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Introduction
The most recent National Indigenous Languages Report (DITRDC, 
AIATSIS and ANU 2020) indicates a further reduction in the number 
of Indigenous languages spoken as first languages in Australia, alongside 
an increase in the number of languages in the revitalisation process. The 
reduction of percentage in the Indigenous languages spoken at home other 
than English shows Western Desert languages with 2.9 per cent less than 
in the 2011 Census, Yolŋu Matha with 1.6 per cent less and Arnhem Land 
and Daly River Region languages with 1.9 per cent less. Despite recognition 
that Australian Aboriginal languages are the sounds of living heritage in a 
state of crisis, of over 250 Aboriginal languages spoken in Australia before 
colonisation, only seven are available as objects of study in Australian 
universities in 2022 (University Languages Portal Australia n.d.): Arrernte, 
Bininj Kunwok, Pitjantjatjara/Yankunytjatjara, Yolŋu Matha, Gamilaraay, 
Kaurna and Wiradjuri. Nevertheless, in spite of this small number of 
languages, universities know how important it is to support Aboriginal 
languages (Charles Darwin University n.d.; The Australian National 
University n.d.; The University of Adelaide 2021) wherever possible.
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Through learning Australian languages, students begin to appreciate 
Aboriginal cosmologies and connect with a movement that values and works 
towards the survival and re-introduction of Australian languages (Amery 
2020). To different extents, depending on the language learning experience, 
learning an Aboriginal language can be considered an ethical stance. 
Not only learning a language, but seriously devoting one’s endeavours to 
learning about Country, knowing the fauna and flora, seasons, and foods 
that bind us to the land is to unlearn and relearn what it is to ‘be’ Australian. 
A commitment to learning an Aboriginal language necessitates taking time 
and putting in the effort to not only learn the language but also establish 
a genuine commitment to the speaker community. Aboriginal language 
courses in universities demonstrate the geographically and historically 
unique nature of Aboriginal languages and assert the need for the elements 
of language, culture and Country that make them unique to be central to 
the curriculum.

Universities are not the only place where Aboriginal languages are taught, 
with many excellent programs in schools and communities, and the work of 
language centres around the Country supporting language continuation in 
various ways. Beyond word lists and grammar guides, a dynamic language 
program strengthens the language community through centring and 
resourcing the enactment of speakers’ identity and knowledges. A strong 
focus on the cultural and traditional context of the language locates words 
within a wider frame of speaking, dancing, crying, feeling and belonging. 
In  this sense, language is an interdisciplinary concern with strong 
intersections with liberal arts and the process of learning languages serves as 
a platform for a holistic and transformative learning experience (Kinoshita 
and Zhang 2013); such multidisciplinary connections make Indigenous 
language education unique and valuable at the tertiary level.

Among the seven Australian languages taught at universities in Australia in 
2022, this paper focuses on the ‘strong’ languages: Pitjantjatjara, Yolŋu Matha, 
Arrernte and Bininj Kunwok. By ‘strong languages’ we mean languages still 
spoken by all generations (DITRDC, AIATSIS and ANU 2020) referred to 
as ‘communication languages’ as they are languages still spoken by children 
(Simpson 2014). This paper involves somewhat different issues to the paper 
‘Teaching Revival Languages at Universities’ (Amery et al., Ch. 26, this 
volume). We present case studies of the current offerings of the ‘strong’ 
languages taught at Australian universities, descriptions of partnerships with 
communities and the roles of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal teachers, and 
a discussion of current challenges and considerations for the future.
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Case studies

Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara language and culture 
courses

Pitjantjatjara and Yankunytjatjara are Western Desert languages and cover 
a large area where the Northern Territory, Western Australia and South 
Australia meet, stretching as far south as the Great Australian Bight. 
Pitjantjatjara language is one of 12 continuing traditional Australian 
languages spoken by children as a first language and has the second-largest 
speakership of all traditional Australian languages in the 2016 Census 
figures (DITRDC, AIATSIS and ANU 2020, 48).

History of the program: Pitjantjatjara Language programs have been taught 
at the tertiary level in South Australia since 1968 at Adelaide University 
and since 1975 at Torrens College of Advanced Education, which was the 
forerunner to the University of South Australia (UniSA); from 2026 to be 
Adelaide University where the languages are currently taught. The focus has 
shifted to ensure Yankunytjatjara is encouraged and included as well as an 
intentional focus on cultural elements that can provide a broader context to 
the language for the students. This shift is reflected in the current course title 
‘Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Language and Culture’ which applies across 
the Summer School and shorter versions of the course including a three-
day winter school, an advanced class and weekly classes or short intensives 
provided on request for organisations. Pitjantjatjara and Yankunytjatjara 
are closely related dialects with a few points of difference in grammar and 
vocabulary. The main classes are taught as a Summer School over two weeks 
with a series of three oral and written assignments to be completed. These 
courses sit within the Education Futures unit but are attended by students 
from a diverse range of disciplines including teachers, nurses, linguists, 
anthropologists and Aboriginal Studies students. The course also caters for 
cross-institutional enrolments. The course was largely developed during 
the 1990s and 2000s through the work of Bill Edwards, Mona Tur and 
Paul Eckert with other support such as resource development from Brian 
Kirk, among others. In the 1990s, full semester stage 1, 2 and 3 courses 
were offered as face-to-face units until the mid-2000s whereon the two-
week Summer School was offered. The current teaching team (listed below) 
has been working together since 2016 (see Gale et al. 2020). The Summer 
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School is a level 2 course offered at undergraduate and postgraduate level. 
Short courses and professional development offerings are not offered for 
credit.

Curriculum: The Summer and Winter Schools attempt to orient 
students’ ears and mouths (who are frequently non-language speakers) 
to Pitjantjatjara/Yankunytjatjara sound-making and position them in 
respectful teacher–learner relationships with Aṉangu (Pitjantjatjara and 
Yankunytjatjara) tutors. This relationship is intended to approximate the 
kinds of interactions students are likely to have when living and working in 
Aṉangu communities. The curriculum aims to cover a range of grammatical 
features of the language and engage students in beginning to construct 
complex meaning through the course of the class. The advanced class 
tends towards engaging with whole texts and working back through text 
deconstruction and reference to the various features of the language which 
can be revised and rehearsed further as necessary.

Enrolment: Over the last few years, the number of students for the Summer 
School has tended to fluctuate between 35 and 55 with between five and 10 
enrolled in the undergraduate and postgraduate courses respectively and the 
remainder enrolled as non-credit students, often sponsored by employers for 
professional development. Since 2016, a combination of two- and three-day 
winter intensives have been offered based in the Northern Territory (Yulara 
or Alice Springs) with a Zoom class developed for COVID-19 conditions in 
2020. These classes generally have around 25 students. An advanced three-
day Zoom class has also been offered in 2020 and 2021 with 11 and 14 
students respectively. The number of annual participants ranges between 
75 and 100 students across all offerings.

Personnel: This course is coordinated by Dr Samuel Osborne (co-author) 
who works 0.5 with a teaching and research role in Education Futures 
(UniSA) and 0.5 as Associate Director, Regional Engagement (APY Lands). 
The Aṉangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) Lands covers the north-
west region of South Australia. A pedagogical approach has developed that 
brings students into a close relationship with Aṉangu tutors, and students 
are encouraged to learn through watching, listening and mimicking 
(Gale et al. 2020).

In 2021, the teaching staff included Sam Osborne (UniSA), Dan Bleby 
(Department for Education) and nine Aṉangu (Pitjantjatjara and 
Yankunytjatjara) tutors: Nyunmiti Burton, Jennifer Ingkatji, Amari 
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Tjalkuṟi,♰ Umatji Tjitayi, Nami Kulyuṟu,♰ Tapaya Edwards, Paul Andy, 
Rene Kulitja and Muna Kulyuṟu. Many of the tutors are qualified teachers, 
having completed the UniSA Aṉangu Tertiary Education Program (AṉTEP)1 
teacher training program. In previous years, Karina Lester and Inawantji 
Scales have assisted with overall program coordination. The university 
has established a partnership with Iwiṟi,2 a member-based corporation for 
Adelaide-based Aṉangu who share traditional songs, children’s and adult 
dances, and stories and assist in culture-focused sessions. Dan and Sam both 
have a background in education and are fluent speakers of the language and 
tend to lead grammar and administrative aspects of the course. Aṉangu 
tutors work intensively with groups of eight to 10 students in teaching 
a dialogue, vocabulary, cultural discussions and other activities such as 
sentence construction and the script development for group performances. 
Aṉangu tutors also present humorous stories and personal presentations of 
Aṉangu histories and experiences.

Role of technology: Dan Bleby (Department for Education) has assisted 
in the production of high-quality texts, including digital tutorials, and the 
UniSA Teacher Innovation Unit has partnered with the course in developing 
a range of resources and materials which are now accessed by students 
through a course-specific Moodle. These resources have been drawn on 
heavily with the 2020 and 2021 advanced class running on Zoom as well 
as the 2020 winter school. UniSA is also running weekly two-hour Zoom 
classes in partnership with Iwiṟi to provide professional development for 
16 Department of Child Protection staff who work in South Australian 
Aṉangu communities as well as other bespoke training packages for a range 
of organisations.

Challenges: As with all Aboriginal language courses, succession planning is 
a challenge. Pitjantjatjara language owes a debt of gratitude to the strongly 
supportive stance of Ernabella Mission founder Charles Duguid (Duguid 
1963, 1972; Edwards 1992; Osborne 2017) who centred first language in 
mission life and schooling, setting the expectation that teachers and mission 
workers learn and work in local languages. This enabled a sustained period 
for the development of high-quality Pitjantjatjara language materials, and 
many older Aṉangu have strong reading and writing skills in Pitjantjatjara 
and Yankunytjatjara. There is keen interest from Aṉangu in teaching the 

1	  For more information, visit Anangu Tertiary Education Programme, anangued.weebly.com/antep.html.
2	  For more information, visit Iwiri, iwiri.org.

http://anangued.weebly.com/antep.html
http://iwiri.org
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courses but the Aṉangu tutor cohort is ageing. Their ranks have not been 
neatly backfilled by younger generations of Aṉangu, owing to the cessation 
of AṉTEP in 2016 and the gradual erosion of support for first language 
instruction in remote schools (Disbray 2014; Nicholls 2005). Many 
younger Aṉangu would benefit from support to develop the skills and 
confidence to teach reading and writing in their first language. Investment 
and encouragement to ensure the continuing growth of the pool of available 
teachers is desperately needed.

Arrernte language program

Eastern and Central (E/C) Arrernte3 are relatively strong languages 
(DITRDC, AIATSIS and ANU 2020) spoken by around 2,000 people 
in Alice Springs (Mparntwe) and the Country and communities to the 
east of Alice Springs, including Ltyentye Apurte, Alkwerte, Artetyerre, 
Imengkwerne and Uthipe Atherre (Dobson and Henderson 2020, 9). E/C 
Arrernte languages belong to a group of related dialects often known as the 
Arandic group, which also includes Anmatyerr, Alyawarr, Kaytetye, Western 
Arrarnta, Southern Arrernte (Pertame) and Lower Arrernte (Antekerrenye) 
(Dobson and Henderson 2020, 10). Despite the relative strength of E/C 
Arrernte, there are nevertheless many stressors on the language, so language 
preservation and intergenerational transfer of the language and culture 
remains a constant cause for concern among the older generations (K. Riley 
and V. Dobson, pers. comm., 13 June 2022).

History of the program: The Higher Education Arrernte course was 
developed and delivered by Batchelor Institute in Central Australia during 
the 1990s and early 2000s. It went online within the Batchelor Institute–
Charles Darwin University (CDU) partnership, Australian Centre for 
Indigenous Knowledges and Education (ACIKE).4 Responsibility for the 
delivery within Batchelor Institute was initially with the Higher Education 
Division and later assumed by the Centre for Australian Languages and 
Linguistics (CALL). The Arrernte course was taught within the CDU 
Language Studies  1 and Language Studies 2 units, along with other 
languages, including the Aboriginal  languages Yolŋu Matha and Bininj 
Kunwok, and international languages. All the other languages are taught 

3	  E/C Arrernte use the same spelling system, which differs from other varieties of Arrernte.
4	  For most of the period this partnership was known as ACIKE (Australian Centre for Indigenous 
Knowledges and Education). The formal partnership was terminated early in 2022.
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by the traditional owners of the languages and CDU academics. The online 
units were developed in 2013 by linguist Chia Adachi with Arrernte language 
teachers Veronica Perrurle Dobson and Louise Cavanagh from Ltyentye 
Apurte. Between 2014 and 2017, the course was delivered by Jeannie Bell,♰ 
Magdalene Lynch, Veronica Dobson, Therese Carr, Margaret Carew, Gail 
Woods and David Moore. In 2020, Kumalie Riley and Angela Harrison 
decided to teach the course again; Kumalie, an Arrernte native speaker and 
long-time teacher of Arrernte in many different contexts, and Angela, a 
linguist, language educator and manager of CALL. Veronica Dobson and 
Joel Liddle provided backup for Kumalie when that was needed. Kumalie 
speaks about the language and the course as follows:

Werte, arritnye atyinhe Kumalie Kngwarraye. My name is Kumalie 
Kngwarraye. My skin name is Kngwarraye. My father is Peltharre. 
My mother is Kemarre. My children are Ampetyane. I’m teaching 
the online Arrernte program through Batchelor-CDU here on 
Arrernte Country. The local language here is Arrernte. Arrernte 
Apmere  Mpwepe, Central Arrernte, and Arrernte Ikngerre, 
Eastern Arrernte. They’re very similar. I grew up listening to and 
learning  Arrernte through Country, dreamings and stories. I was 
immersed in Arrernte. I learned from an early age what it is to be 
proud of our language, Arrernte. This is what makes us strong, so 
that we can keep teaching Arrernte in many avenues, such as this 
CDU-Batchelor university course. Nowadays Arrernte is taught in 
mainstream schools in Alice Springs. We’re happy because Arrernte 
has bloomed out of its cocoon. This university course means it is 
taught widely. I’m teaching here now, at Batchelor, in this online 
course with Angie. Many young people are learning, and families 
who have connections to this Country. For some, it has been a 
very long journey to grasp and learn about their language. All the 
students have come a long way in learning Arrernte, learning to read 
and write it, and also to pronounce it. (Riley 2020)

The curriculum: Initially, two online units were developed, and a third 
unit was partially developed. The materials that were developed in 2013 
continued to form the basis of the courses, adapted to some extent with 
each new teaching team, delivery mode and student cohort.

The learning outcomes for the first two units include: 1. Demonstrate 
significant progress towards the mastery of the target language’s sound system; 
2. Comprehend and produce a variety of basic and essential exchanges in 
the target language, both with other students, and with native speakers; 
3. Read and write useful phrases and sentences in the target language; 
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4.  Identify and describe basic grammatical concepts and recognise their 
formal expression; 5. Recognise lexical categories in the target language, and 
their formal expression;  and 6. Describe and relate to the main features of 
the cultural and social context of the target language.The third unit involves 
more complex grammar, advanced conversation and translation activities.

The units have been delivered in both face-to-face and online modes. 
In the early days the course was delivered in workshop mode at the Central 
Australian campus of Batchelor Institute. In 2020, it was delivered externally 
as an online ‘distance education’ course, with weekly face-to-face online 
sessions. Materials were available through Learnline, the CDU Learning 
Management System. Sometimes local students joined the lecturers in the 
classroom or logged in at Batchelor and joined the lecturers for tutorial 
support following the online class. Other students had exclusively online 
tutorials. Oral communication with the Arrernte teacher was given a high 
priority. During Semester 1, 2020, COVID-19 had broken out and for a 
few challenging weeks fear and restrictions around the virus meant that 
the course was delivered by the teachers working separately from their two 
respective homes.

Enrolments: The course was delivered between 2014 and 2017, and again in 
2020. Between 2014 and 2017, there were 15 enrolments in total, 12 in the 
introductory course and three in Level 2. In 2020 there were 24 enrolments, 
15 in Level 1 and nine continued to complete Level 2. The student cohort 
in 2020 was diverse in many ways. It included both Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal students. Students ranged in educational background from those 
with no prior tertiary education to university lecturers and PhD students. 
Some students lived and worked in Alice Springs while others had never been 
there, some were familiar with a Central Australian language while others 
had no prior knowledge. Given the diversity of the cohort, and in the spirit 
of Batchelor Institute both-ways philosophy, students contributed richly to 
the learning space. Some organised themselves into a study group. Students 
nominated their Arrernte teacher, Kumalie Riley, for a Patji Dawes Teaching 
Award. The ‘distance’ delivery mode presented a valuable opportunity for 
descendants of Arandic language communities, whose forebears had been 
taken away from Central Australia, to learn language and connect with the 
Arrernte community.

Challenges: Common to delivery of Aboriginal languages programs across 
universities is the need for institutional resourcing of teaching teams, 
partnerships which together bring both the language and cultural knowledge 
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and the linguistic, technical and Institutional knowledge. The termination 
of the ACIKE partnership raises the question of who will pick up the 
responsibility for the Arrernte course into the future. For the duration of 
the course, a complex set of factors has affected its delivery. These factors 
warrant more detailed analysis than is provided here but involve both 
institutional issues and language community issues. While all language 
courses were listed and delivered under the same Higher Education units, as 
mentioned above, the Arrernte course as well as all other language streams 
were struggling to be visible enough on CDU course and unit catalogues. 
CDU thus developed a website called ‘Languages’5 listing brief descriptions 
and study plans for all language streams, albeit with not enough effect.

Finally, the major challenge for the language community is that the 
responsibility for teaching these courses still largely falls on Arrernte Elders 
who have been doing it for the last 40 or 50 years and are feeling the somewhat 
urgent need to pass on the responsibility to younger people (K. Riley and 
V. Dobson, pers. comm., 13 June 2022). The key language educators still 
fulfil many roles and positions of responsibility in the community. Veronica 
Dobson, in discussions regarding restarting the Arrernte course in 2020, 
maintained that if she was going to teach the course, she wanted a young 
Arrernte person to teach with her to learn from her (V. Dobson, pers. 
comm., 25 February 2020). The issue of intergenerational transfer within 
the Arrernte language educator community and the road to developing 
a new generation of Arrernte teachers is worthy of deeper analysis and is a 
priority for Batchelor Institute.

Yolŋu languages and culture program
Our language is not in the air or waiting to be learned. We are born 
with it in our body through yarraṯa (descendancy lines). It needs to 
be dhirri’yun (stimulated) and biŋga’maram (woken up) by our kin. 
Joy Bulkanhawuy (2020)

Yolŋu Matha (YM), the tongue of Yolŋu Aboriginal people-Country was 
once invested by ancestral beings. Twisting tongues, traversing to the next 
destination, chanting with thrusting digging sticks to the ground, the sound 
of ancestral creation echoed (Djäwa 1979; Waṉambi 2021; Djirrimbilpilwuy 
Garawirrtja, in Williams and Fidock 1981) and was placed widely across the 

5	  Faculty of Arts and Society, ‘Languages’, Charles Darwin University, www.cdu.edu.au/arts-society/
humanities-social-sciences/languages.

http://www.cdu.edu.au/arts-society/humanities-social-sciences/languages
http://www.cdu.edu.au/arts-society/humanities-social-sciences/languages
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Country we now know as East Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory. 
In Yolŋu cosmology, everyone and everything including YM is the result 
of the ancestral activities. YM is an umbrella term involving more than 
20 languages; for example, Gupapuyŋu, Gumatj and Djambarrpuyŋu. 
The 2021 national Census data show that 6,543 Yolŋu Aboriginal people 
speak YM at home (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2021); Djambarrpuyŋu 
is considered a strong traditional language (DITRDC, AIATSIS and 
ANU 2020).

History of the program: Through careful consultation with Larrakia 
Gulumerrdjin Elders on their Country where the CDU Casuarina campus 
is located, the Yolŋu Studies program was approved to commence in 1994 
under the guidance of the Yolŋu steering committee representing major 
Yolŋu communities: Milingimbi, Ramingining, Gapuwiyak, Galiwin’ku 
and Yirrkala. Four guiding protocols were established at the centre of the 
program, supported by the tireless efforts of Yolŋu knowledge authorities:

1.	 Languages and culture should be taught together;
2.	 All Yolŋu languages should be taught;
3.	 Languages should be taught by authorities; and
4.	 Nothing secret or sacred of language and culture should be taught.

CDU provides a flexible curriculum to accommodate Yolŋu pedagogies 
and the program remains strong 27 years on (Hayashi 2020). In 2024, the 
program continues to engage higher education students at undergraduate 
and postgraduate levels. Undergraduate students generally select YM units 
as special electives within the Diploma of Arts and the Bachelor of Arts. 
The Graduate Certificate of Arts, commencing in 2015, has two compulsory 
units: Introduction of Yolŋu languages and culture 1, and Yolŋu languages 
and culture 2. Students select two further units from Yolŋu literature, 
Aboriginal language project and Yolŋu conversation 1 and 2.

Personnel: Since the birth of the program, three teaching duos have 
collaborated. Waymamba Gaykamaŋu (Gupapuyŋu of Djiliwirri) and 
Michael Christie co-developed prescribed textbooks for the program 
and ran the program together until Yiŋiya Guyula (Ḻiya-dhalinymirr 
Djambarrpuyŋu) and John Greatorex succeeded them. This course is 
currently delivered by the duo of Brenda Muthamuluwuy (co-author) from 
Ḻuŋgutja and coordinated by Yasunori Hayashi (co-author).
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Enrolments: In the last 10 years, CDU has recorded more than 1,000 
enrolments in total, alongside 30 or so short course (non-accredited) 
enrolments every semester. A majority of postgraduate students are mature-
age students who want to learn Yolŋu culture, particularly the kinship 
practice and introductory level of YM for the need of their work in particular 
professions such as teachers, doctors, nurses and lawyers among many. Some 
students are working with Yolŋu; others are doing the unit as part of degrees 
across Australia and the world.

Challenges: As indicated in the above-mentioned statement by Joy 
Bulkanhawuy (who delivered a guest lecture for a Language Acquisition 
unit of study) makes clear, Yolŋu babies are born with ancestral languages, 
songlines, and sacred designs invested by the ancestral beings in particular 
places. How can CDU best support ancestrally inherited languages and 
cultural constituents, which start to appear during the growth from Yolŋu 
childhood towards adolescence, to be taught and learned in the university 
environment? In the academy where Western linguistic theory and traditions 
are still powerfully evolving, Brenda Muthamuluwuy and Yasunori Hayashi 
are exploring the ways in which the Yolŋu Studies program stays true to 
both Yolŋu tradition and the Western tradition of languages.

Bininj Kunwok

Bininj Kunwok is the name given to a group of mutually intelligible language 
varieties spoken by around 2,000 people across West Arnhem Land in the 
Northern Territory. The name Bininj means ‘person’ or ‘man’, and Kunwok 
means ‘language’, so the name refers to ‘people’s language’. However, speakers 
of these languages are more likely to identify by the name of their particular 
dialectal varieties: Kunwinjku, Kuninjku, Kundjeyhmi, Kundedjnjenghmi, 
Kune, and Mayali. Of these, Kunwinjku is the most widely spoken and has 
become a de facto lingua franca across the region. Kunwinjku is considered 
one of the ‘strong’ Aboriginal Australian languages (DITRDC, AIATSIS 
and ANU 2020) in that it is spoken across all generations and is passed on 
to children as a first language.

History of program: A project to develop a Digital Language Shell to enable 
Aboriginal authorities to share their language and culture online led to the 
development of the first Bininj Kunwok language and culture accredited 
course offered at university level. The course was collaboratively developed 
with members of the Language Centre (Bow 2019) and was delivered fully 
online, with no set lecture or tutorial times. The affordances of the online 
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environment made the content available to people living outside the 
language area, as well as enabling Bininj language authorities to share their 
material from their own lands, without having to be present in a classroom 
context. Members of the language centre produced videos using very simple 
technologies, engaged with learners in synchronous online sessions and 
provided support for assessment activities.

Enrolments: The total number of enrolments since the birth of the program 
in 2016 is approximately 350. During the period of running a pilot program 
in 2016 and 2018, it attracted 160 participants. Since 2019, when CDU 
started offering both undergraduate and postgraduate levels of the Bininj 
Kunwok course, there have been 13 undergraduate, 11 postgraduate and 
100 short course enrolments.

Role of technology: Technology has been a key component of the course 
since its origins, as it was always designed for online delivery, even prior 
to COVID-19. All materials are uploaded to the Digital Language Shell, 
a  WordPress site with a learning management system to structure the 
course into units and lessons, plus additional plugins for features such as 
quizzes, a forum, and a glossary of linguistic terms, among others. Each unit 
presents a mix of text, image, audio and video, stepping learners through 
each page, with some links to external sites such as an online dictionary, 
materials in the Living Archive of Aboriginal Languages, and the Bininj 
Kunwok website. Some materials are viewed online, and some available for 
download. When the course is taught across a university semester, some 
of the administrative features are transferred to the university’s Learning 
Management System (LMS). In 2019 this required setting up sites in 
Blackboard (for CDU) and Moodle (for ANU), as the course was offered 
at both universities, and replicating the assessment tasks across all platforms 
simultaneously. The free and open-source nature of the Digital Language 
Shell means it is not as robust as some other LMSs and further development 
is required.

Challenges: Enrolments for the first semester unit delivery (2019) were 
encouraging but dropped significantly for the second delivery (2020). 
The  strongest demand for the course comes from non-Aboriginal 
professionals working in the language area who are looking for professional 
development rather than enrolling in a university course. Because of the 
structure of the system, having to apply for tertiary entry and enrol in a 
qualification (such as a bachelor’s or master’s level program) makes it 
difficult to study just a single unit. Financially, the short course option is 
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more attractive for learners, and has fewer assessment requirements. As of 
2023, the Bininj Kunwok program is independently delivered by the Bininj 
Kunwok Regional Language Centre as a non-accredited six-week course.

Discussion

Teaching partnerships

A key ingredient in Aboriginal language teaching in a university is that 
of partnerships, sharing the load and bringing together the range of skills 
and knowledge required. In contrast to the teaching of other languages, 
those with the greatest language and cultural knowledge and authority are 
remotely distant from the social and academic codes that frame tertiary 
institutions and administration processes. As described in the case studies, 
teaching is done in teams involving an Aboriginal language teacher, or 
group of language teachers from the language community, and a non-
Aboriginal person as course coordinator. As speakers of strong languages, 
the language teachers have full language proficiency. They encompass a 
wide range of ages, expertise and experience and are generally not employed 
by the institution on an ongoing basis but work casually in the delivery of 
the course. Some of the teachers have a background in language and literacy 
teaching in bilingual schools or other language teaching contexts.

Aboriginal cultural knowledge and understanding is inextricably linked to 
language use. Aboriginal teachers share so much of themselves and their 
culture, providing non-Aboriginal learners access to insights into history and 
connections they may otherwise not have. The participation of Aboriginal 
students can make the work especially meaningful for Aboriginal teachers 
offering not only language and culture teaching but also connection. 
Aboriginal teachers share their language and cultural knowledge with the 
broader community with pride and generosity. Aboriginal language speakers 
are best placed to model the language, share cultural contextual knowledge 
and critique students’ attempts. It is vital that Aboriginal teachers and 
voices are privileged in university language courses, upending a long history 
of power-laden engagement with educational institutions. Most of the 
Aboriginal teachers are senior people in their communities who often have 
extensive responsibilities and ceremonial duties and are encyclopaedic in 
their knowledge. In the case of Arrernte, the next generation of potential  
teachers who are living in the mixed language environment of Alice Springs 
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are seeking opportunities to deepen their Arrernte language knowledge in 
order to grow their confidence and strengthen their capacity as teachers of 
Arrernte language. This is likely to be increasingly the case.

The non-Aboriginal person is likely to be employed by the tertiary 
institution in some ongoing capacity and may have training in linguistics, 
education and/or language teaching. This person is generally the one who 
navigates the institutional requirements of the language program, manages 
enrolments, accreditation, timetabling and preparation of materials. They 
carry the responsibility for the administrative and technical aspects, including 
the use of technologies, online learning platforms and video conferencing. 
The non-Aboriginal academic usually has a relationship with the language 
community, though generally they are less impacted by community life 
than the Aboriginal teachers. Across the four programs described, there are 
various levels of language proficiency among the non-Aboriginal tutor group. 
An additional responsibility is to promote the language courses to potential 
students and also advocate within the university to maintain these programs, 
which may involve managing equivalent full-time student load (EFTSL) loads 
and budgets, as enrolment numbers are often relatively low and tend not to 
generate enough revenue to fully recover costs. There may be considerable 
negotiation with the Aboriginal community and staff regarding availability 
and teaching loads, noting the issues relating to community commitments 
and health. Academic staff with a research load are also required to attend 
conferences and write academic papers, which may not be comfortable for 
Aboriginal language speakers, though it is rare that a non-Aboriginal course 
coordinator would present on a topic related to language teaching without 
representation by an Aboriginal colleague, either in person or by pre-recorded 
video (Gale et al. 2020; Osborne et al. 2020).

Course evaluation is likely to be a shared task; however, the academic 
is more likely to be the one critiquing the course, mediating student 
feedback and researching effective methodologies. Negotiating pedagogical 
approaches that balance Aboriginal teachers’ aspirations and student goals 
and purpose, including completion of assessment tasks, can be complex 
but also present teams with creative opportunities for redefining traditional 
modes of instruction and assessment. Some students are strongly focused 
on aspects of language construction, whereas others, especially those 
working on the Country of the language, value cultural and contextual 
information to assist in understanding their workplace more fully. Students 
appreciate building a good relationship with their Aboriginal teachers. 
Students who are working in the language communities are able to practice 
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communication in the language, whereas others often request opportunities 
for continued communication practice opportunities, which universities are 
not necessarily well-organised to provide. Each set of students has different 
needs and practice environments.

One area in which the strengths of both the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
partners come together is in the explanation of grammar. While the 
Aboriginal language speaker is an expert in their own language, the non-
Aboriginal person may be more equipped to explain grammatical structures 
and functions using linguistic metalanguage. The structure of Aboriginal 
Australian languages differs greatly from English and other familiar 
European languages that are commonly studied, so non-Aboriginal learners 
may struggle with particular aspects of grammar. In the Yolŋu Matha 
context, when the Aboriginal teachers engage in discussions about grammar, 
they find themselves saying ‘It doesn’t make any sense’ or ‘It sounds wrong’, 
without necessarily being able to articulate the structural issues of grammar. 
To ensure a safe environment for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
participants, it can be helpful for the instructors to negotiate ways to respond 
to different types of student questions. Yolŋu teachers report a significant 
difference between teaching in classrooms and teaching on Country, which 
is a positive learning space that should be utilised wherever possible (Guyula 
2008). A useful role for the non-Aboriginal person is to help the learners to 
ask better questions; for example, asking ‘why’ questions about grammar, or 
understanding that voicing contrasts in stop consonants are not relevant in 
most Australian languages, can support learners with questions like ‘is that 
a “k” or a “g”’. This dilemma frames the Pitjantjatjara/Yankunytjatjara 
Summer School method where students are encouraged to adopt the watch, 
listen, mimic pedagogy and to refrain from asking questions in the early 
stages of the course. Allocating appropriate spaces and time for specific 
grammar questions or gender-split cultural sessions is one strategy that can 
help address this tension.

The dynamic between university staff and speaker community tutors in 
strong language programs can contrast significantly with first language 
university courses such as in revival and reclamation contexts where there 
may be much greater reliance on the linguistic expertise of the university-
based lecturer (see Amery et al., Ch. 26, this volume). In these courses, 
local speaker community members frequently serve a dual role of student 
and teacher. While this occurs on occasion in strong language classes, in 
particular where speakers are keen to improve their reading and writing 
and grammatical understanding, speaker community members are almost 
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exclusively first language speakers of the target language. This represents 
a distinct difference in the position and teaching relationship in regard to 
the language of instruction. In particular, when cultural aspects or lived 
experience questions are raised within strong language courses, the speaker 
community tutors take the lead.

Partnerships – working with communities

The communities represented by the languages taught in these programs 
play a crucial role. Though the history of each program is different, as 
described above, in each case a partnership was developed between the 
universities and Aboriginal language communities. Here a community 
means the people or persons connected with the places where the language 
was ancestrally created and invested and where new speaker communities 
have emerged through historical interactions with and relocations by the 
colonial project (see, for example, Osborne 2015). These are the people who 
speak, sing, cry and care for the language in the past, present and emerging.

The Yolŋu Matha program used to be overseen by an advisory group 
consisting of Yolŋu Elders representing various communities; however, it 
is currently overseen by a group of Yolŋu Elders representing various clan 
groups and being employed at university, either full-time, part-time or 
casually, in East Arnhem Land. With regard to Arrernte, the online course 
and teaching materials were first prepared by Eastern Arrernte people from 
Ltyentye Apurte, some resident in Alice Springs with linguist Chia Adachi. 
The various Aboriginal teachers, Veronica Dobson, Magdalene Lynch and 
Kumalie Riley, in collaboration with the linguists David Moore, Margaret 
Carew, Therese Carr and Angela Harrison, have developed further materials 
and guided and taught the course within the original framework. In South 
Australia, Pitjantjatjara has been the dominant language since the early years 
of university instruction but opportunities for inclusion of Yankunytjatjara 
is a continuing focus. These decisions are, to some degree, political and 
must reflect a continuing and responsive relationship between the university 
and the speaker communities.

Curriculum development is best done in partnership with the community, 
where different voices can discuss what is most important to be shared 
with learners. This allows for the incorporation of Aboriginal pedagogies 
and knowledges into the curriculum which can be engaged with through 
role plays, other relevant digital content and sharing stories. In the Bininj 
Kunwok course, the curriculum was founded on the notion of identity and 
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connection as the Bininj authorities were less concerned about grammar and 
vocabulary than about how people are connected. Bininj teachers were more 
concerned about a misused skin name than a mispronounced word when 
deciding what students should learn. Concepts such as ‘proper’ behaviour in 
the cultural context and reciprocity are emphasised rather than prioritising 
grammar and vocabulary. In the YM program, most of the learning 
resources were developed from the historical linguistic work undertaken 
by Yolŋu Elders (such as Tom Djäwa) and missionary linguists (such as 
Beaulah Lowe); collaborations that included the establishment of an agreed 
orthography. A large number of texts in YM developed during the Northern 
Territory bilingual education program are learned and loved in class and 
used for assessments. The curriculum is also adapting the way languages 
are taught by Elders and learned by children in communities: nhänharay 
(by observing), ŋänharay (by listening) and wanaŋgunharay (by imitating) 
(Muthamuluwuy and Hayashi 2021). Pitjantjatjara/Yankunytjatjara have 
a long history of developing texts to draw on but prioritise narratives, funny 
stories, songs and role play as part of the curriculum. An increasing bank 
of digital materials is used in courses and also made available to students 
through a Moodle which provides a digital site for class resources.

University and community partnerships require a reflexive approach 
to considerations of power. This question is important but considerably 
different within the context of languages in revival (see Amery et al., 
Ch. 26 this volume) but is still relevant here. One consideration is to avoid 
overly simplistic approaches where speakers of a language are referenced 
as ‘the’ source of authority, a positioning that hides points of diversity and 
disagreement among speakers. Younger speakers are likely to incorporate 
much more English and simpler morphology into their everyday speech, 
and older speakers bemoan the lack of understanding of certain traditional 
forms of speech. In Pitjantjatjara and Yankunytjatjara languages, some 
grammar forms (for example, intention and purpose) tend to be conflated 
by young people into generic forms that limit the colour and complexity of 
language use. There are significant regional and generational differences in 
the level of English being used within the language as well as the degree of 
competence young people have in using the language of old people. There 
are likely to be disagreements among speakers about the ‘correctness’ of 
certain forms, as would be common across most, if not all, languages where 
there is rarely a single way of saying something.
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There are significantly different understandings of the role of language 
in Western and Aboriginal contexts, and these should be factored into 
any approach to teaching Aboriginal languages. Aboriginal language and 
knowledges are expressed as a whole and not ‘disciplined’ in the way the 
academy tends to do (Nakata 2007; Edwards 1999); words and other-
than-words (such as places, human, animals and trees) stick together 
(Gaykamaŋu 2020). Such approaches can and should be acknowledged 
in language teaching, as they have much to teach non-Aboriginal learners 
who may misunderstand language as merely a technical, communicative 
tool and from them can develop a deeper understanding of Aboriginal life 
and tradition. The way in which words in a language are differently known 
and enacted by Aboriginal language authorities and European language 
speakers matters. Two ways of ‘knowing’ (Osborne 2022) must be explored 
in university programs where students gain technical understanding of the 
grammar, vocabulary and organisation of the language and are also exposed 
to what it means to ‘be’ and ‘become’ in the language. This full spectrum 
of Aboriginal language teaching and learning is best achieved through 
partnership.

Looking to the future

While responsibility for teaching Aboriginal languages in universities should 
ideally move towards being entirely in the hands of the Aboriginal owners 
of the languages, there are good reasons to retain some non-Aboriginal 
involvement. The authority and direction of these programs must remain 
with the Elders and senior teachers from the language community, but 
non-Aboriginal staff and the wider institution can continue to do much to 
contribute to the success and sustainability of these programs. The kinds 
of knowledges and literacies that are centred within university courses 
and structures are not positioned to recognise and celebrate the wealth 
and genius of Aboriginal languages and knowledges. This means that first 
language Aboriginal language and cultural knowledge experts are not well 
positioned to excel as students or staff within universities unless they are 
strong in ‘both-ways capital’ (Osborne et al. 2018, 13). Strong institutional 
and personal commitment towards advocacy for and support of Aboriginal 
language programs remains essential.

A rapidly changing language situation also affects delivery of these courses. 
Many young people are interested in being involved in university courses 
but are often not speaking as the older generation would have. In many 
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regions, the gradual erosion of support for bilingual education means that 
the kinds of investment into first language education and educator training 
that resourced the current teachers working in universities have been absent 
for at least a generation (Nicholls 2005). Older speakers regularly express 
a desire to have young people involved and plan to hand on the baton, 
but the mentoring and introduction process needs to be carefully set up to 
build the confidence of young people who can lose confidence if criticised 
by older speakers. The importance of mentoring cannot be overstated, and 
with universities seeking to increase Aboriginal enrolments, there may be an 
opportunity for young people to build confidence to engage in other aspects 
of the university, perhaps by enrolling as a student.

There are new opportunities available for the right people. The normalisation 
of digital and online materials as well as technologies such as Zoom for 
teaching and training widens opportunities both for participation as 
teachers and for increased student numbers. Aboriginal language teachers 
display generosity and great joy in working with students, seeing them 
as potential members of a community of language speakers on Country. 
With a significant investment into training, mentoring and ongoing 
support, Aboriginal language teachers can take more active leadership 
and development roles in the courses. This is an important step towards 
decolonising approaches and privileging Aboriginal pedagogies to transform 
the teaching and learning of Aboriginal languages in universities.

In terms of the future, attention to developing course materials and 
introduction to and analysis of teaching methodologies is essential. The 
quality of the course methodology and delivery depends on the relative skills 
and knowledge of the teaching team. Non-Aboriginal linguists often develop 
a grammatically sequenced course, but this cannot be the single driving 
logic for the kinds of knowledges and pedagogies that are shared. Aboriginal 
language speakers have often taught in primary schools and are familiar with 
approaches involving imitation and repetition. Introduction to successful 
methods of language teaching is necessary, such as the comprehensible input 
method developed by Stephen Krashen (1981, 1982), a communicative 
language teaching method where input is comprehensible, interesting and/
or relevant but is not grammatically sequenced. Some courses use a language 
shell, others online workshops and teaching platforms, while others prefer 
face-to-face workshops.
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The availability of Aboriginal languages at a university level serves many 
different purposes. Recognition of these languages can make universities a 
more appealing and potentially safe space for Aboriginal students to come 
to. There is significant value in teaching Aboriginal languages to non-
Aboriginal people across various disciplines, developing an understanding 
of human society, kinship and connections between people and Country 
and considering the implications for health, governance, spirituality, law, 
education, the environment and so on. This work contributes to the 
academy and beyond, including industry and government service provision 
and policy development. The Pitjantjatjara/Yankunytjatjara program, for 
example, has had a Minister for Aboriginal Affairs and senior staff from the 
Department of Premier and Cabinet complete the course. A workforce with 
a better understanding of Aboriginal knowledges benefits Australia in many 
ways, challenging racism and ignorance about Australia’s First Peoples and 
their vibrant and continuing contribution to the nation.

Conclusion
In describing four ‘strong’ Aboriginal language university programs 
through a case study approach, a dream for the future is to strengthen 
Aboriginal languages and the associated speaker communities. The broad 
aim is to create strong and respectful connections between the language 
and knowledge experts and those who wish to live and work in these 
communities. As university course delivery methods increasingly switch 
towards online teaching, there are opportunities for innovation, increased 
access and workforce development for young language speakers to become 
involved as language teachers. But the need for strong advocacy and 
support of these programs remains if they are to be sustained. This includes 
a continued commitment to face-to-face relational pedagogies that orient 
students to the knowledge and ontological context of the languages and 
a foundational element that must not be subsumed by word lists and well-
organised grammar exercises if university language programs are to uphold 
their commitments towards decoloniality. Each course has a different 
context and requirements, but there are many benefits to retaining and 
strengthening a range of learning options. We take seriously the importance 
of valuing and paying Aboriginal language teachers properly, and the 
importance of privileging Aboriginal ways of knowing and pedagogies in 
the delivery of these courses. These programs need urgent investment and a 
renewed commitment to their importance and sustainability. In this regard, 
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any success in such programs needs a partnership that is respectful, power 
sensitive and that upholds the place of Aboriginal languages and knowledges 
as living and dynamic contributors to the future success of the institution 
and the nation.
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