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Falling between the cracks:
Learning and teaching
Aboriginal languages in the
adult education sector in
South Australia

Mary-Anne Gale and Rob Amery

1. Introduction

Fall between the cracks: To be overlooked, neglected or ignored,
especially due to mismanagement or disarray in the midst of a large
or complex situation.

(The Free Dictionary, 2024)

Colonisation disrupted any normal means of learning and teaching
Aboriginal languages intergenerationally or intragenerationally, particularly
across southern Australia. The inevitable language and cultural breakdown
in the post-colonisation era resulted in the decentring of power and control
over whether Aboriginal languages were recognised by the government
and taught in educational institutions. Fortunately, in recent years, the
range of languages being taught in adult educational institutions and some
universities has diversified. This chapter examines what is being taught
formally in the state of South Australia (SA) and the outcomes of this effort.
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Over the last few decades, an exciting resurgence of interest in reclaiming
one’s own language and culture has slowly emerged, both nationwide
and globally, among Indigenous communities (Gale, 2023; Grenoble &
Whaley, 2006; Hinton et al., 2018). Within SA, in response to some strong
demands, particularly from Aboriginal people living in the more urbanised
regions, newly accredited language courses were developed for adults and
offered from 2011. The first full course taught by Technical and Further
Education (TAFE) institutions was at the Certificate III level, ‘Learning
an Endangered Aboriginal Language’. By 2021, there were 85 Aboriginal
TAFE graduates in SA who had studied one of the seven languages offered:
Kaurna, Ngarrindjeri, Wirangu, Narungga, Adnyamathanha, Boandik and
Pigjantjatjara. The last is the only language in SA that is still being acquired
by children as a first language.

This chapter focuses on the formal teaching and learning of Aboriginal
languages by adult Aboriginal students. When we refer to ‘our graduates’,
we are talking about Aboriginal people in SA who have completed formal
courses in an effort to learn their own language or languages as a means
of redressing the disruption of the past, and as a means of empowering
themselves to work in the field of Aboriginal languages in the future. In fact,
19 of our Aboriginal language graduates went on to complete a Certificate
IV in “Training and Assessment’, which qualifies them as adult trainers of
other adults wanting to study their own languages. In 2022, several new
adult cohorts embarked on studying the newly written and accredited
Certificate II course, ‘Learning an Australian First Nations Language’,
developed by Tauondi Aboriginal Community College, with either a Kaurna
or Ngarrindjeri focus. This new course is being taught by our Certificate I1I
and Certificate IV Training and Assessment (TAE) graduates. In fact, the
new course outline stipulates that the language course must be taught by
Aboriginal trainers.

Apart from celebrating these humble successes, the primary purpose of this
chapter is to examine the ‘cracks’ within state government departments,
adult training institutions and the school system that our Aboriginal
graduates, and all Aboriginal people in SA, are perpetually falling through.
This occurs despite the financial support offered and provided for languages
by the federal government and the indisputable resurgence in Indigenous
languages worldwide.
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One of the main contributing causes is a mismatch between the federal and
state governments. The federal government provides money and support
for Aboriginal language activities, projects, resources and training programs,
but it is the state government that controls and funds the schools and
adult education sector. The SA government pays lip service to recognising
Aboriginal languages, but, unfortunately, that is where it tends to end.
Following the changes in state and federal governments in 2022, there
were signs of dialogue on Aboriginal language education, prompting faint
glimmers of hope for better cooperation and support in the future.

This chapter also briefly discusses the limited Aboriginal language offerings
in the university sector (Amery, 2020; Gale et al., 2020). However, this is
not the primary focus, which is to highlight the lack of formal institutional
recognition and career paths for our language graduates. As hourly paid
language instructors in schools, they get no job security, no superannuation
and no holiday pay. They are incentivised solely by their passion for their
languages. So, our purpose here is to highlight the problems and offer some
solutions that will hopefully trigger the government and the institutions
they fund to help close the ever-widening cracks in the system.

2. A brief history of Aboriginal language
training in South Australia

SA has offered formal training in Aboriginal languages to adults, in one
form or another, since the 1960s when Pitjantjatjara was first offered at the
University of Adelaide (see Gale et al., 2020). But it was not until the 1990s
that training was offered to Aboriginal people themselves wanting to revive
their own languages.

Formal education opportunities for adults wanting to learn their own
Aboriginal language began at Tauondi Aboriginal Community College as
part of other certificate courses on offer in the 1990s. The trainer, Mike
Gray, wrote a single (accredited) unit in 1995 that introduced adult learners
to basic greetings and phrases in an Aboriginal language. The course was
offered by Nelson Varcoe and Cherie Watkins within the popular cultural
tourism course taught by the Narungga man and cultural trainer Kevin
(Dookie) O’Loughlin at Tauondi College. Rob Amery introduced a short-
lived Kaurna TAFE course, Kaurna Warra Patpangga (Kaurna Language in
the South), exclusively for Kaurna people and run at Warriparinga in 1996
(Amery, 2016, pp. 180-181, 197).
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The single introductory unit on Aboriginal languages developed at Tauondi
College in 1995 was resurrected in 2007 when adult Ngarrindjeri students
at Murray Bridge demanded formal training beyond the informal language
classes that had been offered since 2004 by the linguist Mary-Anne Gale,
alongside Elders. In 2007, the unit was offered within the Introduction to
Vocational Education Certificate (IVEC), a Certificate I course, to 17 adult
Ngarrindjeri students, with federal government funding via the University
of Adelaide. The IVEC course was accredited by TAFE SA. The course was
taught by Gale and her University of Adelaide colleague Peter Mickan, with
the support of two Ngarrindjeri Elders, the late Eileen McHughes and Julia
Yandell. (For a review of this course, see Gale & Mickan, 2007.)

As soon as those keen adult students graduated with their IVEC Certificate
I, they said, “We want more’. But there was no more. So Gale set about
applying for a grant through the Commonwealth Department of
Communications, Information Technology and the Arts to write higher-
level certificate courses for adults wanting to learn their own Aboriginal
language. The application was successful, and Gale was employed by the SA
Department of Further Education, Employment, Science and Technology
to write new Certificate III and Certificate IV courses in ‘Learning an
Endangered Aboriginal Language’ and “Teaching an Endangered Aboriginal
Language’, respectively. The new courses gained accreditation on 1 January
2011. Backed by Commonwealth funding, Gale immediately began offering
formal classes in Ngarrindjeri at Murray Bridge, eagerly supported by the
two Elders, McHughes and Yandell. With the same bucket of funding,
the linguist Paul Monaghan offered the Certificate III for Wirangu to
adult students at Ceduna, with the support of the late Elder Gladys Miller.
On 1 January 2016, the two courses were re-accredited under the auspices

of TAFE SA.!

In 2021, 10 years after the first courses were accredited, SA could proudly
boast that it had 85 graduates of the Certificate III in seven different
languages, plus 12 graduates of the Certificate IV (from five languages).
These two certificate courses expired on 31 December 2020. Because TAFE
SA chose not to re-accredit them, Tauondi College has since developed
three new language certificate courses, which were approved by the
Australian Skills Quality Authority (ASQA) in October 2020. They are

the Certificate II and III in ‘Learning an Australian First Nation’s Language’,

1 Adult vocational training courses have a five-year life span. They must undergo a re-accreditation
process every five years under ASQA guidelines.
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and Certificate IV in “Teaching an Australian First Nation’s Language’.
In early 2022, after a year spent preparing and writing the teaching and
assessment materials, as demanded by ASQA, three student cohorts began
studying the new Certificate II for the Kaurna language, and two cohorts
for the Ngarrindjeri language.

It must be said that these apparent successes in SA with language graduate
numbers have been reached despite the South Australian education sector,
not because of it. Without the financial support of the federal government
over the years, none of this training would/could have occurred.
(Note Tauondi College lost @/l its core funding from the SA Liberal
government in 2020.) The SA Department for Education offers partnerships
with a few Aboriginal community corporations (of up to $33,000 per
year), but the support is just financial, and any training and/or support
for languages is (unreasonably) left entirely up to individual language
communities. The successes in SA, therefore, are due to the determination
of Aboriginal people themselves who have demanded training and found
willing non-Aboriginal linguists and experienced language teachers to
support them in making it happen.

When informal adult classes started at Murray Bridge in 2004, it was the
late Elder Eileen McHughes who said she wanted to learn to give welcome
speeches in full Ngarrindjeri without any English words, just like the
neighbouring Kaurna people could. These Kaurna cousins had started
giving welcome speeches in full Kaurna in the early 1990s, so gradually
some Ngarrindjeri women began to feel their code-mixed speech of English,
peppered with remembered Ngarrindjeri words, was not enough. Aunty
Eileen wanted more than just words; she wanted whole sentences in full
Ngarrindjeri. To do that, she needed to learn some grammar. A litte
grammar was offered in the 2007 IVEC course but, again, it was Aunty
Eileen who demanded more formal training and more grammar in a higher-
level certificate course. Gale et al. (2012) reviews those early days of language
revival by Aunty Eileen and other women pioneers.

When grammar became a bigger part of formal training—it had a unit
of its own—in the new Certificate III course accredited in 2011, some
within the TAFE sector, who had little understanding of how to revive
a language, voiced concerns (see Gale, 2012). But Gale persisted, finding
many exceptional Aboriginal adult learners (usually younger members) who
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enjoyed the grammar lessons and asked for the complexities to be explained
in more detail. For them, learning grammar was empowering. They are the
current and future teachers/trainers of adults.

Formal training began in the Kaurna language as early as 1990, when Amery
offered a course developed by the Centre for Australian Languages and
Linguistics at Batchelor College (later Batchelor Institute) in the Northern
Territory (NT) to adult students at Kaurna Plains School, Adelaide.” This
was followed by several informal workshops. In 1994, Amery worked with
Kaurna language pioneers Nelson Varcoe and Cherie Watkins to develop
a senior secondary level Kaurna language course through the Australian
Indigenous Languages Framework (AILF). Varcoe taught it to Aboriginal
(and non-Aboriginal) adults at Elizabeth West Adult Campus (renamed Para
West Adult Campus), while Watkins taught it to adolescents at Elizabeth
City High School. This course taught adults to give acknowledgement or
welcome to country speeches, and to speak basic phrases in Kaurna. Soon
after, around 1995, a Kaurna course for adults taught by Varcoe and Watkins
was included in the cultural tourism course developed by Mike Gray at
Tauondi College. Teachers at Kaurna Plains School attended the newly
established Kaurna course at the University of Adelaide, which was taught
in the late afternoon (after school) in 1997 and 1998. In subsequent years,
a handful of teachers were supported by the Department for Education’s
Mother Tongue Retraining program to also attend the university course.
This course was open to members of the public to audit upon payment of a
small fee. This fee was initially paid by the Adelaide City Council to enable
members of the Kaurna community to attend. However, the audit scheme
was withdrawn some years later, thus making it more difficult for members
of the Kaurna community to access the course.

In 2004, Amery wrote a Kaurna Stage 1 (that is, Year 11) course on offer
through the School of Languages and taught this course himself, first at
Adelaide High School and then, in 2005, at the Living Kaurna Cultural
Centre at Warriparinga. Although it was a Year 11 course, all the students
were, in fact, adults, some of them active teachers in schools, or university
students and lecturers. An important minority of the student cohort were
Kaurna adults. It was through these classes that Jack Kanya Buckskin,
the most fluent current speaker of Kaurna, was recruited (see Amery &
Buckskin, 2012). Buckskin took over teaching this course from Amery, and

2 Kaurna Plains School is an urban Aboriginal school established in the north of Adelaide in 1987.
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also taught Kaurna language at various schools, including Kaurna Plains
School, Adelaide High School, Salisbury High School and Le Fevre High
School, and later at Tauondi College.

In 2012, Amery and Gale offered the new TAFE Certificate I1I to Kaurna
adults; however, by this stage, the giving of welcome speeches in Kaurna was
well entrenched. Indeed, it was this growing fluency in Kaurna that made
Aunty Eileen envious. A little bit of ‘tribal jealously’ has proven to be a great
motivator to kick things along among the different language groups in SA.
Similarly, Gale kickstarted workshops on the Boandik language of Mount
Gambier in 2009, with the support of linguist Barry Blake. Subsequently,
Boandik man David Moon offered the Certificate III for Boandik people,
due to increasing community demand, with 10 graduates in 2020.

In 2021, there were 27 graduates with a Certificate III in Learning an
Endangered Aboriginal Language in Kaurna, with the latest cohort of 12
graduating at Tauondi College on 31 May that year. For Ngarrindjeri, the
Certificate IIT was offered to various cohorts beginning at Murray Bridge in
2011; since 2013, it has been offered regularly to adults at Victor Harbor
and/or nearby Goolwa; and, from 2018, in Adelaide at Tauondi Aboriginal
College. By the end 0f 2020, 31 students had graduated with a Certificate I1I
in Learning an Endangered Aboriginal Language in Ngarrindjeri, with
a further 17 with a skill set of five units.?

The Certificate IV in Teaching an Endangered Aboriginal Language
is designed to train language teachers. It was undertaken by selected
Certificate III graduates in 2013. Two Ngarrindjeri, two Kaurna, one
Adnyamathanha and one Narungga speaking student have completed the
course. As mentioned, nine Ngarrindjeri adults went on to complete a
Certificate IV TAE in May 2021, along with six adults from the Kaurna
language classes.* The TAE course is a general one for all adult trainers; it
does not teach specific skills for Aboriginal languages. Since 2022, some
TAE graduates have been formally teaching the Certificate II course for
Ngarrindjeri and Kaurna at various training sites.’

3 This skill set was part of the Certificate III, which they would have finished but for COVID-19
interruptions.

4 See news story celebrating this achievement: Marchant (2021).

5  Two younger TAE graduates and trainers of Kaurna at Tauondi, Jack Buckskin and Kira Bain,
were in high demand for teaching Kaurna and cultural awareness to non-Aboriginal people. They are
no longer offering formal training in Kaurna to Aboriginal students, hence the need for more TAE
graduates. They are now freelance, and offering informal Kaurna and cultural awareness classes to non-

Aboriginal people.

47



48

DISRUPTING, DECENTRING AND DIVERSIFYING LANGUAGES AND CULTURES IN AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITIES

Training has also been offered to Pitjantjatjara tutors/teachers from the
remote north-west of the state who speak their language fluently. With
the support of Paul Eckert, Gale offered the Certificate I to 11 Pitjantjatjara
adults in 2013. Six Pitjangjatjara adults completed a Certificate IV with
on-the-job training between 2014 and 2015 while teaching the intensive
Pitjantjatjara summer school course offered annually by the University of
South Australia. This was an excellent training model and convincingly
improved the teaching skills of the participating Pitjantjatjara tutors.
The certificate training gave them a much deeper understanding of their
own language, which they could then explain to their non-Aboriginal
adult students (see Gale et al., 2020, for a discussion of the summer
school program).

Table 3.1 summarises the number of graduates of language training courses
in SA since 2011 in various languages.

Table 3.1. Graduates of South Australian language training courses
since 2011

SA language Certificatellll Skill set Certificate IV | TAE Certificate
Learning an (5 units) Teaching an IV Training and
Endangered | Certificatelll | Endangered Assessment
Aboriginal Learning an Aboriginal (graduates
Language Endangered Language holding Cert lll
Aboriginal in an Aboriginal
Language language)
Ngarrindjeri 31 17 10
Kaurna 27 - 9
Wirangu 4 - - -
Adnyamathanha 1 - 1 -
Narungga 1 - 1 -
Boandik 10 - - -
Pitjantjatjara 1 - 6 -
TOTAL 85 17 12 19

Source: Authors.
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3. The Senior Secondary Assessment
Board of South Australia and Aboriginal
languages

The Senior Secondary Assessment Board of South Australia (SSABSA),
later renamed the South Australian Certificate of Education Board, was the
independent education statutory authority that oversaw the senior secondary
curriculum and examinations in SA and the NT (Year 12 only). In 1994,
the SSABSA developed the AILF for the introduction of accredited Year 11
and 12 subjects in Aboriginal languages throughout Australia (see Mercurio
& Amery, 1996). Amery was the first project officer. The manager, Tony
Mercurio, and Amery realised that the biggest challenge would be finding
teachers to teach the subject. They successfully applied for federal government
funding to offer a series of professional development workshops for teachers
of Aboriginal languages. Subsequently, run across the nation—at Worawa
College at Healesville, Victoria, and at Port Augusta, Adelaide and Alice
Springs—the groundbreaking project met with much enthusiasm. This
professional development opportunity was highly valued by participants from
SA and interstate, but it was non-accredited and was funded by a one-off
grant with no continuity beyond the life of the grant. The SA Department
of Education also held professional development workshops throughout the
1990s, often at the Balyana Conference Centre at Belair, Adelaide. Sometimes
successful language teachers of other languages, such as German, were brought
in to share their teaching strategies and methods with the group. But, again,
these professional development opportunities were eventually discontinued,
and there have been no such workshops on Aboriginal languages, run or
organised by the (now) SA Department for Education, for more than a decade.

Lacking a sufficient number of trained Aboriginal teachers with the
knowledge and skills to teach Aboriginal languages, the AILF project
promoted the formation of teams consisting of Aboriginal language and
culture specialists and teachers, with additional support from linguists. This
was the model operating in the early to mid-1990s when Kaurna programs
were introduced at Elizabeth City High School and Elizabeth West Adult
Campus. This led to official recognition of the skills of Kaurna language
and culture specialist Cherie Warrara Watkins, who was issued ‘provisional
registration’ by the SA Teachers Registration Board. Some years later, Jack
Kanya Buckskin was also issued provisional registration. These were short-
term arrangements awarded on a case-by-case basis. The significance of this
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is that while some non-trained Aboriginal teachers, with well-developed
skills in the Kaurna language, were given recognition for their skills in
the form of ‘provisional registration’ to teach the Kaurna language, such
recognition has not been repeated in SA in the last decade or so.

4. The current policy situation in
South Australia

Truscott and Malcolm (2010, p. 6) contend that in some states and
territories within Australia:

adefacto orinvisible form of language policy exists thatis not explicitly
written but is implicitly created: it privileges monolingualism over
multilingualism and impedes full revitalisation and maintenance of
Indigenous languages ... [This] goes against certain human rights
and has significant implications in the field of health, education,
law and social justice.

This section provides an overview of the current language teaching situation
and difficulties in SA from a policy perspective. The SA Department for
Education released its Aboriginal Education Strategy 2019 to 2029 in 2019.
It has five ‘principles’ that ‘guide the implementation’ of the strategy.
The third principle, on ‘Culture and identity’, states:

We will acknowledge, value and respect Aboriginal knowledge,
wisdom and expertise, including our existing Aboriginal staff and
students and we will adopt local approaches to teaching Aboriginal
histories, cultures and languages.

In the glossy, colourful and surprisingly brief (23-page) booklet outlining
the strategy, there is minimal reference to Aboriginal languages. However,
under the subheading ‘Languages’, it mentions some aspirations:

Strengthen and reinvigorate the learning of Aboriginal languages
in children’s centres, preschools and schools, including language
revival and maintaining strong active languages. Recognise the
linguistic rights of Aboriginal children and students, building on
home languages through family and community engagement.
Move toward a bilingual education model that ensures proficiency
for Anangu [sic] children in Pitjantjatjara or Yankunytjatjara and
Standard Australian English as an additional language.

(SA Department for Education, 2019, p. 19)
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However, as this chapter argues, it is in the implementation of such
strategies that the SA department fails, with its good intent ‘falling through
the cracks’. The ‘Implementation’ section of the strategy states:

We will engage with teachers, leaders and support services to drive
action locally. Implementation plans will set out key actions and
milestones that can be monitored and supported through our
accountability mechanisms, using feedback, evaluation and evidence
to adjust our approach and continually improve.

(SA Department for Education, 2019, p. 21)

One could argue that this statement lacks practical detail; indeed, it reads
like a motherhood statement (that is, vague, general and uncontroversial).
By contrast, the strategy lists various measures, including NAPLAN (five
mentions), PAT M and PAT R tests,’ and phonics screening that relate to
English; however, none of these apply to Aboriginal languages.

SA was once a leader in the development of curriculum in the field of
Aboriginal studies. However, with the subsequent development, from
2010, of a national curriculum covering core subject areas, most funding
and support in the field ceased.

5. National framework for Aboriginal
languages

From 2014, all Australian schools were expected to follow the national
curriculum in the core subject areas of English, mathematics, science,
humanities and social sciences, health and physical education, technologies,
the arts and languages.” The national curriculum includes a ‘Framework
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Languages’ that outlines what
communication skills and understandings are to be taught in all Aboriginal
languages.® Unlike the national curricula for other languages (such as
Japanese, Spanish, Italian, etc.), the framework is not specific to any
particular Aboriginal language. Therefore, it is up to individual language
teachers to provide the content and detail.

6 NAPLAN stands for National Assessment Program—Literacy and Numeracy; PAT M and PAT R
tests are Progressive Achievement Tests in Mathematics and Reading Comprehension, respectively.

7 See Australian Government, Department of Education (2024).

8  See Australian Curriculum (2018).
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In recent years, the Curriculum Branch of the SA Department for Education
has offered some support. The most active language revival groups in SA
schools (Ngarrindjeri, Kaurna, Adnyamathanha and Narungga) have been
offered monetary support to ‘populate’ the framework with examples of
words and phrases from their own languages. The department has signed
formal partnerships with a few selected language communities in SA,
offering grants of $15,000-$33,000 annually to incorporated Aboriginal
organisations. The expectation is that the money will be used to incorporate
their languages into the national Aboriginal Languages Framework.
Yet community members do not necessarily have the expertise to fulfil these
specialist tasks, especially on such a limited budget.

In 2020, the SA department funded two trained teachers for a six-month
trial to develop examples for the Kaurna language within the National
Framework with a ‘Scope and Sequence’ curriculum document. The aim
was to outline the elements of the language to teach and when to teach them,
from Reception to Year 6. In 2022, similar work commenced with selected
employees representing the Ngarrindjeri and Narungga communities.
Ironically, in 2023, the Framework for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Languages was reviewed and revised, due to feedback from teachers that
it was ‘cluttered’, ‘repetitive’ and ‘overwhelming’.” The revised document
(Version 9) was released in December 2023, rendering much of the work
done on the old version possibly redundant.

It is disappointing that the SA Department for Education’s support for
the implementation of Aboriginal language education ends here. There is
no official departmental strategy or planned means of implementing the
curriculum. Implementation is being left up to schools, yet current teachers
do not have the knowledge or skills to teach these languages.'” Should
schools (quite rightly) wish to draw on Aboriginal community members
to assist in the teaching of Aboriginal languages in their schools, there is
no provision for professional development for these Aboriginal people,
as there was in the 1990s. Any such training has been left entirely up to
others, hence the development of the independent Aboriginal language

9 These were terms used by the reviewers from the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting
Authority in a First Languages Australia information session offered through Teams on 18 October 2023
regarding the framework revisions.

10 See SA Department for Education (2024), which outlines the schools (minimally) funded to teach
one of seven Aboriginal languages in SA. There are no departmental checks on whether this teaching
is actually happening, which is concerning given there is a huge shortage of skilled teachers with the
necessary language capabilities.
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training courses discussed in this paper. Aboriginal language graduates of
the certificate courses worry that the department will eventually employ
trained (non-Aboriginal) teachers to teach their languages, using Scope and
Sequence curriculum documents, and that their own substantial skills and
training will go unrecognised. They feel that their knowledge and training
will continue to be dismissed and that they will remain without the jobs and
the language careers they hoped and trained for. As a result, some graduates
are reluctant to cooperate with any Scope and Sequence writing process or
to share their language knowledge with the department.!

The support, training and recognition offered to Aboriginal language
specialists by the Western Australia (WA) Department of Education can
only be envied in SA. In WA:

for the past 20 years, [they have] been running a professional
development traineeship for people who want to teach their languages
in schools. The course, known as the ‘Aboriginal Languages Teacher
Training Traineeship’, is a three-year program, completion of which
allows the graduates’ schools to apply for Limited Registration
to teach.

(First Languages Australia, 2022, p. 66)

Ironically, this three-year traineeship, which is recognised by the WA
Department of Education and offers a career path for its graduates, is not an
accredited course. By contrast, SA has an accredited course, yet its graduates
are not recognised by the department. (For further details on the support
offered to Aboriginal language teachers in other states, see First Languages
Australia [2022].)

6. The cracks

This section outlines the many specific cracks that our adult language
graduates are falling through in their efforts to teach their own languages.
We argue that the idiom ‘falling through the cracks’ describes not only

11 Again, it should be acknowledged that the SA Department for Education was once a leader in the
field of Aboriginal studies and there was once a large, well-staffed curriculum and resource unit that
supported such work. Similarly, professional development on Aboriginal languages is also sadly missed
by Aboriginal people working in SA schools today. Missed, too, is the support offered by the Aboriginal
Languages Standing Committee that once oversaw issues relating to Aboriginal language being taught in
schools in SA. This committee was disbanded 15 years ago.
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the situation of teaching Aboriginal languages in the adult education and
Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector in SA, but also the struggle
for schools to teach Aboriginal languages in the state.

Crack1

* Universities do not offer degree courses for Aboriginal people to learn
to speak and write in their own languages, nor do they offer training
to teach their own languages in schools or elsewhere. The only three'
university subjects offered in SA Aboriginal languages are:

— ‘Reclaiming Languages: A Kaurna Case Study’ at the University
of Adelaide taught as a summer school. This course focuses on the
linguistic strategies and methods used to reclaim a ‘sleeping’ language.

— ‘Australian Indigenous Languages (Kaurna Focus)” introduced at the
University of Adelaide in 2022 as a semester-length course directed at
language students with more emphasis on Kaurna language learning
and less emphasis on the source material.

— ‘Pijangjatjara Language and Culture’ at the University of SA (UniSA),
taught as an intensive summer school course.

* All three courses are taught by non-Indigenous academics in collaboration
with members of the respective communities. In the case of Pitjantjatjara
at UniSA, Anangu tutors teach conversational Pitjantjatjara to their
respective student groups. The vast majority of students in all three
courses are non-Indigenous, though, significantly, the number of
Indigenous students is slowly increasing, albeit from a very low base.

Crack 2

* The SA Department for Education is primarily concerned with
curriculum, especially ‘populating’ the national Aboriginal Languages
Framework, and the writing of Scope and Sequence documents based
on the Australian curriculum.

* Implementation of the curriculum is not currently on the SA department’s
agenda, and there is no in-house training or professional development
for Aboriginal language teachers within the department.

12 An additional Australian Indigenous Languages summer school is also offered at the University
of Adelaide, being a general introduction from both linguistic and sociolinguistic perspectives to the
Indigenous languages of Australia.
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Crack 3

The accredited Aboriginal language certificate courses offered in the VET
sector in SA are not recognised by the authorising bodies associated with
schools. The SA Department for Education does not (as yet) recognise
and reward Certificate III and IV qualifications for graduates wanting to
teach Aboriginal languages in schools.

The SA Teachers Registration Board will only offer temporary provisional
registration to (unregistered) Aboriginal language teachers, and only if
no other degree-qualified teacher applies for the same job. There have
been no provisional registration offers for Aboriginal language teachers
in SA for over a decade.

Crack 4

Most funding in SA for learning, teaching, resource production and
other projects involving Aboriginal languages comes from the federal
government through the Indigenous Languages and the Arts program.

The policies and implementation of services relating to Aboriginal
languages in SA (especially in the education arena) are all determined at
the whim of the state government and not in legislation.

Crack 5

There is no SA state government legislation that acknowledges and
guarantees support for the state’s Aboriginal languages, as there is in
New South Wales (NSW). Unlike in WA and NSW, there is minimal
state government funding for Aboriginal languages, and the amount is
dependent on the government of the day.

Crack 6

The SA government’s Aboriginal Education Strategy 2019 to 2029, in
particular, its reference to Aboriginal languages, lacks substance and any
commitment or process for the implementation of teaching Aboriginal
languages in schools (unlike Victoria and NSW).
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Crack 7

There is no legal obligation for schools to abide by the protocol statements
that appear at the beginning of the Aboriginal Languages Framework as
set out by the SA Department for Education.

Schools are autonomous with regard to curriculum implementation
and the teaching of Aboriginal language programs can happen without
local language community approval and involvement, even if advised
otherwise.

Crack 8

There is a clear lack of coordination between the various agents that
could ensure the successful delivery of quality Aboriginal language
programs in schools in SA. Departmental curriculum officers and
curriculum writers are primarily concerned with curriculum and do not
address implementation or training issues.

Training institutions are concerned with the viability of their own
courses. Addressing the needs of schools is a secondary concern.

The Teachers Registration Board is concerned with maintaining
standards to the detriment of ‘new’ areas like Aboriginal languages that
teachers actually have the knowledge and skills to teach.

School principals, who have much autonomy in SA, are concerned with
the day-to-day running of schools and other pressures such as NAPLAN
results, often at the expense of Aboriginal languages and community
concerns about their teaching.

7. Proposals for closing the cracks

There are a number of situations that work against Aboriginal languages
being recognised and given more support by various institutions in
SA. If these could be changed or remedied, the cracks that Aboriginal
languages are falling through could possibly be reduced or even closed.
The following are just a few of the remedies that could help rectify the
current situation, resulting in a better outcome for Aboriginal languages
and our graduates:
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The introduction of an Aboriginal Languages Act through state
parliament (similar to that in NSW) that enshrines official status for SA’s
Aboriginal languages and guarantees ongoing financial support for their
research, development, learning and teaching.

The immediate recognition of the need for teaching teams in schools,
including Aboriginal language and culture specialists supported by
classroom teachers and linguists. This will require funding beyond the
usual staffing formula. Existing Aboriginal Language Program Initiative
funding could and should be used towards this end, but much additional
funding will be needed.

Adopting targeted strategies for the recruitment and training of
Aboriginal language and culture specialists to teach Aboriginal languages
in schools. All current Aboriginal employees working in schools should
be offered an introductory workshop in the local Aboriginal language
(for example, Kaurna on the Adelaide Plains). Such a workshop would
be of benefit, in the first instance, to Aboriginal community education
officers and Aboriginal secondary education transition officers, but
would also benefit others with an interest in and passion for the teaching
of Aboriginal languages in the future.

The funding and provision of accredited training for Aboriginal language
and culture specialists and teachers of Aboriginal languages. Such training
opportunities are lacking within the university sector but are partially
addressed through the certificate-level courses offered at Tauondi College
(see Gale, 2020). However, the previous state government cut $2 million
of core funding annually from Tauondi Aboriginal Community College
in 2020. Tauondi is the primary training institution for Aboriginal

people in the VET sector in SA, so its funding needs to be reinstated
in full.

The provision of ongoing professional development for teachers of
Aboriginal languages, including Aboriginal language and culture
specialists. There is a lack of government support and coordinated
professional development for Aboriginal language teachers (unlike
WA, NSW and Victoria, see First Languages Australia, [2021]). Some
fully trained teachers have attended and are attending the certificate-
level training at Tauondi College, for want of professional development
opportunities within the department.
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* Recognition of the current Certificate II, III and IV accredited
Aboriginal language training courses, and any other relevant professional
development opportunities, by the SA Department for Education,
Teachers Registration Board and Australian Education Union.

*  Offers of on-the-job training, as in WA, so that trainees are employed and
have an income as they train and undertake their accredited certificate
courses, along with mentoring from experienced teachers and language
specialists.

* The development of clear career paths for specialist Aboriginal language
teachers. These should be based on an award structure that incrementally
remunerates training, professional development and years of experience.

* Aboriginal community aspirations and Aboriginal teachers of Aboriginal
languages should be front and centre as expressed in Australia’s Action
Plan for the International Decade of Indigenous Languages 2022—2032
(see First Languages Australia, 2023, p. 34). If this is taken as the starting
point, then other points (the need for training, career paths and so on)

should follow.

* The establishment of a task force that works with the many stakeholders
and considers all aspects of Aboriginal language programs and their
implementation. Such a task force needs to put Aboriginal community
aspirations at the centre regarding the teaching of Aboriginal languages
in schools.

8. Conclusion

In this chapter we have summarised the situation regarding the learning and
teaching of Aboriginal languages in the adult vocational training sector in
SA. We have also reflected on the major cracks that Aboriginal languages
are falling through, often because of inadequate government policy and
inaction on the part of the bureaucracy. The biggest barrier to furthering
the training of Aboriginal language teachers in SA is, arguably, the complete
lack of recognition given to our language graduates by the SA Department
for Education, the Teachers Registration Board and the Education Union.
Despite continuous lobbying—by trainers and graduates—for well over
a decade, the demand for recognition seems to have fallen on deaf ears.

We titled this chapter ‘Falling between the cracks’, giving the SA Department
for Education the benefit of the doubt, and seeing the current situation
as one of benign neglect. But one cannot help but wonder whether the
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department does not wish to place the teaching of Aboriginal languages in
the hands of Aboriginal community language and culture specialists. This
was not the case in the early 1990s, when the department was willing to
embrace the notion of ‘teaching teams’ promoted under the AILF project.
We can only hope that the department does not intend to place the teaching
of Aboriginal languages in the hands of trained and registered teachers,
irrespective of their knowledge of the languages, thereby sidelining those to
whom the languages belong.

Despite the many cracks in the system, and this lack of recognition for our
Aboriginal language graduates, we have intentionally highlighted the positive
things happening in this state by presenting an overview of the substantial
advances made in the teaching of Aboriginal languages in the adult sector
over the last decade. We trust that this work will help inspire those who
can help to rectify the current situation to work alongside our wonderful
and passionate Aboriginal language graduates and specialists. The theme for
National Reconciliation Week in 2022 was ‘Be Brave, Make Change’. Ma!
Let’s do it!
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