be brought to language description and development, more careful 
and extensive development of resources, and gives other bodies a reliable 
reference point.
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Perhaps counter-intuitively, a language that has ceased to be spoken is easier 
to revive than one which is remembered to some extent, where speakers 
and custodians may be resistant to engaging with the traditional grammar 
or word-forming processes. They may well be stuck in the fossilised 
remnants of the language and unable to embrace a dynamic, developing 
and changing entity.

Another feature of revival languages is that much of the language is iconic 
or emblematic rather than complex communicative language (Simpson 
2013). Iconic language is generally unidirectional, with one speaker 
addressing an audience. Use of an Indigenous language in media can 
be iconic. The  language used in the miniseries Women of the Sun (set in 
Victoria) was Yolŋu Matha. Very few would understand the Yolŋu Matha, 
a language from northern Australia. Nevertheless, this was an effective use 
of an Aboriginal language and assertion of Aboriginal identity. These 
uses of Indigenous languages are very important and powerful. They assert 
the existence of the language and its people. However, such language, for 
example, songs and set speeches, is often rote learned relatively quickly. 
Productive, communicative language, on the other hand, takes much longer 
to learn and assumes that the actual language has sufficient resources for such 
bi-directional use. When Aboriginal people and organisations increase their 
own linguistic knowledge or work with linguists and language educators, 
they are more likely to develop complex and more traditional language.

Socio-political aspects of revival languages, such as those described in this 
section, are sensitive and therefore rarely discussed. Indigenous people in 
Australia have long been abysmally treated by those in power – the history 
of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission and the  initial 
response of the Australian Government to the Uluru Statement from the 
Heart are just two of the most egregious recent examples. So, it is wonderful 
that many want to recognise Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination. 
In the language area, this has led to many decisions being made by 
Indigenous people whose learning and work do not have the benefit of 
formal linguistic knowledge. The challenge is to have both sovereignty and 
good information. As a result of the lack of highly qualified Indigenous 
linguists, there is limited language knowledge involved in such decisions. 
Moreover, in the spirit of supporting community control over language 
projects, funding bodies often resource individual communities within 
a language, both lessening the expertise available and creating multiple 
versions of a language.
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Kaurna background and current situation

Kaurna is the original language of Adelaide and the Adelaide Plains in South 
Australia. Kaurna bore the brunt of colonisation, but was well-documented, 
for that time, by German missionaries in the 1830s to 1840s. The language 
probably ceased to be spoken on a daily basis by the early 1860s, though 
the so-called ‘last speaker’ died in 1929. No sound recordings exist of the 
language spoken as a first language. Its reclamation relies totally on written 
records of varying quality.

There are more than 20 primary sources, most being short word lists, 
recorded between 1826 and 1920. All in all, some 3,000 to 3,500 words 
were recorded in primary sources. The German missionaries Christian 
Teichelmann and Clamor Schürmann were the only observers to document 
the grammar (Teichelmann and Schürmann 1840; Teichelmann 1857, 
1858). They included hundreds of translated sentences and phrase 
examples. The historical record also includes evidence of a wide range of 
word-forming processes that 19th-century Kaurna speakers employed to 
develop neologisms for introduced items and concepts (see Amery 1993). 
While the source material is not extensive, with Kaurna texts being almost 
non-existent and a total absence of any sound recordings, it is sufficient for 
us to fashion a workable language.

Kaurna language revival efforts began in 1989–90 with a songwriting 
workshop in the three local languages, Ngarrindjeri, Narungga and Kaurna, 
though there had been some Kaurna naming activity before that. The 
Kaurna songs entailed the composition of the first novel Kaurna sentences, 
such as Wanti niina padninthi? ‘Where are you going?’ The songwriting 
workshop was followed by annual workshops of just one or two weeks 
duration in subsequent years, where nursery rhymes were translated and 
expressions for use in the classroom were developed. In 1992, Kaurna Plains 
School adopted Kaurna for their school language program, and in 1994, 
Kaurna was introduced into senior secondary studies nearby. When Kaurna 
language revival efforts began, schools were the primary focus of activity. 
Now, much more activity is centred in the community. See Amery (2016) 
for a detailed description of early Kaurna language revival efforts.

By comparison with Gamilaraay, the Kaurna community is small. It is 
difficult to determine just how many people identify as Kaurna, but the 
number is probably several hundred people and certainly less than 1,000. 
Just nine Kaurna apical ancestors are recognised, some of whom have a mere 
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handful of descendants, while others are now represented by a number of 
large families. While the number of Kaurna people is small, 80 per cent or 
more of South Australia’s population lives on Kaurna lands. Consequently, 
there is a huge demand from schools across Adelaide who are actively 
seeking a teacher of Kaurna. At this point in time, the demand cannot be 
met, but efforts are being made to train Aboriginal Community Education 
Officers (ACEOs) and others in Certificate-level courses such as Learning 
an Endangered First Nations Language (Kaurna). There are currently three 
such courses running: one at the new Aldinga Payinthi College south 
of Adelaide and two (day and evening classes) at Tauondi College in Port 
Adelaide serving the western suburbs.

Gamilaraay background and current situation

This section briefly describes current Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay use, then the 
background of the languages. The university courses are described later.

There has been a huge increase of interest in, knowledge of and use 
of Gamilaraay, beginning in the 1990s (Austin 1994, 2008; Austin and 
Nathan 1996). There is substantial, enthusiastic and ongoing involvement 
by many Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay community members, with the 
languages being widely and regularly used. They are heard in welcomes 
to and acknowledgements of country, found on many websites and in 
songs and other performances. Many, perhaps the majority, of schools 
in the Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay area have some informal teaching of 
the languages, and a handful have Gamilaraay or Yuwaalaraay as their 
compulsory secondary language course, or as part of that course. There are 
regular TAFE Gamilaraay courses. Around 3,000 copies of the Gamilaraay 
Yuwaalaraay Yuwaalayaay Dictionary (Ash, Lissarrague and Giacon 2003) 
have been sold. The ongoing sales2 of around 300 copies each year indicates 
the continued and growing interest in the languages.

While there are resources such as the dictionary and Yaama Gamilaraay3 
these currently mainly lead to the use of fairly simple language. Additional 
accessible language teaching and learning resources are required to support 
the acquisition of increasing complexity, especially grammatical structures 

2	  A range of Gamilaraay publications are available at fivesenseseducation.com.au.
3	  Winanga-Li Aboriginal Child & Family Centre, ‘Yaama Gamilaraay!’, www.winanga-li.org.au/
yaama-gamilaraay/.

http://fivesenseseducation.com.au
http://www.winanga-li.org.au/yaama-gamilaraay/
http://www.winanga-li.org.au/yaama-gamilaraay/
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and other sentence-building processes. One such resource is Wiidhaa 
(Giacon 2020b), the university Gamilaraay 1 course text, which is available 
in printed form and as a free download.

The Gamilaraay area includes a large part of northern inland New South 
Wales (NSW) and adjacent Queensland. Gamilaraay4 has written records 
dating back to the 1850s. Ridley (1875) and Mathews (1903) are the most 
important of these. Later, Gamilaraay materials are quite limited. They 
include one text of some 150 words from someone who had quite limited 
fluency (Austin and Tindale 1985). Yuwaalaraay (currently described as 
having two dialects, Yuwaalaraay and Yuwaalayaay) is further west, colonial 
occupation was later and less intense, and the language was spoken for 
longer. At times, Yuwaalaraay is regarded as a dialect of Gamilaraay (Horton 
1994). The tapes of Fred Reece and Arthur Dodd, made in the 1970s by 
Janet Mathews and Corinne Williams, are the most substantial Yuwaalaraay 
material. Yuwaalaraay has much more extensive recorded material than 
Gamilaraay. The two languages share around 70 per cent of their lexicon 
(Austin, Williams and Wurm 1980), with some differences due to regular 
sound changes. The only differences found in the grammars of the two are 
in the allomorphs of some suffixes. Current Gamilaraay analysis assumes 
one grammatical structure for Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay, so much of it is 
based on Yuwaalaraay sources. Similarly, where no Gamilaraay word has 
been recorded current Gamilaraay uses the Yuwaalaraay word, if there is one.

The first modern analysis of Yuwaalaraay was Williams (1980), the 
published version of Williams’s Honours thesis. Austin (1993) is a 
Gamilaraay grammatical analysis, which, because of the limited historical 
material, is much less comprehensive than Williams’s. Giacon (2001) is a 
study of Yuwaalaraay morphology and derivation. Giacon (2014, 2017) 
provides much more detailed descriptions of both languages, based on 
historical sources, but also drawing on knowledge of other languages, 
particularly Wangaaybuwan (Donaldson 1980), to help interpret the 
sources. Wangaaybuwan had fluent speakers until at least the 1980s. 
Gamilaraay and Yuwaalaraay are closely related to Wiradjuri, Wayilwan and 
Wangaaybuwan. Information about these languages, especially Donaldson 
(1980), has helped clarify many aspects of Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay.

4	  The background of Gamilaraay language – area, sources, history of analysis and use – is covered 
more fully in Ash et al. (2003); Giacon (2014, 2017); Austin, Williams and Wurm (1980); Austin 
(2008). The map in Giacon (2017, 2) does not show most of the Queensland Gamilaraay area.
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Williams (1980) contains a Yuwaalaraay word list (one Yuwaalaraay word 
for each English word) of around 1,500 items. Austin (1994) has around 
400 Gamilaraay words, but with more information. The Gamilaraay 
Yuwaalaraay Yuwaalayaay Dictionary has around 2500 headwords, more 
detailed entries and a sketch grammar. It drew on Williams, Austin and 
other sources, including Sim and Giacon (1998) and a complete transcript 
of the Yuwaalaraay tapes.

Gamilaraay revival substantially began in the 1990s, with Austin’s 
dictionaries and then Austin and Nathan (1996), the world’s first web 
dictionary. In  Walgett, Giacon had begun working on Yuwaalaraay with 
Uncle Ted Fields and with Walgett schools. This soon led to school and 
TAFE classes and publications.

Initially, Yuwaalaraay people had mixed reactions to attempting language 
revival. Many Yuwaalaraay people had been punished for using their 
language, including by school authorities and employers. However, 
a  growing number wanted to use the language, spurred on by the pride 
they felt when children sang in Yuwaalaraay. Simple language use increased 
rapidly. The most common word was, and is, Yaama. It traditionally occurred 
sentence-initially, changing a statement into a polar question, but has been 
used as a greeting since around 1950. Another now common word is Yaluu 
(traditionally ‘again’). It has been used as a farewell since the mid‑1990s, 
when it was developed by a group in Walgett. It is an abbreviation of Yaluu 
ngali ngamilay ‘we (two) will see each other again’.

This use of the word Yaluu illustrates some important aspects of revival. 
One is the conscious development of new language (in this instance, the new 
use of yaluu). Secondly, its use has grown because it has been taught in many 
courses, people find it easy to use, and it asserts Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay 
identity. As well, the sentence Yaluu ngali ngamilay incorporates specific 
Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay grammatical features. In Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay, 
yaluu must come first and the pronoun second. The verb ngami-la-y ‘see-
each.other-future’ uses the reciprocal suffix followed by the future suffix. 
This sentence could not be created without good knowledge of grammar. 
The path to producing language which retains traditional language features 
is to analyse the historical materials, develop descriptions of the language 
structures and then apply them via language learning resources/processes. 
This process is in contrast with strong languages, where fluent speakers 
instinctively know structures and other features, and can readily create 
fluent speech.
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An increasing number of Gamilaraay people working on language 
recognise the need for knowledge in rebuilding the language, and want to 
be able to use a more complex and more complete language that retains 
traditional features.

Gamilaraay university courses provide the opportunity to learn the 
traditional language in some depth. They also potentially provide a focus for 
expanding the language in a way that is more traditional, since the university 
language teacher has the opportunity to work closely with the traditional 
sources, to study other Australian Indigenous languages and to work closely 
with other linguists.

Teaching revival languages at university5

Teaching revival languages at university is important for a number of 
reasons. First, it helps to raise the profile of these languages and afford these 
languages status. Second, it maintains a degree of rigour in the development 
of the language, as university courses are underpinned by meticulous 
research to be faithful to the historical language resources, as per the wishes 
of the language community. The teaching of revival languages actually 
assists their development. Teaching and research go hand in hand. Power-
Smith (2021a) remarks that ‘teaching the course at this level … ensures that 
the next generation of teachers will be equipped with reliable knowledge 
and the resources they’ll need to appropriately and accurately teach/share 
in whatever spaces they occupy’. Third, it provides Indigenous students at 
university with a culturally affirming option for study. It provides students 
with some of the knowledge and skills to engage in language work and 
language teaching, or at least to work in a support role for their teaching 
in schools and in support of community-based language movements. 
It also provides a reliable income for the teacher–researchers and access to 
the community of linguists – an important source of support for ongoing 
research and teaching efforts. Cameron gained her initial knowledge of 
Gamilaraay from the university course, while Power-Smith gained hers from 
working on projects and completing TAFE courses. Both have benefited 
greatly from the university courses, both personally and in their acquisition 

5	  Giacon and Simpson (2012) describe the situation around 2011. Cathy Bow and Greg Williams 
(Charles Darwin University) and Giacon for a number of years organised the Australian Indigenous 
Languages Institute (AILI), an attempt to facilitate access to language and linguistics courses for Indigenous 
people. AILI drew inspiration from North American Indigenous language institutes. See Giacon (2020b). 
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of a knowledge of their own languages. Of course, there are many other 
reasons for learning and teaching a language, and revival languages can 
equally address some of these needs (see Amery 2020).

Case studies: Kaurna and Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay

The two longest-running revival language programs within the tertiary 
sector are Kaurna at the University of Adelaide and Gamilaraay at the 
University of Sydney and ANU in Canberra.

The Kaurna program at university
The Kaurna Language & Language Ecology course was introduced with the 
support of the South Australian Education Department, within Linguistics 
at the University of Adelaide in July 1997, towards the conclusion of 
Amery’s (1998) PhD project on the reclamation of Kaurna. Amery moved 
the course to the University of South Australia from 2002 to 2004, where it 
was taught as Kaurna Language and Culture within the Aboriginal Studies 
program. It is now taught within Linguistics at the University of Adelaide 
as Reclaiming Languages: A Kaurna case study. See Amery (2007, 2012) for 
more details about the institutional context into which the Kaurna course 
was introduced in 1997 and reintroduced in 2004.

Kaurna is offered as a single 3-unit combined course at second and third 
year levels within the Linguistics and Indigenous Studies majors. However, 
many students (often a majority) join the course from other disciplines. 
In the 2021 Kaurna Summer School (KSS), there were students from 
Teaching, Anthropology, International Studies, Psychology, Science, Music, 
Health Sciences and so on. It is a challenge teaching students without a 
background in Linguistics while at the same time delivering a course that 
will be engaging and challenging to students of Linguistics. Typically, one 
or two Indigenous students enrol in the course each time it runs, but others 
have audited or attended as part of their professional development in an 
unofficial capacity. KWP Language Workers, Taylor Tipu Power-Smith and 
Tempestt Sumner-Lovett, attended the 2021 KSS. Power-Smith remarks:

the Kaurna Summer School was hugely beneficial. I was able to learn 
many new things and freshen my knowledge. Attending the course 
also gave me an opportunity to experience studying at a University 
Level (something I plan on doing in the near future) as well as being 
able to connect with other students from a wide range of disciplines. 
(Power-Smith, 2021a)
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Jaylon Pila Newchurch, also a KWP Language Worker, took the course for 
credit towards his Bachelor of Media degree.

When the course was first introduced in 1997, Amery, together with 
Lester Irabinna Rigney and Cherie Warrara Watkins, prepared a series 
of thirteen 50-minute Kaurna language lessons with accompanying tape 
recordings, which were introduced in the tutorial sessions. When Jack 
Kanya Buckskin took over the teaching of the School of Languages Kaurna 
course, Amery figured it was better for those wanting to learn to speak 
Kaurna to learn it from a Kaurna person and referred interested students 
to him. The university course then became more heavily oriented towards 
linguistics and sociolinguistics.

In 2020, a review of the Bachelor of Languages was undertaken. The report 
(University of Adelaide 2020, 9) in its first recommendation advised that 
‘a compulsory Indigenous language component’ be introduced. In light of 
the report, Amery initiated discussions with the Coordinator of the Bachelor 
of Languages and staff teaching the various European and Asian languages 
offered at the University of Adelaide. As a result of these discussions, a new 
course, ‘Australian Indigenous Languages (Kaurna Focus)’, was proposed 
and accepted for offer as an elective within the Bachelor of Languages. 
Amery was then requested by the Dean of Arts to offer the course to first 
years as well as to second- and third-year students. The Head of the School 
of Humanities also requested that this course be offered at postgraduate level 
with students of the Master’s in Museum and Curatorial Studies in mind.

This new course, introduced in Semester 1 2022, has been designed so 
that it can be taught by others following Amery’s retirement at the end 
of 2022, and it has been designed with language students (rather than 
Linguistics students) in mind. Five weeks in the middle of the course are 
devoted solely to Kaurna. The first four weeks of the course are devoted 
to a general understanding of Australian Indigenous Languages. This 
includes the current status of Australia’s Indigenous languages and the 
relationships between them, the difference between strong languages and 
revival languages and why we should learn them, their sound systems and 
spelling systems and their grammars. Particular emphasis is given to the 
place Kaurna occupies within this bigger picture. Weeks 5 to 9 provide a 
little background on Kaurna and also teach the language. Assessment of 
this component comprises the construction of a Kaurna text by following 
a template and using the Kaurna dictionary and learner’s guide (Amery 
and Simpson 2013; 2021) as resources. The remaining three weeks of the 
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12-week course look at Indigenous languages in education, in the public 
domain and interpreting and translation with an emphasis on health and 
the law.

It is hoped that the existing Kaurna Summer School taught within 
Linguistics will continue to focus on the linguistic processes involved in 
language reclamation and the re-introduction of Kaurna. Thus, there will be 
minimal overlap between the two courses: Reclaiming Languages: a Kaurna 
Case Study and Australian Indigenous Languages (Kaurna Focus). Some 
teaching materials and presentations developed for the Kaurna course at the 
University of Adelaide are used in the Certificate II and III courses taught at 
Aldinga Payinthi College and Tauondi College.

The Gamilaraay program at ANU and University of Sydney
From around 1995, Giacon taught Yuwaalaraay, including at TAFE, 
and later also taught Gamilaraay. With the help of a federal government 
grant, he and John Hobson (Koori Centre, University of Sydney) wrote 
a one-semester Gamilaraay course. This was first delivered as a TAFE 
course (January 2006) and elements were used for non-accredited summer 
schools at the University of Sydney (2007, 2008). It has been a subject at 
the University of Sydney since 2006 (except for 2013). Since 2020, Tracey 
Cameron, a Gamilaraay woman, has taught that course. Giacon has been at 
ANU since 2006, as a PhD student (Giacon 2014) and teaching Gamilaraay 
since around 2011. A Gamilaraay 2 course was taught in Sydney in 2012 
and at ANU for the last four years. Gamilaraay 3 has been taught once, 
at ANU.

Gamilaraay 1 has a strong focus on spoken language. There is a greater focus 
on structures and less on vocabulary. The main topics in the 21 lessons 
in the text Wiidhaa6 are pronunciation, cases, verbs, sentence structure 
and pronouns. The assessment includes weekly sound recordings and 
translations, two conversations, quizzes and a final writing task. Gamilaraay 
2, in contrast, was designed to give a more complete knowledge of the 
structures of the language, since for many, it will be the last university 
course they will have the opportunity to study in the language. Gamilaraay 
2 introduces many of the topics covered in Giacon (2017), so that learners 
will be more able to use that reference work independently later.

6	  Giacon (2020), doi.org/10.22459/W.2019.

http://doi.org/10.22459/W.2019
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As well as being delivered in semester one, Gamilaraay 1 has previously 
been taught as a summer school intensive, making it more convenient for 
many Indigenous people to attend, either for credit or to audit. This was 
done twice as part of the Australian Indigenous Languages Institute (Giacon 
2020a). The course has also been used elsewhere. Sections of it were part 
of Australian Linguistics courses at Sydney and ANU. It was adapted for 
community courses, including a Gunnedah summer school.

At ANU Gamilaraay 1 has been available through Open Universities 
Australia (OUA) since 2021 and Gamilaraay 2 since 2022. This makes the 
courses much more accessible, since they are online, do not require students 
to be enrolled in a degree, have a much simpler enrolment process than 
cross-institutional enrolment, and are generally less expensive than other 
enrolment methods. A large proportion of OUA enrolments are Gamilaraay 
people, many not enrolled in a degree.

The majority of students in Gamilaraay 1 have been non-Indigenous. 
Many were Australians with an interest in Indigenous matters, and some 
were overseas students keen to study a subject not available elsewhere. 
A significant number of students were also studying linguistics. Significantly, 
there has been a growing percentage of Indigenous students, particularly in 
Gamilaraay 2.

The Centre for Continuing Education (CCE) at ANU offers short, non-
accredited courses, typically 16 or so hours over eight weeks, generally within 
a school term. It had become clear that many Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay 
people were looking for an introduction to the languages, rather than 
degree-level study, so a CCE course: Gamilaraay, A Language Being Rebuilt, 
was offered in 2021, taught by Giacon and a Gamilaraay person: first Brad 
Davis and later Rhonda Smith. It was offered twice in 2022, taught by 
Michael Higgins, a Master of Linguistics student. He and a Yuwaalaraay 
person, Brendan ‘Odee’ Welsh, co-taught the course in 2023.

The Wiradjuri program at CSU
By contrast with the Kaurna and Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay programs, where 
the majority of students have been non-Indigenous, the Wiradjuri program 
at Charles Sturt University is designed specifically for Aboriginal students 
and is delivered in mixed mode using a combination of online classes and 
residential schools (First Languages Australia 2021, 48). Such a program 
is possible because of the relatively large number of people identifying as 
Wiradjuri. While sufficient Nunga students have been recruited to run 
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Certificate-level Kaurna courses in 2022, it would be impossible to hold a 
university-level Kaurna course if it were restricted to Indigenous students, 
because the community is too small.

Indigenisation of language revival
The need for Indigenous control of activities that involve them, including 
language, has long been recognised. Further, the ideal situation includes a 
high proportion of Indigenous people in the specialised roles in those areas. 
Many areas have seen the establishment of support structures at Universities 
to help develop Indigenous specialists to increasingly take over roles 
initially filled by non-Indigenous people. There are now many Aboriginal 
Legal Services and Aboriginal Medical Services around Australia that very 
effectively work for Indigenous people. They work with non-Indigenous 
people and institutions, particularly those with specialised roles such as 
doctors and lawyers. Recognising the great advantage of Indigenous people 
having these roles, universities and others have long facilitated the training 
of such people.7

However, language revival is vastly different from Medicine and Law, 
which are long-established, substantially regulated professions, with 
professional bodies with requirements for entry and training provided by 
many universities. None of these characteristics are true of language revival. 
For instance, no recognised qualifications are needed to be a teacher of an 
Indigenous language, despite the representations made to departments 
of education over many years.

Unlike areas like Medicine and Law, there is very little support for Indigenous 
people wanting to develop expertise and advanced qualifications in their 
language and associated areas. Teaching of the skills needed for language 
revival, understandings of linguistics and language learning are often 
housed in different departments within universities. We have observed that 
Federal and State and Territory governments and Education Departments 
have all taken approaches that foreground local community control. 

7	  The AMA Indigenous Medical Scholarship was established in 1994 (www.ama.com.au/about/
indigenous-medical-scholarship). The Leaders in Indigenous Medical Education Network’s Indigenous 
Pathways into Medicine Online Resource (www.limenetwork.net.au/students/pathways/) gives extensive 
information about training possibilities, listing over 20 universities. McKinnon (2014) gives an overview 
of support structures for Indigenous Law students.

http://www.ama.com.au/about/indigenous-medical-scholarship
http://www.ama.com.au/about/indigenous-medical-scholarship
http://www.limenetwork.net.au/students/pathways/
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These approaches have not recognised the complexities of language revival 
and the need for projects to involve people with substantial linguistic and 
pedagogical skills.

In many schools, the language is taught by a community member who 
is not a registered teacher, accompanied in the classroom by a registered 
teacher, generally non-Indigenous. In some instances, the language is taught 
by a non-Indigenous, registered teacher. Usually, the teacher’s language 
proficiency has not been assessed.

We strongly support the Indigenisation of language revival work. We also 
believe that this needs a systematic approach which recognises the 
complexity of language revival, provides strong support for Indigenous 
people to develop their language, linguistic and pedagogical skills, requires 
appropriate qualifications and maintains partnerships with individuals 
and universities. This would be a significant change from much that is 
currently happening.

Partnerships in language revival8

The partnership between a university and the community is the foundation 
for the delivery of many revival language programs.9 The courses introduced 
at the tertiary level all grew out of a strong relationship between their teachers 
and the community. Amery had forged a relationship over 10 years prior to 
the introduction of the course as a consultant linguist to the Ngarrindjeri, 
Narungga and Kaurna songs project, running community-based Kaurna 
language workshops, introducing senior secondary Kaurna language 
programs in schools and carrying out research within the community 
towards a PhD. He had formed a very close relationship with the late 
Dr Alitya Wallara Rigney, then Principal of Kaurna Plains School, Dr Lewis 
Yerloburka O’Brien and other Kaurna Elders, most of whom are now 
deceased. Kaurna Language & Language Ecology was introduced in 1997 
by a panel of Kaurna Elders. This practice has continued in subsequent 
courses and allows students to gain an appreciation of the importance of 
language to identity. When this course was first taught, Kaurna people were 
employed as tutors. Others attended the course through the Community 

8	  See Giacon and Lowe (2016).
9	  An exception is Gumbaynggirr, where many have developed considerable language skill by attending 
courses organised by Muurrbay, and mostly written and taught by Steve Morelli.
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Access program, with their fees paid by Adelaide City Council. Others, such 
as singer-songwriter Nelson Varcoe, were invited as guest lecturers for specific 
sessions. The KWP Team at the University of Adelaide, which includes 
Power-Smith, has always had a role in the delivery of the Kaurna Summer 
School ‘Reclaiming Languages: a Kaurna Case Study’ since its formation 
in 2012. The KWP Team has also been involved in the documentation of 
the teaching of Kaurna at university, filming certain sessions and filming an 
excursion to Pirltawardli (the ‘Native Location’) and Warriparingga at the 
start of the Tjilbruke Dreaming trail.

Giacon similarly had established a strong relationship with Gamilaraay-
Yuwaalaraay people over a 12-year period living in Walgett, prior to teaching 
Gamilaraay at the University of Sydney. In particular, he forged a strong 
relationship with Yuwaalaraay Elder Uncle Ted Fields, who was passionate 
about his language and culture. Giacon had worked closely with the 
community and schools in Walgett, Goodooga, Toomelah-Boggabilla and 
other towns. His work with the community and other school staff saw the 
introduction of a Yuwaalaraay program at St Joseph’s, Walgett (Cavanagh 
2005) and a Gamilaraay program at Walgett High School (Giacon and 
Betts 1999). He taught Aboriginal school staff and others in TAFE courses 
and informally. The CD Yugal (Yuwaalaraay Language Program 2003) was 
produced with Aboriginal people, including music producer Ross McGregor 
and performers Kelsey Strasek-Barker, Roger Knox and Bernadette Duncan. 
There was extensive consultation with the community in the production of 
the Gamilaraay Yuwaalaraay Yuwaalayaay Dictionary (Ash, Lissarrague and 
Giacon 2003). Other cooperative events included a number of language 
conferences (Goodooga, Walgett and others) and book launches. Many of 
these links continue to the present. There has been continuous involvement 
with many other Gamilaraay Yuwaalaraay individuals and groups, including 
supporting community members with their requests for translations and 
answering queries from Gamilaraay people studying their language.

The Wiradjuri program at Charles Sturt University was also introduced 
following a long-standing collaboration between John Rudder♰ and 
Wiradjuri Elder Stan Grant Senior, which lasted 30 years up until Rudder’s 
death on 24 July 2021. The Wiradjuri program at Charles Sturt University 
also benefited from another partnership with Bernard Sullivan who initially 
worked with Stan Grant Senior to produce videos to support the teaching 
of Wiradjuri in 2013, and who completed the Graduate Certificate in 
Wiradjuri Language, Culture and Heritage himself in 2015 with the first 
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intake of students. Sullivan’s (2016) PhD and his subsequent postdoctoral 
research were devoted to producing Wiradjuri media and language resources 
drawing on the earlier work of Rudder and Grant.

Working with communities (partnerships)

Community structures
There are some common elements in the relationships between university 
language teachers and the community, and also considerable variation. 
Kaurna has a central body. Together with Kaurna Elders Dr Alitya Wallara 
Rigney and Dr Lewis Yerloburka O’Brien, Amery established Kaurna 
Warra Pintyanthi (KWP) in 2002 to provide oversight and guidance for 
the Kaurna language movement as well as deal with the multitude of 
requests for Kaurna names and translations (See Amery and Rigney 2007 
and Amery and Buckskin 2013 for details.) In 2013, a Memorandum of 
Understanding was signed between KWP and the University of Adelaide, 
which committed the University to ongoing research and teaching of the 
Kaurna language. The federal Indigenous Languages and the Arts (ILA) 
program currently funds a KWP Team based at the University of Adelaide. 
This team produces Kaurna language resources and has input into the 
Kaurna language courses. An outcome of the ILA project was the formation 
of Kaurna Warra Karrpanthi (KWK), with all Kaurna directors incorporated 
under the Office for the Registration of Indigenous Corporations (ORIC). 
While KWP focuses on research and resource production, KWK focuses 
on training, service provision and oversight of Kaurna programs. Wiradjuri 
did have a council of Elders as the core group, but now may have split into 
two organisations.

Unlike Kaurna, currently there is no single committee that is widely 
recognised as the authority for coordinating Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay 
language work. There are localised groups, including at least two ‘Language 
and Culture Nests’ operating under the current NSW Gamilaraay strategy.10 
The lack of a unifying language body partly results from the large distances 
between the many towns in the Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay area and from 
the absence of any overall Gamilaraay or Yuwaalaraay coordinating groups. 

10	  Aboriginal Affairs, ‘Improving Outcomes for Aboriginal People and Communities’, NSW 
Government, www.aboriginalaffairs.nsw.gov.au/policy-reform/language-and-culture/.

http://www.aboriginalaffairs.nsw.gov.au/policy-reform/language-and-culture/
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It also points to the need to develop a deeper understanding, in some 
community groups and funding bodies, of the importance of coordinating 
efforts in the process of language revival.

The role of the academic

It is the academic’s job to write a course proposal and submit it for approval 
by the relevant university course approval committees and to ensure its 
acceptance within various programs and majors and minors within those 
programs. This needs to be done by someone with knowledge of the 
processes and who is employed within the system.

Amery’s Kaurna course focuses on the process of language reclamation: 
analysis of the source material, phonology, grammar, lexicon, semantics, 
as well as an exploration of how the Kaurna language is being used today. 
That is, it is a combination of Kaurna linguistics and sociolinguistics. 
Giacon’s Gamilaraay course more closely resembles a language course, 
with considerable emphasis on grammatical understanding to enable 
productive language use and access to linguistic research on the language. 
The course has little explicit teaching of historical culture, since the lecturer 
is neither Indigenous nor an anthropologist, and the main target audience, 
Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay people, are living the culture.

By comparison, the course at Charles Sturt University is a Graduate 
Certificate in Wiradjuri Language, Culture and Heritage. It has four subjects: 
1) Wiradjuri Language, 2) Wiradjuri Culture and Heritage, 3) Rebuilding 
Australia’s Indigenous Nations, and 4) Making Change Happen.11

Who teaches revival languages?
The background and situation of the initial teachers of revival languages at 
universities (and elsewhere) are quite different to those of their counterparts 
in other languages. In many instances, they have been involved in the first 
modern description of the language, and in developing teaching materials 
(Amery for Kaurna; Giacon for Gamilaraay; Rudder (with Stan Grant 
Senior) for Wiradjuri. They all did many years of substantial research on 
historical materials, so they had a sound understanding of them. This aspect 
has often been mainly a solo effort, despite community connections.

11	  Charles Sturt University, ‘Graduate Certificate in Wiradyuri Language and Nation Building’, www.
csu.edu.au/sustainability/sustainable-development-goals/success-stories/2021/graduate-certificate-in-
wiradjuri-language,-culture-and-heritage.

http://www.csu.edu.au/sustainability/sustainable-development-goals/success-stories/2021/graduate-certificate-in-wiradjuri-language,-culture-and-heritage
http://www.csu.edu.au/sustainability/sustainable-development-goals/success-stories/2021/graduate-certificate-in-wiradjuri-language,-culture-and-heritage
http://www.csu.edu.au/sustainability/sustainable-development-goals/success-stories/2021/graduate-certificate-in-wiradjuri-language,-culture-and-heritage
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At the time these courses were established, none of their founders had 
tenured academic positions. When the Kaurna course was first established, 
Amery was a full-time PhD student, though he had prior experience as a 
university lecturer at Northern Territory University (now Charles Darwin 
University) and has since secured tenured positions at the University of 
Adelaide and University of South Australia. Giacon taught sessionally at the 
University of Sydney and ANU. It seems that Rudder also did at Charles 
Sturt University. These programs would not have got off the ground were it 
not for patronage from supportive academics in the institutions. In Amery’s 
case, Peter Mühlhäusler, foundation professor of Linguistics at the University 
of Adelaide, approached Amery to develop the course and advocated for its 
introduction. Similarly, the support of Professor Jane Simpson, Chair of 
Indigenous Linguistics at ANU and John Hobson, Director of Graduate 
Indigenous Education Programs at the University of Sydney, were pivotal 
in enabling Giacon, who has only worked as a sessional lecturer, to deliver 
Gamilaraay programs in those institutions. Grazia Scottelaro liaised on 
languages between ANU and Open Universities Australia. She initiated and 
strongly supported the efforts to have ANU Gamilaraay courses available 
through Open Universities Australia.

Universities have struggled to fit these languages into their structure, with 
the Sydney University course in Gamilaraay being initially located in the 
Koori Centre, then in the School of Literature, Arts and Media and now in 
Education – never in Languages or Linguistics. At ANU the courses were in 
Linguistics but are now in Indigenous Studies, with the first course a second 
year unit because of limitations on first year units in an Indigenous major.

Kaurna has always been located within Linguistics at the University of 
Adelaide, but it is hoped that an Indigenous languages discipline might 
be established to sit alongside German, French and Spanish within the newly 
established Department of European Languages and Linguistics. Kaurna is 
part of the Indigenous Studies Major as well as the Linguistics Major. At the 
University of South Australia, Kaurna was taught within Aboriginal Studies.

In summary, the roles of individuals and academic allies in ensuring 
these languages secured a place in university was pioneering. It included 
consultation and ongoing involvement with community, major research 
and publication, course design, negotiation with universities and often a 
substantial amount of unpaid work.
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Succession planning

Amery retired at the end of 2022, 25 years after first introducing the Kaurna 
course. Before retiring, he initiated discussion with the KWP Team and the 
Head of the School of Humanities regarding future delivery of the program, 
as members of KWP are keen for the course to remain in the tertiary sector. 
The Kaurna language program at the University of Adelaide is vulnerable as 
Amery was not replaced by a tenured staff member. The program depends 
on interest and commitment by those in leadership positions, and people 
in senior positions have expressed a strong desire to retain the Kaurna and 
Australian Indigenous Languages courses. However, at the time of writing, 
the teaching arrangements for these courses in future are still being worked 
out. The ideal of having this course taught by Kaurna people is difficult to 
achieve. Casualisation of staff and the recent departure of tenured staff leave 
programs like the Kaurna language program in a very vulnerable position. 
Plans to put the teaching firmly in the hands of Kaurna people have not yet 
materialised, but maximal Kaurna input, in the form of guest lectures and 
a discussion panel, will still be sought. The imminent merger between the 
University of Adelaide and the University of South Australia by 2026 also 
adds another layer of uncertainty, though there are signs of interest in the 
Kaurna language from both parties.

The Gamilaraay program at the University of Sydney, first introduced by 
Giacon in 2006, has been taught since 2020 by Cameron, a Gamilaraay 
woman, who co-taught with Giacon for a number of years. Giacon has 
always worked as a casual. Cameron has recently secured a permanent 
position, but with Gamilaraay as a minor part of her role.

Giacon retired from teaching the Gamilaraay courses at ANU in 2023. 
ANU is committed to teaching an Indigenous language and has a strong 
preference for having Indigenous people involved in the teaching. In 2024, 
the Gamilaraay 1 course is being taught online by Michael Higgins and 
Yuwaalaraay man Brendan ‘Odee’ Welsh. Having two people teaching the 
course involves more expense and shows ANU’s commitment.

It is clear that for all of the languages the transition to a new cohort of 
university revival language teachers is quite fragile, drawing from a very 
small pool. Potential teachers need to have education pathways, specific 
training, and mentoring over an extended time – these need support from 
university administrations and leadership, as well as organisations and 
institutions involved in the First Nations languages spaces.
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In an ideal world the new generation of teachers would:

•	 identify with the language they are teaching or at least have and 
maintain a close relationship with that community

•	 also have worked with the original materials (they would not need to 
repeat many of the other tasks of the initial teachers)

•	 have full-time tenured positions
•	 have a sound linguistic background, particularly in Australian 

Indigenous languages and language revival
•	 have, or be near having, their PhDs in the language they are teaching
•	 have strong support structures within the university, since they, too, 

are pioneers, establishing a new phase of revival and teaching of their 
language

•	 be in a position to make a long-term commitment to the position, since 
there are unlikely to be others who could readily take over the role.

It is important that universities recognise the unique nature and needs of 
these teachers, and that the government funding recognises the need to 
support and develop these teachers.

The sources of authority and power
When a course is developed within a university, it is the academic who 
proposes the course who has considerable authority in shaping the course. 
This is done within the context of various parameters which stipulate or 
provide guidelines for the number of weeks, the number of contact hours, 
the number of assessment tasks and so on so that the course is comparable 
with other courses delivered within the discipline, school, faculty and 
university more broadly. A course proposal is lodged, assessed and approved 
by a committee and then scheduled for timetabling.

The choice of course content, however, is largely left up to the academic, 
especially so in the case of Arts courses. Some other courses, such as those 
that contribute to a professional teaching qualification, nursing qualification 
or some other specific occupation, are more answerable to outside bodies 
within the industry. In some respects, the Aboriginal community might 
be considered to play a comparable role to that played by industry bodies 
in other courses. However, those industry bodies are informed by experts 
in the field and established practitioners with considerable experience 
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within the industry. The difference here is that members of the community 
may have little knowledge or experience of using the revival language 
and may also have little knowledge or experience of tertiary institutions. 
For ‘strong’ languages such as Pitjantjatjara or Yolŋu Matha the situation is 
a little different. There, the speakers of the language do have considerable 
knowledge and expertise in the language, but again, not necessarily in 
pedagogy and the institutional context.

Nonetheless, the speakers or custodians of First Nations languages do 
assert considerable authority over their languages and should be consulted 
regarding their teaching and permissions sought. Most Australian Indigenous 
languages are located on the esoteric end of the exoteric–esoteric spectrum, 
meaning that their speakers assert a strong sense of ownership and control 
over their language.

But what constitutes community consultation? Who is the community? 
Who within the community has the ultimate say? This is always problematic. 
Even when representative bodies are established, they can sometimes be 
subverted, and governments, universities and other bodies don’t always 
listen to those with the most knowledge and experience.

The need for a central authority

By the very nature of language reclamation and revival, what the few 
speakers and users of the language do, write and say can have a profound 
influence on the future development of the language. This includes the 
teachers and students of the language at all levels of education. As teacher-
researchers and developers of tertiary-level programs, we carry a huge 
responsibility in shaping the language. To this end, it is far preferable for the 
most knowledgeable and proficient users of the language to come together 
to make decisions as a group. Translations and the coining of new terms 
are far better done by a number of people than by one person going it 
alone. A group of the most knowledgeable can bring different ideas and 
perspectives to the table and are in a better position to pick up misguided 
initiatives and to correct even simple typographical errors that those without 
the in-depth knowledge would not notice.

For Amery and Giacon, as non-Indigenous experts in the field, it is not our 
place to make decisions about the language, even though in some situations 
we might be considered to have the most language knowledge. Our place 



925

26. TEACHING REVIVAL LANGUAGES AT UNIVERSITIES

is always to advise, to present options, support and assist in the training of 
community members to be in a better position to make informed decisions. 
This is why a collaborative approach is so important.

As mentioned earlier, for Kaurna, collaboration takes place through KWP/
KWK, which provides direction for the Kaurna language movement, is a 
strong advocate for the Kaurna language and oversees many research and 
resource development projects. In addition, it addresses hundreds of requests 
for Kaurna names and translations. Now, the KWP Team, of which Power-
Smith is a member, provides this direction and addresses these requests. 
See Buckskin et al. (2021) on the work of the KWP Team and its moves 
towards Indigenisation.

Gamilaraay-Yuwaalaraay does not have a central authority comparable to 
KWP/KWK. This is due partly to the larger number of Gamilaraay people 
and to geography – the Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay area includes a swathe of 
north-western NSW and adjacent Queensland. The area has many widely 
separated towns including Lightning Ridge, Walgett, Moree, Narrabri, 
Gunnedah and Tamworth. As well, many Gamilaraay/Yuwaalaraay people, 
including some of those most active in language work, are in large cities, 
including Sydney and Brisbane. By contrast, Kaurna is centred on one 
large city, Adelaide. Even so, there is considerable fragmentation within the 
Kaurna community, which seems to be on the increase as Kaurna language 
becomes a marketable commodity.

New opportunities: Looking to the future
The two revival languages considered here are at a transition point. They 
have become very popular and marketable. The founding teams are slowing 
or leaving the field. A new game plan is needed for the next stage of revival. 
Elements include assessment of the actual language used, building the skills 
of the many teachers, which necessitates a new group of ‘teachers of the 
teachers’, who will largely be employed by universities. It also necessitates 
recognised qualifications. The government needs to move from funding 
small groups to do local projects, which often merely recycle material in 
dictionaries, to seeing the need for centralised bodies for each language, 
performing many of the functions performed by New Zealand’s Te Tauro 
Whiri–Māori Language Commission and other similar groups. There 
needs to be a move from a view of languages as simple isolated words to a 
recognition that languages, even more so in language revival contexts, are 
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extremely complex, and so expertise is vital. With a few notable exceptions, 
so far, much of language revival has been of very simple language: songs such 
as ‘Heads, shoulders’, or formulaic greetings. Much is unidirectional, with 
the audience pleased to hear an Indigenous language but not understanding 
it, and certainly not responding in the language. There has been the implicit, 
but debilitating, assumption that from simple language complex language 
grows. Complex revived language needs to be built, and that building 
requires knowledge and cooperation. Universities are the institutions best 
placed to support that rebuilding through rigorous research and teaching.

Conclusion
The three revival languages currently taught in Australian universities have 
pioneered paths, we hope, for many more languages to take in the future. 
A strong foundation has been laid over the last 25 years, and these languages 
are now being taken more seriously as a worthy academic endeavour. But 
the future of these three languages within the tertiary sector is by no means 
assured. Those who established the programs are passing on, retiring 
or scaling down. The courses are being passed on to others who do not 
necessarily have employment security and dedicated professional pathways 
with the option of tenure, so their continued presence is very much at the 
whim of others.

Despite this, there is growing interest in and demand for courses in revival 
languages, particularly within schools. It is important that these languages 
continue to be taught within the tertiary sector to help maintain rigour 
and depth in their development and to provide training and professional 
development for those working within community-based and school-based 
programs.

But teaching a revival language at university is very different to teaching 
another language or even a ‘strong’ Aboriginal language for the reasons 
discussed in this chapter. The language teachers need to be nurtured 
and supported through training and mentoring, and support from the 
community. It is important that universities appreciate the role that they 
are playing through teaching and research in shaping the language for use in 
schools and in the wider community.
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Both Cameron and Power-Smith are deeply invested in their languages 
and wish to see their languages taught at all levels of education, including 
at universities, which can enhance their profile. They see the importance 
of research and rigour provided by universities in the future development of 
their languages (see Power-Smith 2021b). They and others in the emerging 
generations are the future for these languages, which are of such importance 
for them as individuals and for their families and their communities.
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