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Restoring Indigenous languages

(AAP)

From an estimated 250 Indigenous languages at the time of European settlement, only about 20 are now widely spoken in
Australia.  
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But where governments once ordered that the languages not be spoken, they are now funding their revival.

 

Whether the restoration efforts are enough for widespread revitalisation of the languages is yet to be seen, but Indigenous workers
in the field say the seeds of success are beginning to germinate.

 

South-eastern Australia bore the initial brunt of European settlement, and with that came a heavy impact on Indigenous culture and
language.

 

One approach taken by the new arrivals in New South Wales to the management of the original inhabitants, was to put them under
the care of an Aboriginal protection board.
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Daryn McKenny, from the Miromaa Aboriginal Language and Technology Centre in Newcastle, says the strategy included forcing
Aboriginal people to live on missions and denying them the right to speak their languages.

 

"There are specific documents, which actually say that, that say for example if someone had a day release to go and do some work
it was on that card, their green card if you could call it that, specifically said that this person is not allowed to speak their language.
It was a total, blanket removal of, if I say to you right now, from this point on you are not allowed to speak English what are you
going to do? What is the impact upon you and your livelihood? Whether it's family, whether it's work, whether it's whatever it is? It
just stops and that's what happened to us, happened to our people. It stopped."

 

Mr McKenny says that in New South Wales alone it's estimated that more than 75 languages have been lost, but maybe not all of
them forever.

 

"Maybe today we could have three of those which are in a strong revitalisation position, but we have an awful lot more which are
of course still are coming back. Are being woken back up and are being spoken again, whether it's just the simple use of words.
Not at the point of sentence and conversation, but the language is coming back."

 

The revitalisation of languages that don't have any living speakers, however, relies on documentation of them.

 

That's been assisted by the recent discovery of a collection of more than 100 samples of Indigenous languages in the New South
Wales State Library's collection of colonial manuscripts.

 

In some cases, the detail of the languages is as little as a couple of pages, but some are as much as more than one hundred pages.

 

Senior research fellow at the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander studies Michael Walsh says some of the
library discoveries were most unexpected.

 

"Took the book down off the shelf, found it wasn't a book at all, it was a box, opened the box and found there were two notebooks
inside, pulled the two notebooks out. The first one had a whole lot of doodles* and then seven pages of vocabulary from a language
of Central Arnhem Land. That's like when you go to the library catalogue all it tells you is "surveyors notebooks", two surveyors'
notebooks. That's it. No indication of any content at all. So that was a surprise."

 

Daryn McKenny, from the Miromaa Aboriginal Language and Technology Centre in Newcastle, says millions of dollars in federal
funding has been allocated for maintenance of original languages each year, but more is needed.

 

He says after a comprehensive review, the Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Affairs has called for
greater support for the revitalisation of Indigenous languages.

 

Mr McKenny says that will be even more needed as Indigenous languages become a priority in the new National Curriculum for
Australian schools.

 

"We just need the support and it's going to get harder because soon we're going to have an Australian national curriculum for states
and territories on Australian Aboriginal languages. Our original languages for everyone to learn and that needs support. Yes, that's
going to come out maybe in two or three years' time and everyone's going to be expecting to have the resources in place for
language to be taught, but we're not getting the support to do it. With the work that we're doing we are very, very, very much
underfunded."
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Threats to the survival of Australia's Indigenous languages are not only coming from the most obvious front - Australia's dominant
language English.

 

In the far north-west of South Australia, the local Aboriginal languages are seen to be quite strong.

 

But co-manager and language worker of the mobile language team at the University of Adelaide Karina Lester says they are also
vulnerable.

 

Ms Lester cites the example of one Indigenous language in the South Australia, Western Australia and Northern Territory cross
border region in Central Australia, which is facing a takeover by a neighbouring language.

 

"Yankunytjatjara, which is one of the languages of the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara lands is quite at risk in that there
seems to be the movement of the Pitjantjatjara language coming over into the Yankunytjatjara traditional lands so with that
movement Yankunytjatjara is almost being, I guess pressed down where the next lot of generation are speaking Pitjantjatjara now
so it's definitely at risk of it being lost so some of the work that I've been doing in collaboration with Mimili Maku Arts and also
Mimili Anangu School has been looking at how we need to really bring it back to life."

 

Karina Lester says community elders are helping programs developed to ensure children learn their first language.

 

But she says it's also important that children be supported in the education system while learning that language.

 

Ms Lester says language helps Aboriginal children feel confident in their identity and culture and without a good grounding in their
first language it makes it harder to learn English, which might be their second or third language.

 

"I think that has a lot to do with grounding children as well and understanding their place in their society and being able to have
that skill in speaking your language and then the support that's needed for them to take on learning the new language of English
gives children the understanding I guess in how language needs to be maintained and ongoing and so bilingual education I think is
critical."

 

Daryl Baldwin is a member of the Myaamia tribe from north-east Oklahoma in the United States.

 

He recently visited Australia for the National Indigenous Language Conference in Melbourne and says it helped him realise that
there's a lot of similarities between the experiences of Australia's Indigenous people and many native American groups in the US.

 

Mr Baldwin says the oppression of Indigenous languages in America has led to negative social and cultural changes within
Indigenous communities.

 

He says his community lost the last speakers of its language in the 1960s.

 

But now, thanks to a large amount of documentation of the language, efforts over the past two decades to restore it have been
successful.

 

"The children are interested in doing that, at least in our community. Part of that has come about because we were not afraid to
bring the language into the modern context. We're not trying to recreate the lives of our ancestors. That's not realistic. Our children



01/04/2020 Restoring Indigenous languages

https://www.sbs.com.au/news/restoring-indigenous-languages 5/7

today have I think really mulit-layered identities so we really try to work with our youth in the context of their lives today and we
try to make it a very positive experience so they're attracted to do things and so we've had very good success in that yes."

 

Daryl Baldwin says language revitalisation programs have brought positive results for young Indigenous people from his Myaamia
tribe.

 

"For children during their most formidable years emersion in their language and culture has the greatest benefit that for children
who are well rooted in their heritage in their language and in their culture we're starting to see signs where their success at life goes
up so I not at least in our community we're noticing that for the youth that are heavily involved in language and culture
revitalisation we're looking at increased graduation rates in college and we're seeing a lot of really positive signs in terms of overall
community health."

 

 

Stay up to date with SBS NEWS

App
Subscribe
Follow
Listen
Watch

SBS News App

Download our free app on the App Store or Google Play for the latest headlines and breaking news alerts.

 

We love feedback: help us improve by rating the app and sharing your suggestions at apps@sbs.com.au

News to your inbox

Sign up now for the latest news from Australia and around the world direct to your inbox.

Your Email Address Your Email Address
Subscribe

A valid email address is required Please provide a valid email address

By subscribing, you agree to SBS’s terms of service and privacy policy including receiving email updates from SBS. This form is
protected by reCAPTCHA and the Google Privacy Policy and Terms of Service apply.

Please select the editions you would like to sign up to

 Morning
 Afternoon

Please select at least one edition
Select

Thank you for signing up

Sorry, it looks like an error occurred

https://itunes.apple.com/app/apple-store/id432849691?pt=461087&ct=marketingmod&mt=8
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.sbs.worldnewsaustralia&referrer=utm_source%3Dwebsite%26utm_medium%3Dmarketingmod
mailto:apps@sbs.com.au
https://www.sbs.com.au/aboutus/corporate/view/id/114/h/Terms-and-Conditions
https://www.sbs.com.au/aboutus/corporate/view/id/113/h/SBS-Privacy-Statement
https://policies.google.com/privacy
https://policies.google.com/terms


01/04/2020 Restoring Indigenous languages

https://www.sbs.com.au/news/restoring-indigenous-languages 6/7

Please refresh the page and try again.

SBS News on social

Follow SBS News to join in the conversation and never miss the latest live updates.

Follow us on Twitter
Follow us on Facebook
Subscribe to our RSS feed

Latest News podcasts

Ask Amazon Alexa for the latest SBS News or listen to SBS Radio.

Daily Bulletin

Watch SBS World News live daily at 6:30pm on TV and on our app. Catch up on SBS On Demand.

Top Stories
1 hour ago North America

Donald Trump warns 'very painful' weeks ahead as White House says 240,000 Americans could die of coronavirus

8 mins ago Australia

'It's negligence': Australian border force officers returned to work before positive coronavirus tests returned

52 mins ago Australia

Emergency flights to help Australian farmers, fishers send produce to export markets

3 hours ago Australia

Businesses urged to help battle coronavirus as national death toll rises to 20

7 hours ago Australia

Know your rights as Australia goes into stage three shutdown

4 hours ago Europe

Teenager dies in London after positive coronavirus test as UK toll jumps

5 hours ago Asia-Pacific

Malaysia apologises for campaign urging women to 'stop nagging' their husbands during COVID-19 lockdown

6 hours ago North America

US coronavirus death toll surpasses China's official count

3 hours ago Australia

For Australia's temporary visa holders, the coronavirus crisis means 'everything is broken'

View More
Explore SBS

SBS Home

https://twitter.com/SBSNews
https://www.facebook.com/sbsnews
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/feeds
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/sbs-news-bulletins-to-be-available-via-amazon-alexa
https://www.sbs.com.au/radio/article/2015/03/07/download-sbs-radios-free-mobile-app
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/restoring-indigenous-languages
https://www.sbs.com.au/ondemand/program/sbs-world-news
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/topic/north-america
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/donald-trump-warns-very-painful-weeks-ahead-as-white-house-says-240-000-americans-could-die-of-coronavirus
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/topic/australia
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/it-s-negligence-australian-border-force-officers-returned-to-work-before-positive-coronavirus-tests-returned
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/topic/australia
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/emergency-flights-to-help-australian-farmers-fishers-send-produce-to-export-markets
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/topic/australia
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/businesses-urged-to-help-battle-coronavirus-as-national-death-toll-rises-to-20
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/topic/australia
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/know-your-rights-as-australia-goes-into-stage-three-shutdown
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/topic/europe
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/teenager-dies-in-london-after-positive-coronavirus-test-as-uk-toll-jumps
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/topic/asia-pacific
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/malaysia-apologises-for-campaign-urging-women-to-stop-nagging-their-husbands-during-covid-19-lockdown
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/topic/north-america
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/us-coronavirus-death-toll-surpasses-china-s-official-count
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/topic/australia
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/for-australia-s-temporary-visa-holders-the-coronavirus-crisis-means-everything-is-broken
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/latest
https://www.sbs.com.au/


01/04/2020 Restoring Indigenous languages

https://www.sbs.com.au/news/restoring-indigenous-languages 7/7

SBS On Demand
Guide
Radio
NITV
News
The World Game
Cycling
Sport
Movies
Food
Voices
Pride

Contact SBS

1800 500 727 (toll free)
comments@sbs.com.au
Locked Bag 028, Crows Nest NSW 1585

Follow SBS

Follow SBS on Twitter
Follow SBS on Facebook

Information

Copyright
Terms & Conditions
Privacy
Your online preferences
Sales & Advertising
Complaints
SBS Codes of Practice
Careers
About SBS

SBS acknowledges the traditional owners of country throughout Australia.

https://www.sbs.com.au/ondemand
https://www.sbs.com.au/guide
https://www.sbs.com.au/radio
https://www.sbs.com.au/nitv
https://www.sbs.com.au/news
https://theworldgame.sbs.com.au/
https://www.sbs.com.au/cyclingcentral
https://www.sbs.com.au/topics/sport
https://www.sbs.com.au/movies
https://www.sbs.com.au/food
https://www.sbs.com.au/topics/voices
https://www.sbs.com.au/topics/pride
mailto:comments@sbs.com.au
https://twitter.com/SBS
https://www.facebook.com/SBSAustralia/
https://www.sbs.com.au/aboutus/copyright
https://www.sbs.com.au/aboutus/terms-and-conditions
https://www.sbs.com.au/privacy-policy
https://www.sbs.com.au/preferences
https://www.sbs.com.au/sales/
https://www.sbs.com.au/aboutus/complaints
https://www.sbs.com.au/aboutus/sbs-codes-of-practice
https://www.sbs.com.au/careers
https://www.sbs.com.au/aboutus

