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INTRODUCTION 

 
On arriving at St Joseph’s Walgett a visitor is likely to first notice a stunningly 
beautiful garden featuring numerous varieties of exotic plants and colourful roses with 
native plants and edible herbs interspersed among them. 
 
The garden is a relatively new feature of the school.   So are the Australian and 
Aboriginal flags which will most likely also catch the eye of any visitor on arrival 
there.  These fly side by side in a quiet harmony that has not always been evident in a 
community that has a much publicised and well documented history of racial tension. 
 
The flags and the garden are a metaphor for all that is currently happening inside this 
small school for seeds which were planted in the school’s curriculum seven years ago 
are now producing a harvest of academic, social and cultural outcomes that few would 
have then thought possible. 
 
Many have contributed to these developments but all acknowledge the crucial role of 
two unassuming men, John Giacon and John Wright.  These two Christian Brothers 
have been primarily responsible for cultivating and developing the Yuwaalaraay 
Language Program that makes this school unique in the region and a model for other 
schools around the State. 
 
However, the language program at St Joseph’s must also be seen in the context of 
developments in language revival and revitalisation throughout the State, as well as 
nationally and internationally, over the past two decades. 
 
In New South Wales the government has shown an increasing policy commitment to 
the maintenance and revival of Aboriginal languages.   This has manifested itself in 
recent years in developments such as the launch of a Kindergarten to Year 10 
Syllabus in Aboriginal Languages by the NSW Board of Studies in June 2003 and, 
after several years of consultation, the government’s adoption in May 2004 of an 
Aboriginal Languages Policy.  
 
It is quite remarkable that St Joseph’s Walgett, a small school in an outback town, has 
been at the forefront of both these developments.  Indeed its local Aboriginal 
language program is justifiably regarded as one of the most outstanding indigenous 
language projects in Australia and, when compared with language revival projects 
internationally, it is an outstanding success.1 
 

                                                 
1   Dr. Jacklin Troy, Manager, NSW Aboriginal Languages Research and Resource Centre, Department 
     of Aboriginal Affairs, Sydney – interview, 18/08/05.  



  

This report traces the development of this program and analyses its achievements to 
2005.  It also acknowledges and examines the concerns of those opposed to the 
program for problems and difficulties naturally confront any undertaking of this sort 
and these need to be understood and addressed. 
 
Interspersed throughout the report are a range of recommendations intended to 
strengthen and reinforce the program and address the concerns that some have 
expressed about it.  These are restated in a brief final chapter that tentatively outlines 
future directions for the St. Joseph’s program. 
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The following acronyms and abbreviations appear throughout the report 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 
 
 
The decline during the 19th and 20th centuries of the indigenous languages of north 
western New South Wales was, as elsewhere in Australia, one of the most destructive 
and demoralising effects of colonisation and dispossession. 
 
The belief that languages and other elements of culture would die out altogether has, 
however, proved to be false.  Even when Aboriginal culture appeared at its lowest ebb 
some Aboriginal people clung to their languages and sought to maintain them.  Many 
non Aboriginal people also contributed, in various ways, to the preservation of 
languages till, at the end of the 20th Century language revitalisation and revival 
emerged as part of the renaissance of Aboriginal culture that began at that time. 
 
Since its inception the Yuwaalaraay Local Language Program at St. Joseph’s Walgett 
has been at the forefront of both language revival in NSW and Australia and the 
introduction of local indigenous language programs into school curriculum. 
 
In many ways the program is an example of best practice and a model for other 
schools and communities wanting to introduce local Aboriginal language programs. 
Key elements of its success have included: 
 
 

1. The presence of a committed and dedicated individual with training in 
linguistics to lead the language revival aspects of the program. 

2. Extensive engagement with the Aboriginal community and the gaining of 
Aboriginal community support. 

3. The training of Aboriginal Language Workers (ALWs) to teach the language 
classes. 

4. Extensive initial consultation with both Aboriginal and non Aboriginal parents 
on the introduction of Yuwaalaraay as the school’s LOTE. 

5. Sound leadership and support within the school from strong and experienced 
principals. 

 
 
As a result the language program has support from the school community.  More than 
75% of all parents who responded to a survey supported the teaching of Yuwaalaraay 
as the school’s LOTE.  There was overwhelming support from the Aboriginal parents 
of whom 92% supported the program but there was also support from the majority of 
non Aboriginal parents (55%). 
 
Students at the school also supported the program. In what appears a remarkably 
positive response to the learning of a second language more than 93% of Aboriginal 
students and more than 78% of the non Aboriginal students in Years 4, 5 and 6 
indicated that learning Yuwaalaraay ay school was either OK, pretty good or that they 
loved it.  
 



  

The majority of teachers at the school also recognised the importance of teaching 
Yuwaalaraay in the school’s program and, though indicating the presence of some 
programming problems, several teachers were passionately supportive of the 
programs maintenance. 
 
There are already indicators of positive outcomes from the teaching of Yuwaalaraay 
at the school.  More than 57% of all parents believe that its teaching will improve 
academic performance for their children and only 22% believe its teaching will not 
improve performance.  The 20% of parents who are unsure of the academic influence 
of the program are perhaps yet unaware of the emphasis on grammar, syntax, 
morphology and phonology in many of the school’s language classes where teachers 
focus students’ attention on patterns in word formation including inflexions, 
derivation, composition and word order. 
 
There is also considerable evidence that the teaching of Yuwaalaraay is directly 
associated with an improvement in the attendance and participation rates of 
Aboriginal students and, in particular, with an improvement in their confidence and 
self esteem.      
 
More than 66% of all parents believed that the teaching of Yuwaalaraay is socially 
beneficial for their children.  Aboriginal parents were particularly confident of this 
outcome with 88% of them reporting it but a significant minority (40%) of non 
Aboriginal parents also reported this outcome.  Moreover, while the same number of 
Aboriginal parents (88%) reported that their children took pride in learning the local 
language a clear majority of non Aboriginal parents (70%) also thought that this was 
the case. 
 
There is also anecdotal evidence from both Aboriginal and non Aboriginal individuals 
that the language program is having a positive influence on cross cultural interaction 
in the community outside the school and, in particular, in enhancing the cultural pride 
and confidence of the adult Aboriginal community. 
 
However, because language is such an integral part of culture the program at St 
Joseph’s must also be viewed in the wider community context and not isolated within 
the school itself.  An extension of the parameters within which the program is 
assessed raises several issues that need to be addresses with ongoing strategies.  These 
issues include the need to develop strategies for: 
 

1. the development of a meaningful sense of community ownership and protocols 
that acknowledge this. 

2. the expansion of the teaching of local languages (both Yuwaalaraay and 
Gamilaraay) into the town’s DET schools and into other schools, both 
Catholic and DET, in the Yuwaalaraay-Gamilaraay language region. 

3. ongoing communication with parents so that the concerns a minority have 
about the program are addressed by making them more aware of its benefits. 

4. ongoing professional development in the teaching of language and culture for 
all staff at the school. 

 



  

The support which has been provided to the program to date by the Catholic Schools 
Office and by the Board of Studies, DET and other agencies should be commended 
and has been justified by the outcomes already achieved. 
 
These outcomes demand that the program be continued and that it be consolidated 
through the implementation of strategic plan to address the four issues summarised 
above.  Approaches to the development of a strategic plan are suggested in the 22 
recommendations made throughout the report. 
 
It is strongly recommended that the CSO consider these 22 recommendations and 
adopt a strategic plan that will ensure the long term continuation (and expansion) of 
the language program currently operation at St. Joseph’s.  It is further recommended 
that other relevant government and Church agencies support the CSO in what is a 
difficult and sensitive program but one by which our commitment to culturally 
relevant education, social justice and reconciliation might be judged by future 
generations.. 
 
When such programs are done as well as they are at St. Joseph’s it makes you proud 
to be you. 
 
 
 
 
 
Dr Paddy (Pat) Cavanagh 
School Of Education 
Australian Catholic University 
Strathfield NSW 
 
August 2005 



  

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Recommendation 1: That the CSO devise strategies to establish permanent 

positions for its Aboriginal Language Workers and, to this 
end, assist them to upgrade their skills and qualifications, 
including through teacher training for those wishing to 
undertake it. 

 
 

Recommendation 2: That the CSO negotiate with universities, including the 
Australian Catholic University, for the development and 
on-site delivery of short modules focusing on developing 
skills in pedagogy, program writing and curriculum

 interpretation for ALWs and that these modules be 
accredited to the university’s Diploma and Bachelor level 
programs.   

 
 
Recommendation 3: That St Joseph’s appoint two delegates to liaise with the 

local Working Party, AECG and the Dharriwaa Elders 
Group and report regularly to those bodies on 
developments in the language program at the school. 

 
 
Recommendation 4: That the Catholic Schools Office establish links that will 

allow regular liaison on issues relating to the language 
program at St Joseph’s with the Dharriwa Elder’s Group 
and the Regional AECG.  

 
 
Recommendation 5: That, as a first step to assisting Walgett’s DET schools to 

introduce local language programs into their curriculum, St 
Joseph’s formally invite teacher-supervised groups of 5-6 
students from Kindergarten and Year 1 to participate in 
language classes at St Joseph’s. 

 
 
Recommendation 6: That the CSO (Armidale) ensure that the criteria for the 

appointment of future Principals and Deputy Principals at 
St Joseph’s include a demonstrated appreciation of the 
importance of the local language program in the 
curriculum and an understanding of the rationale behind 
the development of the current LOTE program at the 
school. 

 
 
Recommendation 7: That the school incorporate regular information sessions on 

its LOTE program in its Parent-Teacher Meetings and also 
invite parents to demonstration lessons in language during 
Education Week and other appropriate occasions. 



  

Recommendation 8: That the CSO assist the school in its parent-education 
program by producing promotional material on the 
advantages of the School’s current LOTE program and the 
way in which it meets the requirements of the Board of 
Studies 

 
 
Recommendation 9: That relevant staff from the CSO immediately begin a 

series of workshops with teachers and ALWs from the 
school so as to redevelop units of work incorporating  
language.    

 
That these workshops be designed to also assist the staff in 
developing other strategies to assist integration across 
KLAs 

 
 
Recommendation 10:That relevant CSO staff and/or staff from the Board of 

Studies conduct a staff development session at the  
beginning of each school year to introduce  staff to the   
aims, objectives, outcomes and format of the Aboriginal 
Languages syllabus and approaches to team teaching the 
syllabus      

 
 
Recommendation 11:That the CSO (Armidale) conduct a comparative study of 

Years 4-6 students’ attitudes to the study of LOTE and the 
assistance they receive from their parents in studying 
language in five Diocesan schools where the LOTE is a 
conventional European or Asian one.    

 
The study should distinguish between Aboriginal and non 
Aboriginal students and should use Questions 4 and 5 from 
the St Joseph’s Student Survey 

 
 
Recommendation 12:That a Language Teaching Team be established at St. 

Joseph’s with the task of assisting all teachers and ALWs at 
the school with approaches to pedagogy, team teaching, 
integration of language across the curriculum, 
programming and documentation and resource 
development. 

 
 
Recommendation 13: That the school establish a small Aboriginal Local 
            Language Advisory Committee from interested parents 

and friends and that the Principal and a trained linguist 
be defacto members of the committee. 

 
 



  

Recommendation 14: That the CSO encourage the establishment of a  
Yuwaalaraay-Gamilaraay Regional Language Centre 
through discussions with  community organisations, 
Indigenous language lobby groups, government agencies 
and relevant Diocesan and other Church bodies. 
 
That to help inform these discussions, the CSO send its 
Consultant in Aboriginal Education and the ALWs from St 
Joseph’s on a fact finding mission to the MLCC at 
Nambucca Heads. 

 
 
Recommendation 15: That the CSO negotiate with the Board of Studies for a 

series of school specific workshops on the integration of 
language across the curriculum and approaches to team 
teaching in language. 

 
 
Recommendation 16:That the CSO liaise with TAFE concerning its plans to 

develop a local language program at Walgett TAFE and 
that it encourage its staff to attend those courses when they 
are developed. 

 
 
Recommendation 17: That the CSO continue to employ a trained linguist as 

  a consultant in the language program at St. Joseph’s. 
 
That, upon the establishment of the proposed Yuwaalaraay 
– Gamilaraay Regional Language Centre, this position 
become a regional position and be based in that Centre.  

 
 
Recommendation 18: That the CSO continue to allocate a substantial proportion 

of its IESIP grant to the support of the program and   
include specific submissions on language programs in its    
general IESIP submission. 

 
 

 
Recommendation 19: That the CSO and its consultant identify additional 

sources of funding (such as through the Endangered 
Languages Fund) and that it coordinate and submit 
applications for any such funding and act as the auspicing 
body for the  receipt of all such funds. 

 
 
Recommendation 20: That the CSO, in conjunctions with other agencies 

 including the Board of Studies, DET and TAFE, sponsor at 
 least 2 Regional Language Workshops a year. 

 



  

Recommendation 21: That the CSO seek to nominate representatives or 
observers to the Aboriginal Language Steering Committee 
and to the State Committee of the Federation of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Languages (FATSIL)  
 
 

Recommendation 22: That the CSO establish a Local Language Funding Task 
Force.  That relevant CSO personnel be appointed to this 
task force and that it liaise with other relevant agencies to 
develop strategies to secure substantial ongoing funding for 
a broad based local language program in both Walgett and 
throughout the Gamilaraay-Yuwaalaraay Language Region   
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CHAPTER 1 
Decline and Revival: 

the indigenous languages of  
Walgett since the early 19th Century 

 
 

Two hundred years ago Gamilaraay and Yuwaalaraay were the predominant 
languages used in what would subsequently become the Shire of Walgett. 
 
The junction of the Namoi and Barwon Rivers near which the town of Walgett was 
later established was the western extremity of Gamilaraay, the language spoken by the 
second most populous Aboriginal group in NSW whose tribal area extended hundreds 
of kilometres to the north east and south east.  From Walgett it was spoken in an area 
that extended north east through Collarenebri to Mungindi and then along the 
Macintyre Rivers through Toomelah and Boggabilla as far north as the Queensland 
town of Goondiwindi.  Its southern boundary ran south east from Walgett through 
Coonabarabran and on to an area near Murrurundi.  From there its eastern boundary 
extended north through what are now the regional cities of Tamworth and Inverell and 
into southern Queensland. 
 
The language was spoken along the Namoi River through the areas that now include 
the cotton-growing towns of Wee Waa and Narrabri and the cattle centre of 
Gunnedah.  It was also the language used along the Gwydir River around what is now 
the bustling regional centre of Moree.  This vast geographical spread resulted in there 
being some dialectical differences and sometimes distinctions are now made between 
eastern Gamilaraay and western Gamilaraay. 
 

The Gamilaraay-Yuwaalaraay Language Area2 
 

 

                                                 
2  Map from We Are Speaking Gamilaraay & Yuwaalaraay, Coolabah Publishing, Tamworth 

(2002)  
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Fewer people spoke Yuwaalaraay, the neighbouring language in the area immediately 
west and north-west of Walgett and extending to the Narran River, Narran Lakes and 
an area near the Bakhara River where it merged with Yuwaaliyaay.  European 
settlements that would later develop in this area include the small township of 
Goodooga, the opal mining town of Lightning Ridge and the small village of 
Cumborah. 
 
With their border extending along rivers in a region that experiences long periods with 
little or no rainfall it is not surprising that there was considerable interaction between 
the speakers of the two languages.  Common ground and shared interests inevitably 
enhanced multilingualism and this is reflected in the extensive overlap between 
western Gamilaraay and Yuwaalaraay 
 
Shared linguistic features are particularly evident in the vocabulary and grammar of 
the two languages.  As much as 70% of the vocabulary is shared3, an example being 
the word for hand, mara in Gamilaraay and a slightly more clipped maa in 
Yuwaalaraay.  An example of the overlap in grammar is the use of the same forms to 
indicate tense and verb classes.4  This sharing of linguistic features is not something 
new and was noted by Ted Fields’ father, Greg Fields, when he travelled extensively 
and observed the extensive mixing of both languages while working for the New 
Zealand and Australian Land Company on Bangate and other stations in the region 
during the 1920s and 1930s.  
 
As in all other parts of Australia, the rich cultural and linguistic heritage that existed 
in the Gamilaraay-Yuwaalaraay region came under enormous stress following the 
arrival of European settlers there in the first half of the 19th Century.  While there is 
always an element of individual choice when people forego one language for another, 
the decline of Gamilaraay and Yuwaalaraay must also be seen in the context of the 
physical, social and cultural deprivation that Aboriginal people throughout Australia 
suffered as a consequence of colonisation.5 
 
In the early period of contact some physical force was certainly used to intimidate and 
suppress Gamilaraay people.  From December 1837 to January 1838 a military 
expedition led by Captain James Nunn patrolled much of the region. Some obscure 
reports suggest that his party travelled as far as Collarenebri and may have perpetrated 
several massacres.  Shortly afterwards a much better documented massacre was 
certainly carried out at Myall Creek near Glen Innes in June 1838.  Along with 
another at Slaughterhouse Creek near Moree these tragic events are still entrenched in 
the collective memory of both Aboriginal and non Aboriginal communities 
throughout the region.6 
 

                                                 
3  John Giacon, personal communication, 30/04/05 
4  Ibid. 
5  Kevin Lowe, The Need for Community Consultation to assist in the Development of 

Aboriginal Language Programs in schools: A Draft Discussion Paper, in Voice of the Land, 
Vol 20, FATSIL, 2003 

6  See Dr RHW Reece, Myall Creek Massacre, in David Horton (ed), Encyclopaedia of 
 Aboriginal Australia, AIAS, Canberra, 1994, Volume 2, 746.    See also Roger Milliss,   
Waterloo Creek: The Australia Day Massacre of 1838. George Gipps and the British 
Conquest of New South Wales, University of New South Wales Press, 1994 
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The subsequent establishment of European stations and towns hampered freedom of 
movement for the Gamilaraay and Yuwaalaraay people and this made the 
maintenance of cultural and ceremonial life difficult.  Later the maintenance of culture 
and particularly language was further hindered by confinement to missions and 
reserves.  More recently culture and language were further undermined by the 
combined effects of government policies of protection, the removal of children from 
their families and assimilation. 
 
Respected elders in Walgett remember the immediate impact of these policies on the 
use of language by them and their families.  Ted Fields recalls how the use of 
language was forbidden when he was a boy on the mission at Angledool.  Later when 
he worked on Bangate Station in the 1950s he, his father and other Aboriginal 
stockmen were quite comfortable using a mix of Gamilaraay and Yuwaalaraay and 
conversed in it as a matter of course when working on the track.  But when they came 
into town other Aboriginal people would shy away and whisper Shame! Shame! if 
they used language in their company.7  
 
George Rose and Lewis Beale recalled authority figures on both missions and in the 
town intimidating Aboriginal people into not using the language.  Rations could be 
cut off and the police were at times quite threatening when Aboriginal people used 
their language --- Don’t use that lingo with me you black b.......8    
 
Faye Green has similar memories.  More disturbing is her recollection of how “a 
generation ago language was spoken out there on the mission --- but we children 
weren’t allowed to speak it.  Even if you knew it you wouldn’t speak it because you 
would be frightened of being taken away.”9  
 
Anthropological reports from that time confirm the memories of these elders.  At the 
end of World War Two, Marie Reay reported the continuation of references to skin 
names and totems, particularly in relation to marriage and traditional practices.10    
 
The young anthropologist also noted that those who then retained the language tended 
to confine its use to the privacy of their homes and she cited two main reasons for 
their reluctance to use it openly. 
 
In the first place, it was not uncommon for those speaking in language to be warned 
against doing so by white officials including the police.  The reasons for these orders 
were comically spurious --- they could be swearing at us, for all we know.  Or they 
might be plotting a revolution --- but  reinforced popular views of the indigenous 
language being nothing more than gibberish.11    
 
As well as the threats from authority figures there was also pressure from some of the 
more assimilated Aboriginal people on those still using the language.  Frightened that 
they might be speaking about them or, worse, working some malevolent magic, they 

                                                 
7  Ted Fields, personal communication, St Joseph’s Walgett, 30/5/05 
8  George Rose and Lewis Beale, interview, Walgett, 30/06/2005 
9  Faye Green, personal communication, St Joseph’s Walgett, 29/5/05 
10  Marie Reay, A Half caste Aboriginal Community in North west New South Wales in Oceania, 

Vol.15, No.4, June 1945 
11  Marie Reay, Native Thought in Rural New South Wales, in Oceania, Vol.20, December 1949 
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would shame them into not using it publicly by sneeringly referring to them as wild 
blackfellows or old-timers.  No doubt there were also some who believed that 
mastering English was one way through which they and their children could get ahead 
in the new white man’s world in which they found themselves. 
 
Faced with such pressures it is hardly surprising that the numbers of fluent speakers of 
both Gamilaraay and Yuwaalaraay had declined rapidly throughout the 20th Century. 
However, there were always some who clung to their language and refused to let it 
die.  Indeed, the extent to which it was still surviving in the 1940’s and 1950’s may be 
surprising to some for, since the end of the 19th Century, it had commonly been 
believed that the people, along with their language and culture, were doomed to 
extinction. 
 
Men like Fred Reece, Arthur Dodd and Greg Fields had all retained much of their 
language and passed it on to their children.  Despite the shame that many felt about 
speaking in language, these people still remembered their dinnggaa  or meat (totem) 
and continued to identify through this in language when greeting others, at least till 
the mid 1950s.12 
 
From the 1960s to the 1980s the language continued to be used though usually in the 
privacy of the home.  It is impossible to list all those who continued to use it 
intermittently but among them were certainly Granny Greene; Ted Fields and his wife 
Wilma; Kathleen Dodd and her daughters, Margaret and Corrie; Muriel and Pauline 
Dennis; and Rose Fernando.  In public individual words and phrases were likely to be 
used when these people met socially, particularly at places where they felt 
comfortable such as the St Vincent de Paul, then run by Cubby Burke, and the Baby 
Health Clinic when it was run by the very popular Margaret Cannon. 
 
Occasionally also some of these people would use the language with younger people 
when teachers invited them to accompany cultural excursions or to visit their 
classrooms as guest speakers.  
 
In view of these influences it is not surprising that traces of Gamilaraay and 
Yuwaalaraay vocabulary and grammatical forms continue to be evident in the 
Aboriginal English of the area.  Though typically used unconsciously these linguistic 
features serve as cultural markers and are often a source of cultural pride.  Aboriginal 
people of all ages are quick to tell gubbas, particularly those new to the area, the 
Gamilaraay or Yuwaalaraay word for local flora and fauna or for features of the 
landscape, unconsciously affirming pride in their Aboriginality and their claim to a 
special place in the land. 
 
Many non Aboriginal people have also made significant contributions to the 
maintenance of the language. 
 
At the end of the 19th Century Katherine Langloh Parker, motivated by her interest in 
recording the cultural remnants of what she believed was a dying race, was the first of 
several amateur ethnologists and linguists to record the languages of north western 

                                                 
12  Ted Fields, op.cit.   See also A.P. Elkin, Notes on the Aborigines of the Walgett District, in 

Mankind, Vol.3, No.7, April 1945 
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NSW when she lived with her first husband on Bangate Station near Angledool from 
1879 until drought forced them to leave in 1901. 
 
The ethics of her collecting work might be questioned if judged by contemporary 
standards.  However, an Aboriginal woman had saved her from drowning when a 
young girl on her father’s property in northern NSW and she was genuinely 
sympathetic to Aboriginal people.13  Using stories and other information that she 
gathered from the Aboriginal people at Bangate, she published a number of very 
popular children’s books and other works between 1896 and 193014 and these 
contained a range of Yuwaalaraay vocabulary items with one of her publications 
including a glossary of 296 words.15 
 
In the 1950s another amateur linguist, Ian Sim, collected further material while 
working as a surveyor on Bangate Station.  A German linguist, Stephen Wurm, also 
visited the area and collected material at this time.  In the 1970s Janet Mathews, a 
musicologist, made several visits to the area and made recordings of the late Fred 
Reece and Arthur Dodd. 
 
A little later Corinne Williams, an honours student in linguistics from ANU worked 
on her thesis in the area.  She also recorded Arthur Dodd and documented a basic 
grammar of Yuwaalaraay. 
 
 In 1992 and 1993 Professor Peter Austin, a trained, professional linguist then 
working at La Trobe University, published two dictionaries of Gamilaraay which 
effectively established a basic spelling system for the language.16  In 1996 at Moree, 
Austin launched a web version of the Gamilaraay dictionary with David Nathan.17 
 
While all this collecting and documentation of Yuwaalaraay and Gamilaraay was 
taking place in the field, professional linguists were debating a new paradigm for the 
study of indigenous languages in Australia.  While recognising that most indigenous 
languages were no longer used for the broad range of functions nor spoken with the 
fluency that they once had, some linguists now dismissed references to dead or extinct 
languages as insensitive and problematic.18 
 

                                                 
13   See Julie Evans, Patricia Grimshaw and Ann Standish, Caring for Country: Yuwaalaraay 

 Women and Attachments to Land on an Australian Colonial Frontier, Journal of Women’s 
 History, Volume 14 No 4, University of Indiana Press. 

14  Her most popular children’s stories were Australian Legendary Tales (1896) and More 
 Australian Legendary Tales (1898).  These were re-published in 1897, 1953, 1955, 1959, 
 1967 and 1978.     Other books written by Parker included Walkabouts of Wur-run-nah (1918) 
and Woggheeguy: Australian Aboriginal Legends (1930).   As well she wrote an ethnographic 
work The Euahlayi Tribe (1905) which included a quite substantial word list for Yuwaalaraay. 
(Euahlayi). 

15  The Euahlayi Tribe (1905) 
16  Peter Austin, A Dictionary of Gamilaraay, Department of Linguistics, La Trobe University,       
             1992; A Reference Dictionary of Gamilaraay, Department of Linguistics, La Trobe University,   
             1993 
17          Peter Austin and David Nathan, Kamilaroi/Gamilaraay Web Dictionary - http:// 
             coombs.anu.edu.au/WWWVLPages/AborigPages/LANG/GAMDICT/GAMDICT/HTM 
8 See K. Palmer, DF Hosking, TJ Lonsdale, JF Troy and MJ Walsh, Strong Language, Strong 

Culture – NSW Strategic Language Study, ATSIC, August 2000; 16 
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Both Yuwaalaraay and Gamilaraay fitted the new linguistic paradigm for it was quite 
insensitive to dismiss them as dead when Aboriginal people, still recognising the 
kernel of their identity embedded in language, were determined to preserve them.  It 
was also problematic to dismiss them as extinct when, as a result of the work of both 
amateur ethnologists and trained, professional linguists, there was considerable 
documentation of both languages and a combined vocabulary of approximately 2400 
words. 
 
Nevertheless, a spark was still needed to ignite their revival and continuing 
revitalisation.  This was provided in Easter 1994 with the arrival in Walgett of John 
Giacon, the Christian Brother, described by Ted Fields as the bearded Italian bloke.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 18

CHAPTER 2 
 

A Case Study in Language Revival: 
the engagement of community, staff and students 

 
An analysis of the current state of the Yuwaalaraay language program at St Joseph’s 
Walgett reveals the principal factors that contribute to the success or failure of such 
programs. 
 
The key role of committed and focused individuals like Brother John Giacon stand out 
when the development of the program is traced from his arrival in Walgett in 1994.  
Equally crucial, however, is the role of understanding Principals who have the 
courage to effect curriculum change despite the entrenched conservatism of some 
sections of the community and the experience to guide reluctant staff into challenging 
new areas of curriculum and pedagogy. 
 
Even more crucial to the success of any language program is the engagement of 
Aboriginal community support and a meaningful acknowledgement of their 
ownership of language.  This is an ongoing task and its achievement is not easy.  It is 
complicated by the competing demands of the school’s non Aboriginal community 
whose concerns also need to be addressed for their engagement and support of a 
language program is also essential to its long-term success. 
 
Finally, a language program cannot flourish without also engaging the teaching staff 
and students and they too must be appropriately supported for the program to thrive. 
  
Many of the determinants of success are already clearly evident in the St Joseph’s 
program and some have already been acknowledged as best practice by other 
observers.19  With the benefit of hindsight, however, other aspects of the program 
could possibly have been addressed in different ways.  Consideration of both the 
positive and the negative features that emerge from this brief analysis will hopefully 
reinforce the existing program at St Joseph’s and also assist those interested in 
reviving and teaching local languages in other communities and schools. 
 
Gaining Aboriginal Community Support and Involvement 
Because language is integral to culture, success in reviving and then teaching any 
Aboriginal language is dependent in the first instance upon the language program 
being supported, owned and controlled by the Aboriginal community in which it is 
based.  Quite simply, the development of language programs in schools cannot be 
achieved without the support and assistance of the local Aboriginal community20 and 
it is essential that this support be established and maintained at the highest level. 
The support of the Aboriginal community for language teaching in Walgett can be 
traced to earlier informal classes in language and local culture that were taught at St 
Joseph’s at the time of the nuns.  Similar informal classes were also taught since the 

                                                 
19  Palmer, Hosking et al  (2003);14 
20  Kevin Lowe, The Need for Community Consultation to assist in the Development of 

 Aboriginal Language Programs in schools: A Draft Discussion Paper at 
 www.fatsil.org/papers/research/lowe-l.htm.   Also in Voice of the Land, Vol.20, (FATSIL 
2003) 
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1970s at Walgett Public School and Collarenebri Central School by people like Ted 
Fields, Rose Fernando and other local elders. 
 
For more than 20 years these elders were involved intermittently in lessons on local 
culture whenever they were invited into the schools by interested and supportive 
teachers.  On occasional excursions to local sites they introduced vocabulary to young 
students, helping to familiarise them with the Yuwaalaraay words for the flora and 
fauna of the area such as bandaarr (grey kangaroo); dhinawan (emu); or bulabul 
(native gooseberry).21 
 
Following the arrival of Brother John Giacon in Walgett in 1994 these fairly simple 
and ad hoc approaches to the teaching of local language were gradually made more 
structured and, over time, incorporated into the formal curriculum of the school. 
 
From the start, Giacon worked to ensure that there was local Aboriginal community 
support for the program he wanted to initiate.  This was not an easy task for he had to 
contend with widespread Aboriginal distrust of experts (and particularly of 
missionaries) who, with some justification, were seen as having stolen culture. Such 
entrenched suspicions do not evaporate easily and the maintenance of community 
support remains a difficult and delicate task that will require ongoing attention.  
 
Giacon quickly realised that acknowledgement of the Aboriginal custodianship of the 
language was essential and he provided this in both informal and formal ways.  He 
immediately recognised the importance of Ted Fields as a keeper of the local 
language and soon developed friendly personal ties and a professional working 
relationship with the respected elder.  Fields recalls how initially this developed in 
part in local pubs where a quite afternoon drink would be interrupted by the bearded 
Italian bloke who would question him intently while feverishly writing down the 
translations for this or that on beer coasters.22 
 
Later the two men developed a more structured approach to the collection and 
documentation of the local language, going on regular excursions into the bush around 
Cumborah and Lake Narran where they extended and formalised their vocabulary 
lists.  This disciplined approach to recording and documenting helped Giacon 
gradually develop a spelling system for the local language as well as a growing 
awareness of the extensive overlap between Gamilaraay and Yuwaalaraay. 
 
Academic activity of this sort was essential but so too was the establishment of broad 
local community support for a language program.  This was approached in more 
formal ways from the middle of 1996 when Giacon, after becoming aware of the 
irregular attendance and very poor educational outcomes being attained by Aboriginal 
students in local schools, first proposed that the Yuwaalaraay language be taught as 
part of St Joseph’s regular school program. 
 
As an initial step Giacon sought support for the proposal through a community 
meeting at the school.  The meeting was arranged by the school’s Aboriginal Student 
Support and Parent Awareness (ASSPA) committee but, though representative of the 

                                                 
21  Ted Fields, personal communication, St Joseph’s Walgett, 31/5/05 
22  Ibid. 
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school’s community, it was not fully representative of the town’s wider Aboriginal 
community.  Nevertheless, those in attendance included Ted Fields, the late Lawrence 
Dennis, Maria Dennis, John Brown, Giacon and others. 
 
The meeting was extremely enthusiastic and the proposal to teach Yuwaalaraay to the 
32 Aboriginal students then enrolled at the school was endorsed unanimously.  This 
was accepted by the then Principal, Brother Ray Walker, and shortly afterwards 
arrangements were made for the school’s Aboriginal students to be withdrawn from 
class for three 20-minute periods in the language each week. 
 
Aboriginal involvement and support was further enhanced by the employment of two 
Aboriginal Language Workers (ALWs), Lawrence (Looney) Dennis and John Brown. 
Because of their inexperience in the classroom, the two Aboriginal men began 
teaching the language in collaboration with Giacon who provided assistance with 
lesson preparation and content.  Later two Aboriginal women, Tracey Dodds and 
Karen Flick, were also employed as ALWs and the classroom skills of both were 
enhanced by their undertaking part time training as teachers at the Australian Catholic 
University. 
 
The employment of these ALWs is an essential ingredient in the success of the 
program for it has provided a sense of community control and reduced the sense of 
embarrassment and shame that some Aboriginal people feel as a result of themselves 
not knowing their language.  Moreover, though the ALWs initially lacked confidence 
in their programming skills, and still sometimes express this, they in fact now display 
a wide range of pedagogical skills that enable them to engage most of their students 
very productively in what is essentially a quite difficult learning task. 
 
 
Recommendation 1: That the CSO devise strategies to establish permanent 

positions for its Aboriginal Language Workers and, to this 
end, assist them to upgrade their skills and qualifications, 
including through teacher training for those wishing to 
undertake it. 

 
 

Recommendation 2: That the CSO negotiate with universities, including the 
Australian Catholic University, for the development and 
on-site delivery of short modules focusing on developing 
skills in pedagogy, program writing and curriculum

 interpretation for ALWs and that these modules be 
accredited to the university’s Diploma and Bachelor level 
programs. 

 
The language program at St. Joseph’s can not be viewed in isolation or confined 
within narrow parameters set by the school for Aboriginal community interest in the 
teaching of local language extends beyond the school’s boundaries and into the town 
as well as into the wider Yuwaalaraay-Gamilaraay region beyond Walgett. 
 
Giacon realised this and helped develop a regional support network to tap into this 
interest.  He organised community language meetings not just in Walgett but 
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throughout the region in towns like Lightning Ridge, Goodooga, Narrabri, Toomelah-
Boggabilla, and Coonabarabran. 
 
These were a valuable source of support for ALWs, teachers and community people 
interested in the language and involved in what remains a ground breaking area in 
curriculum development.  They allowed them to share information about the language 
as well as teaching strategies and curriculum ideas.  The meetings were also a source 
of considerable support for the program developing at St Joseph’s. 
 
In what has been described as an example of best practice in community consultation, 
these conferences also developed a policy to deal with the overlapping of Gamilaraay 
and Yuwaalaraay in both traditional and contemporary times.  It was agreed that there 
would inevitably be different interpretations of vocabulary and grammar in the vast 
Yuwaalaraay – Gamilaraay region.  These could be overcome in the classroom by 
using Gamilaraay forms for preference in Gamilaraay territory and Yuwaaalaraay 
forms for preference in Yuwaalaraay territory.23 
 
Local elders like George Rose have supported this approach and agreed that there is 
no alternative to it.24  The fact that there has been agreement on such a contentious 
and potentially divisive issue is testimony to the level of Aboriginal community 
support for the teaching of local language at St Joseph’s and other schools in the 
region.  
 
The groundwork for community support that Giacon laid down is evident to some 
degree throughout Walgett’s Aboriginal community but particularly at the school 
where more than 90% of the Aboriginal parents responding to a survey on its 
implementation expressed strong support for the language program.  Their comments 
reflected a mixture of pride in their children’s achievement and appreciation of the 
school’s initiative in acknowledging culture and supporting language revival: 
 
 I am quite proud of my children learning their cultural heritage and  

local Aboriginal language.   I wish it was around when I was young.   
It gives me such a great sense of pride knowing that my children have 
that opportunity. 

 
It has made her more proud to be an Aboriginal person.   She is very 
proud to know her language and culture.   She likes to talk the lingo to 
relatives, and they love it because they weren’t given the opportunity 
when they were at school. 
 
I think it is a wonderful opportunity for my children.   It will help them  
to find themselves and be proud of who they are. .  .  .  . Thanks! 
 
I am proud of the fact that I am a parent of a school that has incorporated 
the local language into the school curriculum as well as the fact that my child 
does it.  I am sure that my child will have long term benefits from this. 

                                                 
23  Palmer, Hosking et al, op.cit.; 14 
24  Interview with George Rose and Lewis Beale, Dharriwaa Elders Group, Walgett, 30/6/05 
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Prominent community members have similar views to those of the parents.  Tim 
Creighton and Steve Ruttley, both of whom have chaired the local Land Council at 
different times, both speak very highly of the program and are quite certain that the 
local Aboriginal community support it.25  The local Aboriginal Education 
Consultative Group (AECG) also supports the program and is certain that it benefits 
the students.26 
 
At the office of the Dharriwaa Elders Group (DEG) George Rose and Lewis Beale 
both commented that it was a wonderful experience to hear the St Joseph’s students 
singing and speaking in the language and that it was difficult to explain the emotions 
that such occasions aroused in local Aboriginal people.  There’s someone up above 
saying we’ve got to keep the language going, Lewis Beale said.  We all had ideas but 
couldn’t put it into context.  It’s a good thing John Giacon came along and did that.27 
 
 
The Issue of Aboriginal Community Ownership and Control 
Despite this level of Aboriginal community support and the genuine appreciation of 
what has been achieved by Giacon and St Joseph’s, it would be quite misleading to 
suggest that this support is unqualified. 
 
There is considerable suspicion that the Catholic school has somehow monopolised 
the language program and resentment that funding intended for a wider language 
program across the community has somehow been diverted into the Catholic system. 
 
More significantly there is a sense that there is reluctance to hand genuine control and 
ownership to the community and that Aboriginal involvement has been largely limited 
to a few community people closely associated with the Catholic Church and school. 
 
Attempts by the community to asset their ownership of the language program can be 
seen as early as 1997 when, as interest quickly developed in what was happening at St 
Joseph’s, a community meeting was called to consider extending the teaching of the 
language into the town’s other two schools. 
 
This meeting was held at Yuragai Goondi, significantly the meeting place of choice of 
the local Aboriginal community, and not at St Joseph’s.  Organised with the help of 
Thelma Thorne, it was attended by about 30 people including prominent elders, 
George Rose and Ted Fields, as well as representatives of the Aboriginal Medical 
Service, the Legal Service and the local Community Development Employment 
Project (CDEP).  Brother Giacon also attended. 
 
In what must be acknowledged as an assertion of the community’s right to control any 
language program the meeting called for an extension of the language program to the 
local State High School but, significantly, insisted that Gamilaraay rather than 
Yuwaalaraay be taught there.28  At the same time those at the meeting recognised the 
importance of non Aboriginal involvement by acknowledging the importance of 
                                                 
25  Personal communications, Walgett, 30/5/03 
26  Walgett Local AECG Meeting, 30/5/05 
27  Interview with George Rose and Lewis Beale, Dharriwaa Elders Group, Walgett, 30/6/05 
28  The agreement on a sharing of the two languages had not then been concluded and was still 

 some time in the future 
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Giacon’s role in language revival and agreeing that non Aboriginal teachers were 
needed to teach the language. 
 
This decision resulted in one of the High School teachers, Marianne Betts, becoming 
involved in an expanded language program.  With assistance and direction from 
Giacon, she developed a Gamilaraay language curriculum for the High School. 
 
Training for Betts was provided through a TAFE program conducted by Giacon, 
which was also occasionally attended by AEAs and other teachers from the High 
School.  Also undertaking this training were Chris Hunt, then an AEA, and Kaylene 
Hall, an Aboriginal teacher at Walgett Public School where local language classes 
were also being introduced.  The course was also open to non Aboriginal members of 
the community and an enthusiastic participant was the respected local identity, Don 
Lillyman, who later taught language at the Public School and was also active in the 
development of language teaching resources. 
 
For a variety of reasons beyond the scope of this report the language programs at both 
the High School and the Public School were not sustained and neither has continued. 
The language program at the Public School ceased in 2003 and, about the same time, 
German replaced Gamilarraay as the Language Other Than English (LOTE) at the 
High School.  At present, however, there is considerable interest from the Department 
of Education and Training (DET) in restoring a local language program in both 
schools as well as in re-establishing a local language class for adults at Walgett 
TAFE.29  
 
Neither Giacon nor St Joseph’s can in any way be regarded as accountable for the 
failure to expand and sustain the language program in the town’s other schools. 
However, the absence of language programs in those schools remains a source of 
considerable disappointment to many members of Walgett’s Aboriginal community. 
This situation contributes to the disquiet of some in the community about the St 
Joseph’s program and a sense that it does not own or have any real control over the 
revival of its language. 
 
This sense of marginalisation is reinforced by some features of the development and 
current operation of the program at St Joseph’s. 
 
The fact that the original community meeting to establish the language program at St 
Joseph’s was not broadly representative of the town’s Aboriginal community has 
already been noted.  An ongoing concern to some is their perception of a reluctance 
by St Joseph’s and its staff to engage with a wider cross section of Aboriginal people 
in matters relating to the language program. Culture is elder’s business, suggested 
George Rose, and language should be referred to the elders through the Dharriwaa 
Elder’s Group (DEG) or the Working Party.30 
 
The elder’s group feels that it is not welcome at St Joseph’s and expressed 
disappointment that a standing invitation for representatives from St Joseph’s to 
                                                 
29  Maree Angus, College Principal, Walgett Community College, interview, Walgett High 

School, 30/06/05.    Personal communication with Wendy Spencer, Project Manager, 
Dharriwaa Elders Group, 01/08/05 

30  George Rose, meeting 30/06/05 
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attend meetings of their group seems to have been let slip.  This perception was 
contrasted with the fact that they now regularly receive invitations to functions at the 
town’s two DET schools.31 
 
More specifically there is some resentment that particular linguistic advice previously 
offered by some elders appears to have been ignored by Giacon.  Some elders had 
advised against the development of new vocabulary items for contemporary terms like 
electricity (gayrra) and computer (gayrragumbirri) and it has been reported that they 
were concerned and disappointed when these new words were still included in the 
dictionary published in 2003.32   
 
However, Giacon spelt out the linguistic rationale for such processes in the dictionary 
with an explanation of the way in which all living languages expand their vocabulary 
to incorporate new developments and experiences.  In Gamilaraay and Yuwaaalaraay, 
for instance, the words dhimba (sheep) and wilbaarr (wheeled vehicle) were 
obviously developed soon after European contact.33  Moreover, apparently aware of 
the elders’ concerns about this process, Giacon took care to only include the small list 
of newly developed words as a separate list in the dictionary and he also provided an 
explanation of the genesis of each new word. 
 
A more structured, formal relationship with the DEG would have allowed Giacon to 
explain his efforts to address these concerns and defused some of their suspicion and 
disappointment. 
 
It should be noted, however, that the elders’ disappointment at their perceived 
marginalisation is not confined to Giacon and St Joseph’s but extends to others 
involved in the revival of language and the development of language programs in 
schools.  Recommendations to the Board of Studies on language teaching were, in 
their view, also ignored and they believe that the Board also failed to extend 
invitations to them to attend meetings in the town on the development of language 
programs. 
 
As well, the elders group feel they are ignored by the Armidale CSO.  While senior 
regional officers from DET now regularly consult with the elders group they report no 
contact at all with the Armidale CSO and have no knowledge at all of its Director. 
 
This sense of marginalisation from the language program is far from irreparable.   
There is certainly no absence of goodwill from the elders and they remain optimistic 
that a meaningful relationship might be established.  As George Rose suggested, 
people are always free to come in and have a yarn with us.34   
 
Moreover, any criticisms that were made of the St Joseph’s program were qualified by 
an appreciation of the practical difficulties faced in undertaking such a difficult 
initiative.  There was, for instance, a recognition that factionalism within the 
community had the potential to considerably slow the obvious achievements at St 
                                                 
31  Ibid. 
32  Wendy Spencer, DEG Project Manager, meeting at DEG office, 30/06/05 
33  Anna Ash, John Giacon and Amanda Lissarrague, Gamilaraay, Yuwaalaraay, Yuwaalayaay 

Dictionary, IAD Press, Alice Springs, 2003; 20 
34  George Rose, meeting 30/06/05 
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Joseph’s.  Indeed there is an acknowledgement that the language program may not 
have been sustained if Giacon had not at times opted for less extensive and lengthy 
approaches to consultation than those favoured by the elders.35 
 
However, it is essential for the future of the existing program at St Joseph’s that 
Aboriginal community goodwill be maintained.  This is most likely to occur if there is 
a more genuine sense of Aboriginal community ownership of a language program that 
is not confined to St. Joseph’s but that extends throughout the town and, eventually, 
the region. 
 
This sense of community ownership will best be fostered by the establishment of 
formal protocols for referring language matters to existing community organisations 
rather than continuing with what has essentially been an ad hoc approach dependent 
upon the personal contacts of individuals.  A more structured relationship with the 
community will allow any misconceptions about the program to be openly addressed 
and quickly countered as well as opening avenues that will allow additional 
community input into the school’s cultural and language programs. 
 
 
Recommendation 3: That St Joseph’s appoint two delegates to liaise with the 

local Working Party, AECG and the Dharriwaa Elders 
Group and report regularly to those bodies on 
developments in the language program at the school. 

 
 

The Armidale CSO also has a role to play in developing links with the Aboriginal 
community at both the local and regional level. A more active role in Aboriginal 
community liaison will allow the CSO to more effectively promote the achievements 
of St Joseph’s while at the same time helping to shield the school from those 
potentially damaging factional disputes that can affect small communities like 
Walgett. 
 
 
Recommendation 4: That the Catholic Schools Office establish links that will 

allow regular liaison on issues relating to the language 
program at St Joseph’s with the Dharriwa Elder’s Group 
and the Regional AECG.  

 
 
St. Josephs and the CEO should also consider steps that might be taken by them to 
address the desire of the Aboriginal community that the language program be 
extended to the other schools in the town. 
 
Though reluctant to grandstand or show up the absence of language programs from 
the State schools, St. Joseph’s has always been prepared to lend its students to the 
other schools for functions (such as NAIDOC Day celebrations) where a 
demonstration of the language was required.  Given the depth of desire in the 
Aboriginal community for a viable language program in all three schools it would 

                                                 
35  Ibid. 
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now seem timely for assistance of this sort to be offered in a form that could become 
self sustaining. 
 
 
Recommendation 5: That, as a first step to assisting Walgett’s DET schools to 

introduce local language programs into their curriculum, St 
Joseph’s formally invite teacher-supervised groups of 5-6 
students from Kindergarten and Year 1 to participate in 
language classes at St Joseph’s 

 
 
Effective Leadership from Principals 
The key role of the Principal in implementing curriculum change in any school is 
widely acknowledged.  The Principal’s role is even more important when, as is the 
case with the Yuwaalaraay Language Program at St Joseph’s, the new curriculum has 
the potential to impact on race relations in a community where racial tensions are 
rarely far below the surface. 
 
St Joseph’s has been fortunate to have had two principals who could approach this 
difficult task in a manner that was both firm and diplomatic. 
 
In 1996 when Giacon and the St Joseph’s ASSPA Committee first proposed teaching 
the local language in the school the then principal, Brother Ray Walker, supported the 
proposal. 
 
Quite sensibly, however, he opted to begin by first testing the waters and adopted a 
deliberately low-key approach.  Initially Yuwaalaraay was only offered to the 32 
Aboriginal children then enrolled at the school and, with only three 20-minute lessons 
a week allocated to it, was a minor part of the school’s curriculum. 
 
In 1999 Brother John Wright replaced Brother Walker as Principal.  After evaluating 
his new school he identified several significant features that were having a negative 
impact on its Aboriginal students and also on the morale and well being of the whole 
school community. 
 
He noticed in particular that the Aboriginal students were lacking in confidence and 
self esteem and that they were visibly uneasy when asked to perform cultural items in 
front of their classmates.  Academically they generally languished behind the other 
students at the school and several had very poor attendance records.  There was 
evidence also of a lack of parental support with some students often coming to school 
without any lunch or out of uniform and few Aboriginal parents attending school 
functions other than sporting events.36 
 
Though there was no open hostility between Aboriginal and non Aboriginal children 
while at the school there was almost a complete lack of social interaction outside. This 
was attributed in part to the inability of Aboriginal children to reciprocate on equal 
terms if invited to parties or sleepovers.  As well, however, the range of negative 

                                                 
36  Brother John Wright, Submission to the National Awards for Quality Schooling, (NAQS), 

June 2004 
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stereotypes about Aboriginal people that persisted in the wider community were a 
definite disincentive to social interaction between the children when they were away 
from the school. 
 
This underlying tension was a source of frustration to some classroom teachers whose 
strenuous efforts over the years to meet the requirements of the Board of Studies by 
introducing Aboriginal perspectives into the various Key Learning Areas (KLAs) had 
seemingly had little effect in changing attitudes.  Evidence of their concern was 
provided at a staff development session when 2 of the 7 teachers on the staff 
suggested independently of each other that their highest priority for their classrooms 
was for an end to prejudice stemming from racial stereotyping.37  
   
Like Walker before him, Wright proceeded cautiously.  After much deliberation he 
decided in 2002 that an expansion of the language program so that all students were 
required to study Yuwaalaraay might be a solution to the under achievement and lack 
of participation of Aboriginal students in the school and also to the lack of social 
interaction between students outside the school. 
 
Through a series of meetings with staff, parents, some local Aboriginal elders and his 
Parents and Friends Association he gained support for the proposition that 
Yuwaalaraay be adopted as the school’s Language Other than English (LOTE) and be 
in full operation by 2005.  He recommended that it be phased in gradually so as to 
avoid any possible disadvantage to existing students.  The first phase saw it 
introduced as the LOTE for all students in K-4 classes in 2003.  Stage 2 saw this 
extended to K-5 in 2004 and Stage 3 will be implemented in 2006 when Yuwaalaraay 
will become the LOTE across the whole school, K-6. 
 
With the support of Giacon, Wright also undertook to ensure that a range of suitable 
and appropriate teaching materials were produced and available so that Yuwaalaraay 
would have equivalent academic status to any other LOTE taught in any other 
Primary school around the State. 
 

                                                 
37  Ibid. 
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Brother John Wright 

 
 
The support of the two Principals was crucial in initiating the original Yuwaalaraay 
Language Program and in its later being accepted as the school’s LOTE.     
Unfortunately, however, committed principals are not permanent features in any 
school.   Therefore  the CSO must devise strategies to ensure that the future  
leadership of the school is fully aware of  the language program’s significance. 
 
 
Recommendation 6: That the CSO (Armidale) ensure that the criteria for the 

appointment of future Principals and Deputy Principals at 
St Joseph’s include a demonstrated appreciation of the 
importance of the local language program in the 
curriculum and an understanding of the rationale behind 
the development of the current LOTE program at the 
school. 

 
 
Fostering cross-community parental support 
Brother Wright’s decision to press for the adoption of Yuwaalaraay as the school’s 
LOTE was a courageous one for the support of the parent body and the wider school 
community was never guaranteed. 
 
Objections to the teaching of the local language raised by parents included doubts 
about its usefulness, the lack of continuity with the secondary school language 
curriculum, and claims that the time used to study of language could be better spent 
on other Key Learning Areas (KLAs).  Some pointed out that even if their children 
became quite fluent in Yuwaalaraay the language was so local that it would not even 
be useful in other parts of Australia, such as the Northern Territory,  where there were 
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significant Aboriginal populations.  Others suggested that a language such as Japanese 
would be much more useful because of Australia’s commercial and trade relations 
with South East Asia.  Still others wanted to know why their children were not 
studying German to prepare them for the LOTE being taught at the local high school. 
 
At various meetings Brother Wright patiently attempted to address such objections. 
 
 

It was very rare, he advised parents, for even the best students  
studying languages like French or German at high school to be  
fluent or even intelligible in the language on completion of their studies. 

 
 

In any case, he explained, that was not the purpose of studying LOTE 
 at Primary school ---- what was more important was the students’ 
 developing knowledge of the structure, grammar and syntax of other 
languages.     

 
 
And, perhaps most importantly, he argued that: 
 
 

.  .  .  . cross cultural understandings and sensitivity are increasingly 
important in the modern world and are best begun at home with an 
appreciation of the indigenous heritage. 

 
 
The effort taken to consult with the parents and educate them about the benefits of 
studying the local indigenous language has been rewarded, perhaps much more than 
many associated with the program suspect.  Table 1.2 summarises parental support for 
the teaching of Yuwaalaraay as the school’s LOTE on the basis of a survey conducted 
as part of this report.38 
 
 

 
 

                                                 
38  The tables in this report are numbered in accordance with their location in Appendix One and 

Appendix Two.   Tables identified by the initial use of the numeral 1 are from Appendix One 
A total of 43 parents (or 39.1% of  families with children enrolled at the school) 
responded to this survey.   Of these 24 were the parents of Aboriginal students and 19 the 
parents of non Aboriginal students.   The full results of this survey are included as Appendix 
One of this report. 
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TABLE 1.2 
Parental Support for the Teaching of  
Yuwaalaraay at St Joseph’s Walgett 

 
Question: Do you support the teaching of the local Aboriginal language, 
Yuwaalaraay, as the LOTE taught at the school? 

 
 

 Non 
Aboriginal 

Parents 

 
Aboriginal 

Parents 

 
All 

Parents 
 

YES 
 

 
55.0% 

 
92.0% 

 
75.6% 

 
NO 

 
40.% 

 

 
 4.0% 

 
20.0% 

 
UNSURE 

 

 
 5.0% 

 
 4.0% 

 
 4.4% 

 
 

 
The table indicates overwhelming support from the Aboriginal parents who represent 
61.1% of the students enrolled at the school.  While this might have been expected, 
however, it is significant that the survey also found majority support for the teaching 
of Yuwaalaraay as the school’s LOTE from the parents of the non Aboriginal students 
who make up 38.9% of the school’s total enrolment. 
 
Overall the survey revealed a very encouraging 75.6% support for the teaching of 
Yuwaalaraay as the school’s LOTE which suggests that the initial consultation about 
this initiative has been quite successful.  It also suggests that there is considerably 
more cross cultural understanding and acceptance within the school community than 
might be expected in view of regular media reports of simmering racial tension in the 
town.  
 
Notwithstanding the high level of parental support for the current program the 
objections of almost a quarter of the school’s parents can not be ignored or dismissed. 
 
It should first be noted that many of the non Aboriginal parents who objected to 
Yuwaalaraay as the school’s LOTE recognised its value for the Aboriginal students 
and wanted only that it should be made an elective so that there was a choice of 
languages to be studied. 
 
Others expressed concern at the lack of continuity for the students when they reached 
High School.  They noted that Yuwaalaraay was not even taught at the local High 
School and that it was also quite unknown in the private boarding schools to which 
many would send their children for their secondary school education. 
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 If a LOTE is to be taught, and I can see the language benefits, I 
would have thought that a language that would be available all 
through primary and secondary would be more realistic and allow 
the children to really learn the language and culture and not have  
to change in secondary school. 

 
 
Some parents still doubted whether the teaching of Yuwaalaraay could contribute to 
their children’s academic development.  At least two reported a preference for Latin 
as more likely to improve academic skills.  One, while noting that her children were 
using Yuwaalaraay words, complained disparagingly: 
 
 

but only single words --- they do not learn sentences!!  Is there  
such a thing in this language?  

 
 
Others continued to question the utility of Yuwaalaraay and expressed a preference 
for contemporary European or Asian languages ---- 
 
 
 .  .  .  .  .   any language that is spoken and used on a daily basis as 
 a means of communication 
 
 
 To learn any language is a great learning thing.   However for 
  my child I feel that Latin or French would be of greater benefit. 
 
 
 .  .  .  .  .  .  from my children’s perspective and future career/job 

 prospects, languages such as Indonesian or Chinese would be more 
advantageous for their future. 
 

 
Some, including one Aboriginal parent, believed that too much time was allocated to 
Yuwaalaraay and that this was at the expense of time that should be allocated to the 
teaching of basic skills in English, Mathematics and other areas of the curriculum. 
 
These are all legitimate concerns on the part of the parents and they should not be 
dismissed.  Nor can it be assumed that parents are necessarily aware of the 
educational rationale and outcomes of the language program.  That there is a need for 
ongoing information programs to allay their fears is reinforced by their responses to a 
survey question concerning consultation that is summarised in Table 1.3. 
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TABLE 1.3 
Extent of Parental Consultation Regarding the 

Introduction of Yuwaalaraay as the School’s LOTE 
 

Question: Were you consulted about the introduction of Yuwaalaraay as the 
School’s LOTE? 

 
 Non 

Aboriginal 
Parents 

 
Aboriginal 

Parents 

 
All 

Parents 
 

YES 
 

 
15.0% 

 
64.0% 

 
42.2% 

 
NO 

 
85.0% 

 

 
36.0% 

 
57.8% 

 
 
Table 1.3 indicates that more than half (57.8%) of the current parents were not 
consulted about the introduction of Yuwaalaraay as the school’s LOTE.  This reflects 
the fact that many of those consulted prior to June 2003 when the decision to 
introduce the local language across the school was first made have since moved on 
either because their children have completed Year 6 or they have moved from the 
town for other reasons, and been replaced by families new to the town or school. 
 
However, the mobility of the school’s population only reinforces the need for an 
ongoing program of parental consultation and education so as to address and dispel 
any concerns about the language program. 
 
 
Recommendation 7: That the school incorporate regular information sessions on 

its LOTE program in its Parent-Teacher Meetings and also 
invite parents to demonstration lessons in language during 
Education Week and other appropriate occasions. 

 
 
Recommendation 8: That the CSO assist the school in its parent-education 

program by producing promotional material on the 
advantages of the School’s current LOTE program and the 
way in which it meets the requirements of the Board of 
Studies 

 
 
Engaging classroom teachers 
A majority of the current teaching staff at St. Joseph’s supported the teaching of 
Yuwaalaraay and recognised the benefits that it brought to the Aboriginal students 
and to the school’s cultural program.  However, there was also some ambivalence. 
 
Thus there was a view that Yuwaalaraay should be an elective principally for the 
Aboriginal students and that the non Aboriginal students should have the choice of 
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studying another language.  The resource implications of this suggestion were not 
considered and the main reasons advanced for it, that there was little use for the 
language outside Walgett and that there was no continuity with the language programs 
of the schools the students would attend on leaving St. Josephs, suggested some 
ethnocenticity. 
 
Some teachers were also concerned about the time allocated to the language program 
and were under the misapprehension that this exceeded Board of Studies 
requirements. 
 
More valid concerns included there being insufficient time in the school week to 
cover all the requirements of an increasingly crowded curriculum.  The requirement to 
teach RE in the Catholic system were said to make this pressure even greater in 
Catholic schools than elsewhere.  Most realised that more effective strategies were 
needed to integrate language into other KLAs but that this would also require time, 
that they currently don’t have to develop integrated programs. 
 
The difficulty of incorporating the language into other KLAs was heightened at the 
school when the 2002 fire that destroyed the library also consumed units of work that 
had been cooperatively developed by consultants from the Armidale CSO and 
teachers then working at the school.  There is an urgent need that these units of work 
be redeveloped to assist the teachers currently at the school. 
 
 
Recommendation 9: That relevant staff from the CSO immediately begin a 

series of workshops with teachers and ALWs from the 
school so as to redevelop units of work incorporating  
language.    

 
That these workshops also be designed to assist the staff in 
developing other strategies to assist integration across 
KLAs 

 
 
Teachers were also a little uncertain about their role in the program and their 
relationship with the ALWs.  Not knowing the language some assumed that their only 
role in the language class was to supervise and one expressed regret that this made her 
feel like a hawk when working with the ALW.  Some teachers also felt uncomfortable 
with what they thought was a lack of structure in programming and assessment in the 
program though they also admitted that they were not themselves familiar with the 
Board of Studies K-10 Syllabus in Aboriginal Languages. 
 
Despite these concerns most teachers also indicated that they were certain that the 
language program was extremely important for the 61% of students at the school who 
were Aboriginal and some felt quite passionate about its continuing as a key element 
of the school’s program. 
 
Nevertheless the concerns raised by teachers need to be addressed.  This is 
particularly important in view of the high turnover of staff at the school and the 
relative inexperience of most teachers when they are first appointed to St Joseph’s. 
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Recommendation 10:That relevant CSO staff and/or staff from the Board of 
Studies conduct a staff development session at the  
beginning of each school year to introduce  staff to the   
aims, objectives, outcomes and format of the Aboriginal 
Languages syllabus and approaches to team teaching the 
syllabus. 

 
 
Engaging the students 
Equally important in assessing support for the program are the attitudes of the 
students themselves.  To establish this a survey was also conducted of the students 
studying Yuwaalaraay in Years 4, 5 and 6.39  Their attitudes to learning Yuwaalaraay 
are summarised in Table 2.3. 40 
 
Table 2.3 reveals that Yuwaalaraay was fairly well received by the students with more 
than 80% regarding it as OK or better and more than a third of all students reporting 
that they love it.  This is a very positive assessment of an area of the curriculum that 
many students are likely to find difficult, intimidating and certainly quite foreign.  It is 
a tribute to the ALWs and others involved in teaching the language that the students 
evaluate it so positively. 
 
The language classes are much more popular with the Aboriginal students than with 
others with 73% reporting that they either loved learning it or thought it was pretty 
good.  This too should be interpreted as one of the positive outcomes for the programs 
as one of the rationales for introducing the language as the school’s LOTE was to 
address the disengagement of many of these students.  However, it should be noted 
that 60% of the non Aboriginal students also evaluated the subject as OK or better 
with almost one in three reporting that they either loved it or found it pretty good. 
 
 

                                                 
39  This survey and the results for it are included as Appendix 2 of this report.   The 53 survey 

respondents reflected the enrolment of the school and comprised 33 Aboriginal (62.2%) and 
20 non Aboriginal (37.7%) 

40            Tables identified by the initial use of the numeral 2 (rather than 1) are from Appendix 2 
Appendix 2 
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TABLE 2.3 
Attitudes to Learning Yuwaalaraay  

Among St Joseph’s Students 
 

Question: Do you like learning Yuwaalaraay at school? 
 

 Non 
Aboriginal
Students 

 
Aboriginal 
Students 

 
All 

Students 
 

I love it 
 

 
15.0% 

 
51.6% 

 
37.7% 

 
It’s pretty 
good 
 

 
15.0% 

 
21.2% 

 
18.9% 

 
It’s OK 

 

 
30.0% 

 
21.2% 

 
24.5% 

 
I don’t like it 
much 

 
35.0% 

 
 3.0% 

 
15.1% 

 
 

I hate it 
 

 
 5.0% 

 
 3.0% 

 
 3.8% 

 
 
 
Nevertheless it should not be ignored that there was a significant discrepancy between  
the numbers of Aboriginal and non Aboriginal students who evaluated their learning 
of the language negatively with only 6% of Aboriginal students compared to 40% of 
non Aboriginal students reporting that they didn’t like it much or hated it. 
 
This may be a reflection of the parental attitudes and interest for the survey also found 
that almost 70% of the Aboriginal students’ parents sometimes used the language with 
them, even if only rarely, while only 25% of the non Aboriginal parents did so.  
(Table 2.4) 
 
Such a discrepancy is understandable as many of the non Aboriginal parents will 
naturally be quite unfamiliar with the language.  Indeed the fact that 25% of the non 
Aboriginal parents do attempt to use the language is a tribute to them and their 
concern for their children’s education.  This is another indication that many parents 
are accepting the school’s position on the value of adopting Yuwaalaraay as the 
school’s LOTE. 
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TABLE 2.4 
Parental Use of Yuwaalaraay  

With St Joseph’s Students 
Question: Do Mum and Dad ever speak  

Yuwaalaraay with you? 
 

 Non 
Aboriginal 
Students 

 
Aboriginal 
Students 

 
YES  

 

 
25% 

 
 69.7% 

 
NO 

 

 
75% 

 
30.3% 

 
 
 
It would be instructive to determine whether such levels of parental support for 
students studying LOTE exist in other Diocesan schools where the language studied is 
a conventional European or Asian one.  It would also be of value to determine 
whether the attitudes of students to the study of language in those schools are similar 
to the attitudes of the students at St Joseph’s as summarised in Table D.  This could be 
determined quite easily through a CSO survey of students studying LOTE in Years 4-
6 at 3-5 similar schools throughout the Diocese. 
 
 
Recommendation 11:That the CSO (Armidale) conduct a comparative study of 

Years 4-6 students’ attitudes to the study of LOTE and the 
assistance they receive from their parents in studying 
language in five Diocesan schools where the LOTE is a 
conventional European or Asian one.    

 
The study should distinguish between Aboriginal and non 
Aboriginal students and should use Questions 4 and 5 from 
the St Joseph’s Student Survey 

 
 
Clearly the revival and teaching of local Aboriginal languages in schools like St 
Joseph’s is complex and difficult and it is  not surprising that there has been a range of 
attitudes and reactions to the initiative. 
 
A clear majority of the community associated with St. Joseph’s, both parents and 
students, have embraced the teaching of Yuwaalaraay at the school.  
 
The wider Aboriginal community of Walgett are also enthusiastic supporters of the 
program though they would like to see it extended to other schools and for it to adopt 
a more inclusive approach to community involvement and ownership.   As the 
continuing long term success of the program will remain equally dependent on the 
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involvement and support of the local Aboriginal community this is an issue that needs 
careful consideration. 
 
Equally important to the success of the program is the commitment of the Principal 
and staff and the understanding and support of the parents and wider school 
community.  Concerns raised by any of these groups must continue to be considered 
seriously and addressed professionally as they have been to date. 
 
The successful implementation will continue to require the long term commitment of 
all those involved.  The harnessing of these diverse groups to this common purpose is 
far from easy and remains an ongoing task while ever the program is in place.  It is 
this long term commitment of all the relevant parties that is the essential key to the 
continuation of the St Joseph’s program.   
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CHAPTER 3  
 

The Program in Practice 
in school and community 

 
 
Adopting Yuwaalaraay as the Language Other Than English (LOTE) at St Joseph’s 
was never going to be easy yet in practice it has proceeded much more smoothly than 
those opposed to it had originally predicted or than some still obstinately persist in 
suggesting. 
 
This is a remarkable achievement for the introduction of a formal local language 
program meant that this small, isolated school was breaking new ground in curriculum 
development in NSW and was at the forefront of the development of local language 
programs in NSW schools. 
 
The school’s initial approaches to programming and pedagogy preceded or were 
developed simultaneously with the generic guidelines for K-6 language programs 
issued by the NSW Board of Studies in 1996.41  Since June 2003 the development of 
the Board’s own Syllabus in Aboriginal Languages has provided more specific and 
detailed guidance from which the program at St Joseph’s has benefited.  
 
This chapter briefly outlines how the St Joseph’s program operates within these new 
Syllabus guidelines.  Some of its remarkable achievements are noted as are some of 
the obstacles that inevitably make the successful management of the program a 
difficult, time-consuming but ultimately rewarding process.  
 
 
The rational for the adoption of Yuwaalaraay as the school’s LOTE 
Yuwaalaraay was introduced as the LOTE for classes from Kindergarten to Year 4 at 
St Joseph’s only after the launch of the Board of Studies K-10 Syllabus in Aboriginal 
Languages, in June 2003.  In 2004 it was extended as the LOTE to Year 5 but remains 
optional for Year 6 where it is currently taught as an elective to a class of 
predominantly Aboriginal students.  This will change in 2006 when the teaching of 
Yuwaalaraay will be extended to the entire senior class thus making it the school’s 
LOTE from K-6. 
 
Some parents and teachers still believe that Yuwaalaraay would be better placed as an 
elective in the school program.  They recognise its benefits for the Aboriginal students 
at the school but argue that there should be a choice of LOTE so that the non 
Aboriginal students can study a language which, they believe, would be of more 
benefit to them. 
 
However, though this suggestion is understandable, the resource implications of 
offering two LOTEs in a school of this size make it impossible to implement.  To 
relegate Yuwaalaraay to an option also ignores the fact that Aboriginal students now 
constitute the majority of the school’s enrolment.  Moreover, such an approach would 
                                                 
41  NSW Board of Studies, Languages Other Than English, K-6 Generic Syllabus Framework 

 1996 
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most likely result in Yuwaalaraay being stigmatised as a soft option, a perception that 
affects optional Aboriginal Studies programs in many schools. 
 
This suggestion also overlooks the underlying rationale for the introduction of 
Yuwaalaraay into the school’s curriculum.  In the first place it was believed that the 
teaching of Yuwaalaraay would improve outcomes for Aboriginal students at the 
school by enhancing their self esteem and encouraging them to adopt leadership roles 
in the school.  It was also hoped that the adoption of Yuwaalaraay as the school’s 
LOTE would also encourage greater interaction between the Aboriginal students with 
some background knowledge of the language and their non Aboriginal peers. 
 
Even some non Aboriginal parents opposed to the current program appear to 
recognise this potential.  Thus one parent who actually wanted any other language 
than Yuwaalaraay to be adopted as the school’s LOTE as long as there was continuity 
with the secondary language program her child would follow commented that: 
 
 
  .  .  .  .  . however, it is delightful to see all of St Joseph’s children 
 singing together at School Assemblies (in Yuwaalaraay). 
 
 
Another who was quite opposed to the program and expressed the view that it was 
excessive; down-the-throat; and that Enough is Enough!! also saw some positive 
social outcomes from the program.  She wrote: 
 
 
    .  .  .  . To see these children sing and dance is just wonderful and 
  to have a language revival or appreciation of someone else’s culture 

 is also extremely important in today’s society.   John Brown does a  
fantastic job and my children say they enjoy his lessons 

 
 
Another non Aboriginal parent viewed the social and cultural benefits even more 
positively and recognised that the school was offering her child something special that 
was not available in big city schools: 
 
 
 For my child previously attending a school in a large city, he will be 

able to ‘fit in’ within the Walgett community more readily, as there  
was no access to the learning of an Aboriginal language (in his previous 
school) 

 
 
A sequential approach to programming and staged outcomes 
The K-5 program operates in accordance with the Board’s Aboriginal Languages 
Syllabus.  This consists of a core element that focuses on learning about languages 
and learning about the world through languages; and an optional element which 
involves learning to use a language to communicate.42  Both the core and optional 

                                                 
42  NSW Board of Studies, Aboriginal Languages K-10 Syllabus, 2003; 20-21 
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elements are addressed at St Joseph’s through a regular program of three dedicated 
20-minute language periods for each class per week.  As it provides the students with 
frequent contact with the target language, this approach to timetabling is preferable to 
a longer, single lesson per week.43   
 
The introduction of the Board’s Syllabus in June 2003 also helped formalise a 
sequential approach to programming that was missing from the less formal language 
program that had operated since 1996.  The implementation of this more structured 
program requires programming and documentation skills that the Aboriginal 
Language Workers (ALWs), primarily responsible for teaching the program, are 
developing through their participation in a series of Board of Studies workshops that 
have also enhanced their knowledge and skills in language teaching methodology. 
  
Observation of a range of language classes in the course of preparing this report 
leaves no doubt that the Syllabus expectations of staged student learning outcomes are 
being addressed through the more structured programming now being implemented at 
St Joseph’s. 
 

 
ALW John Brown teaching the Kindergarten class at St. Joseph’s 

 
The ALW in the Kindergarten class was quite clearly leading the children towards the 
first three outcomes of the Syllabus.  Responding to his strategies the students were 
recognising and responding to words, phrases and simple sentences in Yuwaalaraay 
(Syllabus Outcome 1.UL.1);responding to features of the language (Syllabus 
Outcome 1.UL.2); interacting in everyday activities (Syllabus Outcome 1.UL.3) 
 
In a lesson that no parent or educator could be disappointed with the class was 
engaged in active listening so as to comprehend the Yuwaalaraay words and phrases 
being used by the ALW.  Most of the children could readily associate words and 
phrases with a range of animals and their actions.  They used Yuwaalaraay words and 
phrases in songs and simple rhymes and greeted their teachers and their visitor with 

                                                 
43  Languages Other Than English K-6 Generic Syllabus Framework; 24 
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Yuwaalaraay expressions.  The class was also developing pronunciation and 
intonation skills by singing, reciting and repeating words in context. 
 
A Year 4 class was involved in a lesson that covered aspects of vocabulary 
development; word structure; the use and influence of inflexions in the language; and 
syntax and grammar.  These students were clearly engaged in learning about the 
existence of rules in language and were identifying and comparing connections 
between Yuwaalaraay and English.  They were, in other words, achieving Syllabus 
Outcome 2.MLC.1 by exploring relationships between languages. 
 
 

 
ALW Karen Flick teaching grammatical  

concepts to the Year 4 class at St Joseph’s 
 
 
The Year 6 class was observed preparing a speech in Yuwaalaraay to be used at the 
school’s NAIDOC Day celebrations.   The students and their teacher briefly discussed 
the purpose, context and audience in which the speech would be delivered before 
using a model of a previous speech to construct their own.  In developing this speech 
there was considerable teacher-pupil discussion on rules of grammar and syntax.  The 
short speech that was developed consisted of a sequence of short sentences each 
containing one or two main points.  By preparing a written text in Yuwaalaraay in this 
way the class was clearly meeting Syllabus Outcome 3.UL.4 --- writing texts to 
present key points of information in Aboriginal languages. 
 
Surprisingly the ALWs who delivered these excellent lessons appeared unnecessarily 
apprehensive about the extent to which they were achieving the outcomes specified in 
the Syllabus.  This uncertainty may in turn affect the perceptions others have that their 
programs are less structured than they in fact are.  This suggests that more 
professional development and/or in-school support may be required to enable them to 
evaluate both their lessons and their programs more positively. 
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Learning about language through the study of Yuwaalaraay 
Some parents also may need reassurance about the extent to which the current 
program at St Joseph’s is already achieving Syllabus specified outcomes relating to 
learning about language.  This is particularly so for those parents who continue to 
have doubts about the relevance of learning Yuwaalaraay and/or fail to appreciate that 
the Syllabus focuses on much more than simply advancing the students’ knowledge of 
any particular language. 
 
There is no doubt that all the language classes observed at St Joseph’s would 
contribute to the intellectual enrichment of any student.  Rather than simply learning 
Yuwaalaraay the students were developing grammatical awareness and metalinguistic 
skills that would enhance their ability to recognize and describe features of any 
language, including English.  The lessons were focusing the students’ attention on 
linguistic systems and patterns and, by encouraging the students to move between 
these, were undoubtedly fostering their mental dexterity and general cognitive 
development.  
 
Contemporary research suggests a clear link between the learning of any second 
language and improved literacy skills and this holds true for both background 
speakers and second language learners.44  Indeed it is quite possible that there is a link 
between the outcomes being achieved through the language program and the school’s 
achievement of a prestigious National Literacy and Numeracy Week Excellence 
Award in 2004. 
 
Team teaching and the integration of Yuwaalaraay into other KLAs 
The structured and sequential nature of the program at St Josephs and the extent to 
which it is addressing the Syllabus outcomes are remarkable achievements.  However, 
some consideration needs to be given to assist the more effective integration of 
Yuwaalaraay across the curriculum and to facilitate more effective team teaching by 
ALWs and classroom teachers. 
 
The Board of Studies recommends a variety of approaches to the teaching of 
languages and emphasises the potential benefits of team teaching.  At St Joseph’s, 
however, the ALW’s currently appear to be principally, if not exclusively, responsible 
for preparing and delivering all lessons.  The presence of the classroom teacher in the 
K-5 classes provides the opportunity for some team teaching to take place but this is 
not developed to its full potential.  In Year 6, where Yuwaalaraay is still taught as an 
elective, the students are withdrawn from class and taught by the ALW alone.   
 
The Board also encourages teachers to utilise opportunities to make connections 
across the curriculum where practicable and the staff at St Joseph’s are encouraged to 
integrate Yuwaalaraay into their teaching of other Key Learning Areas (KLAs) but 
this too requires both experience and time to be developed more fruitfully. 
 
Some staff report that integrating language is no more difficult than integrating 
gender, multicultural or IT perspectives across the curriculum and relatively easy in 
such areas as Visual Arts, Music, Drama, and Writing.  The teachers’ approach is 
evident in their encouraging the use of Yuwaalaraay vocabulary to add interest to 

                                                 
44  Aboriginal Languages K-10 Syllabus; 9-10 
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written work; incorporating words and phrases into song lyrics; or using Yuwaalaraay 
in labelling art work and classroom resources.    
 
Admirable though these efforts are, it is unlikely that the full potential of integration is 
either recognised or achieved through an approach that focuses mainly on applying 
language content to classroom resources and teaching materials.  More meaningful 
integration would be possible if the focus was fixed more on the development of 
programming links between the Language curriculum and the curriculum of other 
KLAS.  An obvious area where this might be done is with the Human Society and Its 
Environment (HSIE) Syllabus where all of the Cultures Outcomes  from Early Stage 1 
to Stage 3 can quite obviously be met through the teaching of the local language.  
 
There is potential for integration in many other areas too.  In IT, for instance, it is 
possible that more could be done, not just in the word processing of the speeches and 
other pieces of Yuwaalaraay writing prepared by the students but also in developing 
links with other communities and schools in the state where local language courses 
are being taught. 
 
However, most of the teaching staff at St Joseph’s are in the early stages of their 
careers and the added demands of teaching and working in the cross cultural context 
of Walgett are also new to them.  Consequently, the day to day demands they face 
allow them little time to develop a broad overview of the curriculum links between 
the Language curriculum and other  KLAs and it remains a challenge to develop 
strategies to overcome this problem. 
 
Lack of knowledge of the language and the relative inexperience of the staff also 
inhibit the development of more effective approaches to the team teaching of 
language.  The teachers have only very limited knowledge of Yuwaalaraay and the 
ALWs appear generally quite competent in classroom management.  It is therefore 
quite understandable that teachers, while maintaining a general supervisory role,  
sometimes become desk-bound and, rather than becoming involved in the language 
lesson, use the opportunity to catch up on corrections or to prepare for their own 
lessons.    
 
Opportunities for team teaching and more intensive integration of language into other 
KLAs are also limited by the ALWs’ lack of confidence in curriculum planning and 
programming to which reference has already been made.  The ALWs themselves are 
aware that their lack of familiarity with the curriculum content of other KLAs inhibits 
more effective integration of language across the curriculum and recognise that they 
need support in this area.45 
 
One possible strategy is the establishment of a Language Teaching Team at St. 
Joseph’s that would include a senior teacher, the two ALWs, two classroom teachers, 
elders from the community and, if possible, a visiting consulting linguist such as 
Brother Giacon. 
 
The Language Teaching Team would ideally meet twice a term and provide assistance 
to all classroom teachers and ALWs  relating to pedagogy, approaches to team 

                                                 
45  Interview with John Brown and Karen Flick, Walgett, 29/05/05 



 44

teaching, integration across the curriculum, programming and documentation and 
resource development. 
 
 
Recommendation 12:That a Language Teaching Team be established at St. 

Joseph’s with the task of assisting all teachers and ALWs at 
the school with approaches to pedagogy, team teaching, 
integration of language across the curriculum, 
programming and documentation and resource 
development. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Language as an extra curricula activity 
A chapter on the language program at St Joseph’s would be incomplete if it did not 
also note the extent to which the local language is incorporated into the whole life of 
the school and also provides the school with opportunities to promote itself and 
engage with the community outside the school. 
 
Striking examples of this occur regularly at school assemblies when the entire student 
body enthusiastically sings the national anthem in English followed in Yuwaalaraay 
by Ngarranmal ( The Flag) composed by John Brown and others at the school46 or  
Ngaya Australian (I Am Australian47) 
 
 

                                                 
6 Lyrics by John Brown, in Yuwaalaraay Language Program, Yugal: Gamilaraay & 

Yuwaalaraay Songs, Coolabah Publishing, Tamworth, NSW, 2003; 27 
47  Words and Music: © Woodley & Newton, Warner Chappell Music, in Yugal: Gamilaraay & 

Yuwaalaraay Songs: 26 
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Ngarranmal --- The Flag 
Yuwaalaraay 

 
English 

 
Ngarranmal bindamay 
Ngarranmal bindamay 

  
 Giirr buluuy yulay 
 Giirr buluuy yulay 
 
 Gidjirrgidjirr yayaay 
 Gidjirrgidjirr yayaay 
 
 Guwaymbarra dhaymaarr 
 Guwaymbarra dhaymaarr 
 
 Giirr gayaa ngiyani 
 Ngarranmal bindamay 

 [We] raised the flag 
 [We] raised the flag 
 
 Black is the skin 
 Black is the skin 
 
 Yellow the sun 
 Yellow the sun 
 
     Red is the earth 
 Red is the earth 
 
 We are proud 
 [We] raised the flag 

 
 
 

 
Students at St Joseph’s prepare to lead the Assembly in singing  

the National Anthem and the Yuwaalaraay song, The Flag 
 
 

It is typical of the carefully planned and well measured approach the school has 
adopted in implementing its language program that this song was only introduced at 
assemblies after considerable classroom practice to ensure that the students were 
comfortable and confident in singing it in Yuwaalaraay.     
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Ngaya Australian 
I Am Australian 

Yuwaalaraay 
 

English 

Giirr ngiyani milan,  
giirr ngiyani burrulaa 
Giirr dhurray ganu dhaymaarri 
Giirr ngiyaniluu, bambanha bawili: 
Ngaya 
Nginda 
Ngiyani Australian 

We are one, 
but we are many 
And from all the lands on earth we come  
We share a dream and sing with one voice 
I am 
You are 
We are Australian 

 
Local Aboriginal people admit to feelings of intense pride when hearing these songs 
sung in their own language.  Most others including, as noted elsewhere in this report, 
non Aboriginal parents opposed to the adoption of Yuwaalaraay as the school’s 
LOTE, also experience a positive emotional response at what is a remarkable 
demonstration of both the community’s desire for reconciliation and its achievement 
in reclaiming a language believed lost.  
 
The impact of this is also recognised in the wider community and for several years 
groups from the school have been invited to perform at many public functions in the 
town and, increasingly, further afield. 
 
In Walgett itself the school has performed for the local council, at reconciliation 
forums and the Reconciliation Ball, at the NAIDOC Day celebrations of the other 
schools, at Harmony Day celebrations and at the opening of the New Dangar Bridge.  
Its performances in the region include the dedication ceremony for the Myall Creek 
Massacre Memorial and book launches in Tamworth.  The school also performed at 
the Sydney Olympics in welcoming ceremonies for the teams from Morocco, New 
Zealand and Gambia. 
 
The implementation of a local language program at any school in Walgett was never 
going to be easy as the lack of human and material resources in the town were always 
likely to reinforce the innate social conservatism of a community resistant to change. 
 
The fact that the program was implemented at all and is currently operating as well as 
it is, must in the first place be attributed to the hard work and dedication of those 
individuals at the school who have worked in the program over the past decade.  As a 
result of their effort the language program has been so effectively incorporated into 
the school’s academic and extra-curricula programs that it is now what gives the 
school its unique identity. 
 
Credit, for the implementation of the program must also be given to those in the 
community who ultimately supported and accepted an initiative that may at first have 
appeared strange and daunting.  In particular the support of the CSO in Armidale 
should also be acknowledged as without that support it is likely that the program 
would long ago have withered and died for lack of nourishment. 
 
The rewards of this effort and support are beginning to emerge in academic, social 
and cultural outcomes of the program which are examined in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 4 
OUTCOMES 

a rich and varied harvest 
 

 
There are already significant indicators that the local language program at St Joseph’s 
is achieving positive academic, socio-cultural and resource outcomes. 
 
These outcomes should not be exaggerated for the program is still in its early stages 
and the verification of precise outcomes is considerably more difficult than 
administrators, syllabus writers, parents and particularly politicians sometimes 
suggest.  These difficulties are more pronounced when there is an expectation of 
immediate indicators of success for the seeds sown in any classroom may require 
considerable time to germinate and take root. 
 
However, nor should the evidence of early positive outcomes from the St Joseph’s 
program be ignored for it already suggests remarkable achievements that have 
benefited both the school and the community. 
 
It is essential that outcomes be carefully monitored and documented and this report 
should be regarded as only the beginning of this process.  Those sections of the 
community who remain antagonistic or ambivalent to the language program are more 
likely to be reassured if made aware of its positive outcomes and confident that any 
potentially negative outcomes will be addressed. 
 
 
Academic outcomes 
The parents at Walgett are more supportive of the program and, in particular, more 
aware of its positive academic influences than some might expect.  Indeed, more than 
twice as many parents believe that the study of Yuwaalaraay will have at least some 
positive influence on their children’s academic performance than those who believe it 
will have a negative influence. 
 
Table 1.5 reveals that over 42% of all parents believe that the study of Yuwaalaraay 
would definitely improve their children’s academic performance with another 15.6% 
believing that it would possibly improve their academic performance a little.  In 
contrast only 8.9% were convinced that the study of Yuwaalaraay would not 
contribute to an improvement in their children’s academic performance with another 
13.3% suggesting that it would probably not contribute to improved academic 
performance.   
 
Aboriginal parents responded more positively than non Aboriginal parents.  Among 
the latter 45% anticipated possible positive academic outcomes (compared to 68% of 
Aboriginal parents) while 40% saw possible negative outcomes.  The responses of all 
parents were more or less duplicated when asked whether they thought the study of 
Yuwaalaraay would detract from their children’s academic development.48 
 

                                                 
48  See Table 1.6, Appendix 1 
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TABLE 1.5 
Parental Assessment of the Potential of 

Yuwaalaraay to Positively Influence Academic Performance 
 
Question: In your view is the teaching of Yuwaalaraay likely to improve the 

academic performance of students at the school? 
 

 Non Aboriginal 
Parents 

Aboriginal 
Parents 

All 
Parents 

DEFINITELY 
IMPROVE 
ACADEMIC 
PERFORMANCE 

 
 

35.0% 

 
 

48.0% 

 
 

42.2% 

POSSIBLY  
IMPROVE  
PERFORMANCE 
A LITTLE 

 
 

10.0% 

 
 

20.0% 

 
 

15.6% 

 
DON’T 
KNOW 
 

 
 

15.0% 

 
 

24.0% 

 
 

20.0% 

PROBABLY 
WILL NOT 
IIMPROVE 
PERFORMANCE 

 
 

20.0% 

 
 

 8.0% 

 
 

13.3% 

CERTAINLY 
WILL NOT 
IMPROVE 
ACADEMIC 
PERFORMANCE 

 
 
 

20.0% 

 
 
 
- 

 
 
 

 8.9% 

 
 
The views of the majority of parents who saw positive academic outcomes flowing 
from the teaching of Yuwaalaraay are confirmed when the program is evaluated 
against criteria stipulated by the NSW Board of Studies in its K-10 Syllabus in 
Aboriginal Languages. 
 
The Syllabus first establishes three broad objectives for Aboriginal language 
programs.  These programs should develop students’ skills in: 
  

1. Using Language (including Listening and Responding; Reading and 
Responding; Speaking; and Writing); 

2. Making Linguistic Connections; and 
3. Moving Between Cultures. 

 
The following table, reproduced from the Syllabus49, details the specific outcomes 
that should be developed under each of these objectives at each of the three stages of 
primary school education: 

                                                 
49  NSW Board of Studies, K-10 Syllabus in Aboriginal Languages, Sydney , 16-17 
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Early Stage 1 / Stage 1 (Kindergarten to Year 2) 
Objectives Outcomes  
Using Language  A student: 

Listening and Responding 1.UL.1 Recognises and responds to words, phrases and simple 
sentences in Aboriginal languages 

Reading and Responding 1.UL.2 identifies and responds to features of written Aboriginal 
languages 

Speaking 1.UL.3 uses known words in Aboriginal languages to interact in 
everyday activities 

Writing 1.UL.4 demonstrates developing writing skills by recognising and 
copying Aboriginal languages 

Making Linguistic 
Connections 

1.MLC.1
1.MLC.2 

recognises the diversity of language systems 
explores ways in which meaning is conveyed in Aboriginal 
languages 

1.MBC.1 demonstrates awareness of cultural diversity Moving Between Cultures 
1.MBC.2 identifies cultural practices in Aboriginal communities and 

relates these to personal experiences. 
 
Stage 2 (Years 3 and 4) 

Objectives Outcomes  
Using Language  A student: 

Listening and Responding 2.UL.1 recognises and responds to texts in Aboriginal languages in 
familiar contexts 

Reading and Responding 2.UL.2 identifies and responds to key words, phrases and simple 
sentences in context in written Aboriginal languages 

Speaking 2.UL.3 uses familiar language to share information in Aboriginal 
languages 

Writing 2.UL.4 uses models to write text to convey personal information and 
ideas in Aboriginal languages 

Making Linguistic 
Connections 

2.MLC.1 
2.MLC.2 

explores relationships between languages 
identifies ways in which meaning is conveyed by the sounds 
and symbols of Aboriginal languages 

2.MBC.1 recognises the link between culture and a sense of identity Moving Between Cultures 
2.MBC.2 recognises connections between Aboriginal culture, language, 

land and a sense of identity. 
 
Stage 3 (Years 5 and 6) 

Objectives Outcomes  
Using Language  A student: 

Listening and Responding 3.UL.1 organises and responds to key ideas from spoken texts in 
familiar contexts 

Reading and Responding 3.UL.2 organises and responds to key ideas from written texts in 
familiar contexts 

Speaking 3.UL.3 interacts with others by sharing key points of information in 
Aboriginal languages 

Writing 3.UL.4 writes texts to present key points of information in Aboriginal 
languages 

Making Linguistic 
Connections 

3.MLC.1
3.MLC.2 

recognises the importance of context in language use 
identifies patterns and features of Aboriginal languages by 
making comparisons across languages 

3.MBC.1 demonstrates awareness of cross-cultural influences on 
language and culture 

Moving Between Cultures 

3.MBC.2 demonstrates understanding of significant cultural values and 
practices in Aboriginal communities. 
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As already noted in the previous chapter, observation of language lessons in Stage 1 – 
Stage 3 classes at the school, suggest that all the specified outcomes are being 
achieved by some students and that almost all students appear to be achieving some of 
the specified outcomes.50  These observations were also confirmed by responses to the 
parents’ survey and by anecdotal reports. 
 
Thus, the achievement of Outcomes 1.UL.3, 2.UL.3 and 3.UL.3 all of which relate to 
the use in everyday speech of the Aboriginal language being studied was confirmed 
by the observations of the large majority of parents who returned the parent survey.  
Over 75% of all parents, including 60% of non Aboriginal parents, reported their 
children using Yuwaalaraay outside school on some occasions.  (Table 1.8) 
 
 

TABLE 1.8 
Parental Reported Incidence of  

Students Using Yuwaalaraay Outside School 
 

Question: Have you noticed your child/children using 
      Yuwaalaraay at home or elsewhere outside the 
       school? 

 
 
 

Non 
Aboriginal 
 

 
Aboriginal  
 

 
Total 

Using 
Yuwaalaraay 
 

 
60.0% 

 
88.0% 

 
75.6% 

Not Using 
Yuwaalaraay 

 
40.0% 

 
12.0% 

 
24.4% 

Don’t 
Know 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 
 
One delighted Aboriginal parent commented that her daughter was speaking 
Yuwaalaraay all the time.  Another reported that her child spoke the lingo to relatives 
who love it because they weren’t given the opportunity when they were in school. 

The respected elder Ted Fields observed that it is now common for young people to 
address him in the street with Yuwaalaraay greetings --- Yaama dhaadhaa  (Hello 
grandfather) or  Yaama garruu (Hello uncle).  The increasing incidental use of 
Yuwaalaraay by young people in the town and at the school was also commented on 
by the ALW, John Brown.  He reported that not only are single word greetings like 
yaama  (hello) and baayandhu (see you later) now in common use, but also more 
complex expressions like Yanaaya Baayaamii biyaay (Go with God / the Spirit).51 

                                                 
50  See Chapter 3, pages 29-30 
51  Interviews with Ted Fields and John Brown  St. Joseph’s Walgett, 30-31/05/05 
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Not everyone is as enthusiastic about the extent to which the language is being used. 
For some, however, expectations may be too high.  One non Aboriginal parent, for 
instance, made the disparaging comment that her children were only using single 
words but, as her children were only in Years 1, 3 and 4, she may be expecting too 
much of them and the school at this stage.  It is certainly extremely doubtful that the 
high rate of actual usage reported by parents and others would be achieved were 
French, German, Indonesian or any other language installed as the school’s LOTE. 
 
Besides actually using the language there is also evidence that the higher level 
outcomes of writing the language and using formal texts in speech (listed among the 
Stage 3, Using Language outcomes), are also being achieved.  These skills are 
frequently demonstrated at school assemblies and on other formal occasions outside 
the school when senior students, who have been studying the language much longer 
than others, now regularly make formal addresses in Yuwaalaraay. 
 
Observations of language lessons also confirmed that students were achieving 
outcomes in terms of Making Linguistic Connections.  Indeed some parents of 
students in the Year 4 class might be pleasantly surprised at the extent to which the 
ALW was familiarising their children with traditional rules of syntax, word structure 
and word formation as well as with grammatical terms: sadly concepts and rules with 
which many undergraduate students at university are now not familiar. 
 
Anecdotal evidence supporting the students’ achievement of outcomes in making 
Linguistic Connections was also provided by Brother Wright’s recall of a 
conversation overheard while driving a group to a football match.52  Noting several 
mobs of kangaroos along the way, both the Aboriginal and non Aboriginal students 
incidentally demonstrated that they were capable of making linguistic connections 
when, by engaging in a vigorous debate on the grammatical differences between 
English and Yuwaalaraay in reporting the numbers, they were effectively identifying 
patterns and features of Aboriginal languages and making comparisons across 
languages. (Syllabus Outcome 3.MLC.2 )  
 
There is also evidence that students are achieving some of the outcomes listed under 
Moving Between Cultures.  In the upper primary several Aboriginal students were 
quite specific in stating that what they liked most about learning Yuwaalaraay was 
that it was helping them learn about their own culture and that it made them proud of 
their Aboriginality, a good indication that they were meeting outcomes 2.MBC.2 and 
3.MBC.2. 
 
A few non Aboriginal parents also acknowledged that the teaching of Yuwaalaraay 
was contributing to cultural awareness and understanding though generally they 
thought this was more important for the Aboriginal students than for their own 
children.  One explained in her response to the survey that as our children are not 
indigenous I don’t see that socially they would use the local language.  But I can 
certainly see that the indigenous children would benefit. 
 
There are also some indicators that the language program at St Joseph’s is achieving 
academic outcomes for its students other than those specified in the language syllabus. 

                                                 
52  Interview with Brother Wright, St. Joseph’s Walgett, 29/05/05 



 52

Indeed, it is quite probable that the skills gained by all students though studying 
Yuwaalaraay have been transferred to their study of English.  It is certainly possible, 
if not indeed probable, that transferred skills were a factor contributing to the 
improvement in literacy and numeracy that was recognised when the school was 
awarded the Commonwealth Government’s prestigious National Literacy and 
Numeracy Week Award for New South Wales in 2004. 
 
 

 
A happy and inclusive school --- students at a St. Joseph’s  

Assembly lead the school in singing the 8 times tables. 
 
 
Even more certain is the probability that the school’s local language program is 
contributing to an improvement in the overall participation and attendance rates of 
Aboriginal students at the school. 
 
Indications of an improvement in the participation rate is most easily demonstrated by 
the fact that, since the introduction of Yuwaalaraay at the school, the Aboriginal 
enrolment has increased by more than 200% from 30 to 100 students.  Aboriginal 
parents are overwhelmingly positive about the language program and attracted by it. 
They occasionally sit in on classes and visits to the school by Aboriginal people are 
now a daily occurrence. 
 
Evidence of the language program contributing to improved attendance rates was 
provided by some children actually indicating that they come to school to learn the 
language.  Their enthusiasm for it was also evident in their responses to the Students’ 
Survey.  When asked “do you like learning Yuwaalaraay at school?” over 80% 
reported that they thought it was either OK, or pretty good, or that they loved it.53  
This represents a particularly positive response from students who collectively have 
been notoriously difficult to engage in education in Walgett.  
 

                                                 
53  See Table 2.3, Appendix 2 
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Further evidence that the teaching of Yuwaalaraay has contributed to improved 
attendance of Aboriginal students comes from the response of almost 40% of them 
that there was nothing about the study of Yuwaalaraay that they disliked.  This too is 
remarkable given that the study of any foreign language is demanding and requires a 
rigorous approach to learning.  Indeed, it would have been more understandable if 
more Aboriginal students had responded as negatively as the one who wrote:  
 
 

I hate learning Yuwaalaraay because it’s very hard to learn and  
you practise every day.   I hate it very much.     

 
 
That this view was very much a minority one, suggests the effectiveness of the 
student-centred and experiential approaches to teaching the language that have been 
adopted by the ALWs at St Joseph’s. 
 
Singing activities have proved particularly popular with 56.6% of all students rating it 
as their favourite feature of the classes in Yuwaalaraay.  This included 70% of non 
Aboriginal students and 48.5% of Aboriginal students. 
 
It is surprising to note that the Aboriginal students were relatively less engaged by the 
singing activities than were the non Aboriginal students.  However, this is a result of 
their being relatively more interested in learning new vocabulary than were their non 
Aboriginal classmates.  33.3% of the Aboriginal students listed learning new 
vocabulary as the feature of the language classes that they most liked compared to 
only 15% of the non Aboriginal students. 
 
This is yet another indication of the genuine enthusiasm that the Aboriginal students 
have for learning the language. 
 
Tables 2.5 and 2.6 summarise what the students at the school most like and least like 
about learning Yuwaalaraay. 
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TABLE 2.5 
Favourite Features of Learning Yuwaalaraay 

reported as a % of students in Years 3-6 
Question:  What do you like most about learning Yuwaalaraay? 

 
 Non 

Aboriginal
Students 

 
Aboriginal 
Students 

 
All 

Students 
 

Singing 
 

70.0% 
 

48.5% 
 

56.6% 
 

Games 
 

25.0% 
 

 9.1% 
 

15.1% 
 

Artwork 
 

10.0% 
 

  3.0% 
 

 5.7% 
Learning New 

Vocabulary 
 

15.0% 
 

33.3% 
 

42.4% 
 

It’s fun to use 
 

15.0% 
 

 9.1% 
 

11.3% 
Learning 

about culture 
 
- 

 
15.1% 

 
 9.4% 

 
Everything 

 
- 

 
 6.1% 

 
 3.8% 

   
 

TABLE 2.6 
Most Disliked Features of Learning Yuwaalaraay 

reported as a % of students in Years 3-6 
Question:  What do you like least about learning Yuwaalaraay? 

 
 Non 

Aboriginal
Students 

 
Aboriginal
Students 

 
All 

Students 
 

Spelling 
 

 5.0% 
 
- 

 
 1.9% 

 
Pronunciation 

 
10.0% 

 
- 

 
 3.8% 

Learning New 
Vocabulary 

 
45.0% 

 
24.2% 

 
32.1% 

Drama, Singing & 
Public Speaking 

 
20.0% 

 
12.1% 

 
15.1% 

Written 
Work 

 
25.0% 

 
- 

 
  9.4% 

Traditional 
Culture 

 
 5.0% 

 
- 

 
  1.9% 

 
Nothing 

 
- 

 
39.4% 

 
24.5% 

 
Note:  The survey questions were open and some students reported more than 

one most liked feature or more than one least liked feature. 
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Socio-cultural outcomes 
Improved self esteem of students 
The improved self esteem of Aboriginal children who have studied Yuwaalaraay is 
another verifiable outcome that can be attributed to the program. 
 
A principal rationale for the introduction of Yuwaalaraay as the school’s LOTE in 
2003 was its perceived potential to raise the low levels of self esteem previously 
observed in the Aboriginal students there.  This was evident in their being frequently 
ill at ease and embarrassed when asked to use the language or take part in cultural 
performances before their peers at the school.  Even when there was appreciative 
applause after they had been cajoled into a performance, the Aboriginal students 
would typically react by shuffling uncomfortably with heads down and mutterings of 
shame. 
 
In the past few years this reaction has changed dramatically.  The Aboriginal students 
(and non Aboriginal students) now compete with each other to perform, applause is 
obviously appreciated, and heads are invariably held high during and after 
performances. 
 
This new-found confidence is attributed to the new status of Yuwaalaraay in the 
school.  No longer an optional filler, a subject for Aboriginal students only, it is now 
seen as of real value since all students are required to study it.  The fact that some 
Aboriginal students have the advantage of a little background knowledge that enables 
them to excel at it, is a further boost to their confidence and self esteem. 
 
The overwhelming majority of Aboriginal parents were appreciative of the impact the 
teaching of Yuwaalaraay was having on their children’s self esteem and made 
numerous comments to this effect: 
 
 
 It has made her more proud to be an Aboriginal person.  She is 
 very proud to know her language and culture. 
 
 . . . . it’s a wonderful opportunity for my children.  It will help them 
  to find themselves and be proud of who they are. 
 
 The program gives them the opportunity to be proud of themselves 
 as Aboriginal people. 
 
  (They are) very proud to speak Yuwaalaraay. 
 
 
Overall 88% of Aboriginal parents reported that their children took pride in learning 
the language (Table 1.9). 
 
Of even more interest, however, is the fact that a significant majority of non 
Aboriginal parents (70%) also reported that their children too took pride in their 
achievement in learning Yuwaalaraay. 
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TABLE 1.9 
Parental Reported Incidence of  

Student Pride in Knowledge of Yuwaalaraay 
 

Question:  Do you think your child/children takes pride in 
                   knowing some of the local indigenous language? 

 
 Non 

Aboriginal 
 

 
Aboriginal 

 

 
Total 

 
Expressing 

Pride 

 
70.0% 

 
88.0% 

 
80.0% 

Not 
Expressing  

Pride 

 
25.0% 

 
 8.0% 

 
15.6% 

 
Don’t 
Know 

 
 5.0% 

 
 4.0% 

 
 4.4% 

 
 
The language program is thus enhancing both pride in culture and respect for it, a 
socio-cultural outcome that benefits both the school and the wider community. 
 
There are many anecdotal reports that the school itself has become more socially 
cohesive and that the language program is breaking down barriers that previously 
existed, even though the students themselves may not have been conscious of them. 
One Aboriginal parent believed the teaching of Yuwaalaraay provided stepping stones 
to reconciliation54.  A non Aboriginal parent also sensed the relationship between the 
language program and developing harmony in the school when she noted that it was 
delightful to see all of St Joseph’s children singing together at School Assemblies (in 
Yuwaalaraay). 
 
The ALWs have also observed changes in the school that they attribute to the 
language program.  Even though they don’t know it, it’s crossing cultures explained 
John Brown.  Non Aboriginal children are gaining an understanding of cultural 
difference simply by learning that English is not the only language . . . . There was a 
language here before the white man came.  The ALWs also report that Aboriginal 
children are now officiating at school assemblies on a 50:50 basis with the non 
Aboriginal children. 
 
As well, there appears to be more cross-cultural interaction with more Aboriginal 
children now being invited to birthday parties and sleepovers than previously.  
Increasing numbers of non Aboriginal parents are demonstrating an interest in the 
language program and more are assisting with cultural performances at events like the 
annual Croc Eisteddfod Moree.55   
 

                                                 
54  Tanya Morgan, personal communication, Walgett, 29/05/05 
55  Interview with ALWs, 29/05/05 
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Equally striking are the cultural outcomes manifesting themselves outside the school, 
particularly in the Aboriginal homes of Walgett.  Many of the comments made by 
Aboriginal parents suggest that the language program at St Joseph’s is having a 
dramatic and tangible in reducing the sense of cultural marginalisation that they have 
previously felt. 
 
“It’s great.  Culture is on its way back!!!!” exclaimed one.  Another was equally 
enthusiastic claiming that the language program made her feel very proud to be 
Aboriginal and see the language back on track.  And many others made similar 
comments of delight and appreciation: 
 
 I am very pleased the language is being taught because I wasn’t  

able to be taught when I was at school 
 

I am quite proud of my children learning their cultural heritage 
and local Aboriginal language.  I just wish it was around when 
I was young.  It gives me such a great sense of pride knowing 
that my children have that opportunity. 
 
She likes to talk the lingo to relatives, and they love it because they 
weren’t given the opportunity when they were at school. 

 
I am proud of the fact that I am a parent of a school that has  
incorporated the local indigenous Language into the school 
curriculum as well as the fact that my child does it.  I am sure  
that my child will have long term benefits from this. 

 
It is difficult not to recognise in these comments the community’s sense of excitement 
at the potential of the language program.  There is a recognition by the adult members 
of the community that this is an opportunity that they were denied and appreciation 
that the program is an acknowledgement that their culture is of value and worth 
studying. 
 
What also excites these parents is a latent realisation that learning the language is 
providing their children with the opportunity to assume active leadership roles in a 
community in danger of becoming chronically depressed.  Thus most are confident 
that the learning the language will improve their children’s education and they are 
pleased to observe their children actually being excited by learning the language. They 
are also delighted by the power of the language, at least one parent a little awed by the 
fact that the children teach me the language at home.  
 
A final socio-cultural outcome from the language program at St Joseph’s has been the 
enculturation of the liturgies of the Mass and other sacraments at the Catholic Church 
in Walgett. 
 
In keeping with Vatican Council guidelines elements of the local culture and language 
have been incorporated into the celebration of Aboriginal Baptisms and funerals, the 
reciting of the Lord’s Prayer in Yuwaalaraay being a striking element of these 
ceremonies.  There has been an increase in the numbers of Aboriginal people 
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attending the church, a development that the parish priest believes is related to the 
incorporation of language into the liturgy. 
 
The language program and the liturgy are all one, he commented, the two cannot be 
separated.  He also suggested that the Aboriginal people now know that this is not a 
white man’s religion --- it’s everyone’s religion.56  
 
 
Resource outcomes 
Outcomes for the regional and state communities 
It is not an exaggeration to suggest that there are human and material outcomes from 
the program that extend beyond the school and the Walgett community to benefit the 
region and the state. 
 
The CSO itself is benefiting from a program that is adding to the asset pool of the 
school and the Diocese by enhancing the pedagogical and other professional skills of 
both the ALWs and teachers involved in it.  The experience they gain through their 
involvement in the language program will inevitably enhance their teaching skills and 
make them even more valuable to the CSO or other employers for whom they may 
work in the future.  
 
These enhanced skills include improved understanding and awareness of: 
 

 Strategies for team teaching;  
 working with other Aboriginal community members; 
 the benefits of incorporating  local content into curriculum; 
 the benefits of integrating curriculum across KLAs; 
 the importance of sensitivity to language differences; and 
 strategies for cross cultural communication 

 
More easily documented are the material resources that have been developed through 
the program and which now constitute a very real form of social capital of benefit to 
the region, state and nation as well as to the small community from which they 
originated.  These resources include: 
 

1. The Gamilaraay,  Yuwaalaraay, Yuwaalayaay Dictionary57, a comprehensive 
work with translations to English for each of the 3 languages; 

2. Yugal, Gamilaraay & Yuwaalaraay Songs58, a collection of songs with the 
lyrics in the two local languages and English and an accompanying CD; 

3. An introductory reader, We Are Speaking Gamilaraay & Yuwaalaraay59 and 
accompanying CD; 

4. Yaama Maliyaa – Yuwaalaraay/Gamilaraay: an Aboriginal Languages 
Textbook60 written by John Giacon and Marianne Betts for the Year 7 program 
at Walgett High School; 

                                                 
56  Interview with Father PJ and Sister Mary Ellen, Catholic Presbytery, Walgett, 31/05/05 
57  Compiled and edited by Anna Ash, John Giacon and Amanda Lissarrague, IAD Press, Alice 

Springs (2003). 
58  Coolabah Publishing, Tamworth (2003) 
59  Compiled by the Yuwaalaraay and Gamilaraay Language Program, Coolabah Publishing, 

Tamworth (2002) 
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5. Another textbook, Yuwaalayaay: the Language of the Narran River61 recorded 
by Ian Sim and edited by John Giacon ; 

6. A  Yuwaalaraay / Gamilaraay Wordlist62  edited by John Giacon; and 
7. Two undergraduate language courses, GY101 and GY102, developed by 

Giacon and John Hobson, a linguist at Sydney University’s Koori Centre, and 
now available to students attending that university.  

 
 
Conclusion 
The outcomes discussed in this chapter represent more than mere words on paper or 
resources that might prove useful in classrooms in Walgett and elsewhere.     
 
Much more than this, for they are in fact indicators of the revival of a language that 
had been all but lost and it is this that is the most striking of all the outcomes of the 
program. 
 
The significance of language revival programs in rebuilding and maintaining the sense 
of cultural identity of Aboriginal communities and the self esteem of individuals was 
recognised by both the 1991 Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 
and the 1996 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission Inquiry into the 
removal of Aboriginal children. 
 
In recognising the importance of language and cultural revival as strategies for 
addressing the issues they had investigated, these reports raised some of the most 
significant human rights and social justice challenges ever to face Australian society. 
For the most part, however, their recommendations have been ignored. 
 
The essential achievement of the language program at St Joseph’s is that it 
demonstrates that even the smallest schools and communities, when they work 
together with good will, can address such challenges constructively and productively. 

                                                                                                                                            
60  Published by the Yuwaalaraay-Gamilaraay Language Program and Walgett High School 

 (1999) 
61  Published privately by John Giacon, Walgett (1998) 
62  Published by Yuwaalaraay-Gamilaraay Language Program and Walgett High School (1998)  
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Chapter 5 
THE FUTURE 

Where to From Here? 
 

The long-term maintenance and expansion of the Yuwaalaraay Language Program at 
St. Joseph’s Walgett must be a priority so that the positive outcomes it is already 
achieving can be consolidated and further developed.  To achieve this requires a 
strategic approach to planning that addresses four major issues: 
 

1. The consolidation of school and community support for the existing program 
at St. Joseph’s. 

2. The development of structures that embody and empower Aboriginal 
community ownership of indigenous language in the region. 

3. The expansion of the existing St. Joseph’s program into a more broadly based, 
region-wide indigenous language program that encompasses the DET schools 
in Walgett and other Catholic and DET schools in the Gamilaraay-
Yuwaalaraay language region. 

4. The establishment of secure and ongoing funding for indigenous language 
programs in the region. 

 
The CSO and the school itself are essentially responsible for only the first of these 
priorities though even that will ideally involve ongoing cooperation between them and 
other agencies.  The other three issues, however, will certainly only be effectively 
addressed by the adoption of strategies that embrace community-wide, cross-systemic 
and inter-agency approaches to language revival and teaching.  
 
A strategically cooperative approach is essential and must be adopted in order to 
consolidate what is recognised as a world class program in indigenous language 
revitalisation and education.63  This program has developed largely from the 
commitment and dedication of individuals.  However, such commitment is finite and 
the program will be difficult to maintain on the very limited resources on which it has 
so far survived.  
 
 

 
The simple Language Centre that houses a world class program 

in language revival at St. Joseph’s Walgett 
                                                 
63  Dr Jacklin Troy, interview, 18/08/05 
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Consolidating community and school support at St Joseph’s 
Considerable Aboriginal community support for the existing program at St Joseph’s 
already exists.  Aboriginal parents at the school are overwhelmingly supportive. 
Although occasionally qualified, there is also widespread appreciation of what the 
program has already achieved throughout the rest of Walgett’s Aboriginal community. 
 
However, this support could be consolidated through the adoption of a range of 
strategies that encourage the development of community support structures rather than 
continuing to rely on individuals and personal contacts. 
 
One approach that should be considered is the appointment of a small Aboriginal local 
language advisory committee from parents and friends of the school.  This would 
establish a structure through which Aboriginal community support, and concerns, 
about the language program could be channelled. 
 
The Principal would automatically be a member of this committee.  Ideally it should 
also include a person who, like Brother Giacon, had both linguistic training and an 
ability to work with the local Aboriginal community.  Of necessity, however, this 
might have to be a deemed a de facto, consultancy position on the committee. 
 
The primary function of the committee would be to act as a reference group and 
sounding board for ALWs and language teachers at the school.  The committee would 
also report regularly to the school’s Parents & Friends group and liaise with 
community-wide Aboriginal groups like the DEG and the local AECG on matters 
relating to the language program. 
 
 
Recommendation 13: That the school establish a small Aboriginal Local 
            Language Advisory Committee from interested parents 

and friends and that the Principal and a trained linguist be 
de facto members of the committee. 

 
The continuing fears of a minority of parents about the impact of the teaching of 
Yuwaalaraay in the school need to be addressed.  To help allay these fears and 
demonstrate that the school is in fact a leader in its field and at the forefront of 
language curriculum development in Australia, the CSO should conduct a 
comparative study of the effectiveness of the LOTE programs of other schools in the 
Diocese with the current program at St Joseph’s. 
 
Recommendation 11:That the CSO (Armidale) conduct a comparative study of 

Years 4-6 students’ attitudes to the study of LOTE and the 
assistance they receive from their parents in studying 
language in five Diocesan schools where the LOTE is a 
conventional European or Asian one.    

 
The study should distinguish between Aboriginal and non 
Aboriginal students and should use Questions 4 and 5 from 
the St Joseph’s Student Survey 
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Developing strategies to ensure the continuation of sensitive and sound leadership of 
the language program is another strategy that will help consolidate it at the school 
level. 
 
The crucial role played by the Principals, Brother Ray Walker and Brother John 
Wright, in establishing and developing the language program at St Joseph’s has been 
already noted.  Without their understanding of the relationship between language and 
the identity and self esteem of the Aboriginal students it is unlikely that the program 
would have been introduced.  
 
Their willingness to consult with their school’s Aboriginal community on language 
matters has also been vital to the program’s success.  Brother Wright’s recognition of 
the potential that a language program had to improve cross cultural relations in the 
school was also a significant factor in his decision to adopt Yuwaalaraay as the 
school’s LOTE.  
 
To ensure that those who succeed them bring similar insights and understanding to the 
school it is imperative that the CSO establish specific criteria for the appointment of 
future principals and deputy principals that help establish the aspiring applicants’ 
understanding of and commitment to the school’s language program. 
 
Recommendation 6: That the CSO (Armidale) ensure that the criteria for the 

appointment of future Principals and Deputy Principals at 
St Joseph’s include a demonstrated appreciation of the 
importance of the local language program in the 
curriculum and an understanding of the rationale behind 
the development of the current LOTE program at the 
school. 

 

 
St. Joseph’s Principal, Brother John Wright, preparing for a demonstration of  

Yuwaalaraay at a School Assembly with ALW’s John Brown and Karen Flick.  
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The maintenance of a high level of support for ALWs and teachers is another strategy 
that needs to continue to be addressed to ensure the ongoing success of the program at 
St. Joseph’s. 
 
To date training has been provided in a variety of ways.  It began with John Giacon 
providing the ALWs with informal training in classroom practice in the early days of 
the program as well as his provision of some basic training in linguistics through the 
DET-sponsored TAFE courses he conducted and through the community language 
network he helped establish. 
 
The CSO through its consultants, particularly Lee Herden and Sharon Cooke, have 
also provided both ALWs and teachers with valuable staff development in 
programming and the development of language teaching resources at various times. 
Professional development has also been provided by staff from the Board of Studies 
through its pilot program in Aboriginal languages in which St Joseph’s participates. 
  
Typical of schools in isolated areas there is a high turnover of staff at St Joseph’s. 
This reinforces the need for the CSO’s ongoing commitment to professional 
development and, whenever possible, this should be supplemented by professional 
development through other sources.  Additional sources of professional development 
include the Board of Studies, universities, TAFE Colleges and accredited private 
providers. 
 
Professional development programs at the school need to be continued and 
consolidated where possible with assistance from the Board of Studies.  In particular 
the Board’s assistance may be required to facilitate, along with the CSO’s own 
consultants and the school itself, whole school approaches to language learning, the 
integration of language into all KLAs, and more effective approaches to team 
teaching. 
 
Recommendation 15: That the CSO negotiate with the Board of Studies for a 

series of school specific workshops on the integration of 
language across the curriculum and approaches to team 
teaching in language. 

 
Recommendation 9: That relevant staff from the CSO immediately begin a 

series of workshops with teachers and ALWs from the 
school so as to redevelop units of work incorporating  
language. 

 
That these workshops be designed to also assist the staff in 
developing other strategies to assist integration across 
KLAs 

 
Recommendation 12:That a Language Teaching Team be established at St. 

Joseph’s with the task of assisting all teachers and ALWs at 
the school with approaches to pedagogy, team teaching, 
integration of language across the curriculum, 
programming and documentation and resource 
development. 
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Universities should also be asked to commit to language revitalisation through the 
provision of relevant and accredited professional development programs for ALWs 
and Aboriginal language teachers at Walgett and in other areas where local language 
programs are being offered. 
 
Recommendation 2: That the CSO negotiate with universities, including the 

Australian Catholic University, for the development and 
on-site delivery of short modules focusing on developing 
skills in pedagogy, program writing and curriculum

 interpretation for ALWs and that these modules be 
accredited to the university’s Diploma and Bachelor level 
programs. 
  

Other avenues for training and professional development that should be explored 
include TAFE and appropriate private provider.  
 
The Aboriginal Education Training Directorate in TAFE is currently considering the 
provision of courses in Aboriginal languages in several rural locations including 
Wiradjuri in Dubbo, Paakantji in Menindee and Yuwaalaraay-Gamilaraay in Walgett. 
As well, the local TAFE College at Walgett is considering offering a course that 
would provide a Statement of Attainment in Delivery and Facilitation and include 
several modules from its Certificate IV in Training and Assessment. 
 
The provision of such courses would allow teachers, ALWs and interested community 
members to not only develop their knowledge and understanding of the language but 
also enhance their classroom teaching skills.  The CSO should liaise with TAFE on 
the development of these programs and encourage staff in the Catholic system to 
participate in them when they are offered. 
 
Recommendation 16:  That the CSO liaise with TAFE concerning its plans to 

   develop a local language program at Walgett TAFE and  
   that it encourage its staff to attend those courses when 
   they are developed. 

 
Accessing training and professional development in indigenous language education 
through appropriate private providers is perhaps the most problematic of the 
suggestions being made in this section of the report.  It is also potentially the most 
valuable of the suggestions being canvassed on professional development. 
 
A model for such training is available at the Muurrabay Language and Cultural Centre 
(MLCC), at Nambucca Heads which provides training in the Gumbaynggir language 
for teachers in that area of the north coast. 
 
Courses provided by the MLCC include local language courses for interested 
community members and teachers.  The MLCC is registered with both VTAB and the 
Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) so its courses are recognised as Level 
I TAFE Certificates and are accepted as appropriate qualifications for teaching the 
local language in schools. Its language program is a very effective basis for staffing 
the language program in local schools. 
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However, this potentially rewarding private provider model for professional 
development in indigenous languages can only be effectively implemented if it exists 
under the auspices of a community body which is acknowledged as responsible for the 
ownership of the local language. 
 
Developing structures that embody and empower Aboriginal community 
ownership of the language. 
Neither the school, the CSO, DET, the Board of Studies nor any other institution can 
be held responsible for establishing Aboriginal community ownership of the local 
language.  This is essentially an underlying reality that the community itself must 
accept responsibility for effectively establishing, not just in Walgett but throughout 
the Yuwaalaraay-Gamilaraay language region. 
 
However, a more structured relationship with the community and a more formal 
acknowledgement of its ownership of language is a key to the ongoing success of any 
local language program.  Steps can be taken by both the school and the CSO (and 
other bodies) to more formally acknowledge this community ownership at the local 
level.  Such steps would include: 
 
 
Recommendation 3: That St Joseph’s appoint two formal delegates to liaise with 

the local Working Party, AECG and the Dharriwaa Elders 
Group and report regularly to those bodies on 
developments in the language program at the school. 

 
 
Recommendation 4: That the Catholic Schools Office establish links that will 

allow regular liaison on issues relating to the language 
program at St Joseph’s with the Dharriwa Elder’s Group 
and the Regional AECG. 

 
 
However, effective and meaningful community ownership of the language requires 
the establishment of regional bodies similar to the MLCC on the North Coast.  Such 
an entity in the north west area of NSW might refer to itself as the Yuwaalaraay-
Gamilaraay Regional Aboriginal Language Centre (YGRALC). 
 
The MLCC is essentially a language cooperative established in response to the 
expressed desire of elders in that region for the establishment of a local language 
program.  It evolved from the language revival and teaching work of another Christian 
Brother, Steve Morelli, who himself was responding to the expressed desire of local 
elders and other interested community people for the establishment of a local 
language program.  
 
As already noted the MLCC plays a crucial role in the development and 
implementation of language programs through the language courses it provides for 
community members and teachers. 64 

                                                 
64  Paul Le Cerf cited in Anna Ash, Language: A Door to Culture, ATSIC. Coffs Harbour 
  Regional Office, April 2003; 13 
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It has been the driving force behind the introduction of local language courses at 
several schools in the area.  These include two secondary schools --- Nambucca 
Heads High where it is taught as a Board Endorsed Course to Years 11 and 12; and 
Bowraville Central where it is offered as a School Certificate subject.  Primary 
schools where the local language is taught include St Mary’s Bowraville, the Frank 
Partridge Primary School at Nambucca Heads, and Stuart’s Point Primary School.    
 
All these schools happily accept language protocols established by the MLCC and 
recognise it as the ownership body for the language.  They therefore refer all major 
matters concerning their language program to local elders through the MLCC.65      
 
In addition the MLCC is involved in several community-based language activities that 
help raise awareness of Gumbaynggirr.  These include the provision of formal courses 
in local language for community members; the development of Gumbaynggirr 
language courses and teaching materials at the Coffs Harbour Education Campus; and 
participation in programs on the local radio station and with the local Historical 
Society.66 
 
The cooperative structure of the organisation means that it operates under the 
Cooperative Act which reportedly enhances the continuity of policy and programs 
while also minimising the potentially destructive influences of factionalism that can 
bedevil community organisations.67 
 
The CSO, particularly if it adopts other recommendations in this report that are 
intended to facilitate its liaison with Aboriginal communities, is in a position to 
encourage and assist  the regional community to establish more effective structures 
that embody and empower their ownership of the language. 
 
Recommendation 14: That the CSO encourage the establishment of a  

Yuwaalaraay-Gamilaraay Regional Language Centre 
through discussions with  community organisations, 
Indigenous language lobby groups, government agencies 
and relevant Diocesan and other Church bodies. 
 
That to help inform these discussions, the CSO send its 
Consultant in Aboriginal Education and the ALWs from St 
Joseph’s on a fact finding mission to the MLCC at 
Nambucca Heads. 
 

The expansion of the St. Joseph’s program to other schools and towns in a 
continuation of language revival and revitalisation 
 
A key element of any Aboriginal local language program must be a commitment to 
language revival and revitalisation.  This commitment has been central to the program 
at St Joseph’s.  It is what has given the program its vitality and most excited the 
Aboriginal community.  
                                                 
65  Interview with Ken Walker, Garry Williams, Clarrie Hoskins and Pauline Hooler, MLCC, 

Nambucca Heads, 26/07/05 
66  Ash (2003; 14) 
67  Ibid. 
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This is also one of the most demanding aspects of the program as it means that those 
involved in it require linguistic skills as well as language teaching skills.   To date the 
linguistic skills necessary for the language revival component of the program have 
been provided, at least initially, by Brother Giacon. 
 
Should Brother Giacon leave the program then another linguistic consultant will need 
to be appointed it so that it can maintain the commitment to language revival and 
revitalisation that is essential to its success.  In the long term this commitment to 
linguistic support will be beyond the resources of the CSO and other agencies will be 
required to commit funding to this resource. 
 
Recommendation 17: That the CSO continue to employ a trained linguist as 

  a consultant in the language program at St. Joseph’s. 
 
That, upon the establishment of the proposed Yuwaalaraay 
– Gamilaraay Regional Language Centre, this position 
become a regional position and be based in that Centre.  

 
 
Clearly linguistic and other resources for language revival will only be sustained if the 
local language program has a broader base. It is therefore essential that strategies be 
developed that will encourage the expansion of the current program at St Joseph’s into 
other schools and communities in the Yuwaalaraay-Gamilaraay language area. This 
would not only be a positive response to the expressed wishes of many elders but 
would also allow the program to benefit from whatever economies of scale are 
available. 
 
Initial small steps to expanding the language program to other schools in the region 
should begin with strategies to assist its introduction into the DET schools in Walgett. 
 
Its introduction to Walgett High School would help reduce the complaints of some 
parents that there is no continuity in their children’s LOTE programs after they leave 
Primary school.  More importantly, however, the effective expansion of the language 
into the town’s other schools can only help spread the positive socio-cultural 
outcomes described in the previous chapter of this report. 
 
Recommendation 5: That, as a first step in assisting Walgett’s DET schools to 

introduce local language programs into their curriculum, St 
Joseph’s formally offer to involve teacher-supervised 
groups of 5-6 students from Kindergarten and Year 1 in 
language classes at St Joseph’s 

 
Facilitating the spread of local language programs to other schools in the region will 
require longer term strategies particularly in view of the key role in initiating such 
programs that is played by committed individuals like Brother Giacon. 
 
In the short term, however, it is essential that networking strategies continue to be 
encouraged to facilitate the spread of language program throughout the region and the 
future establishment of a YGRLC. 
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Regular regional conferences must be maintained and held twice a year.  To help 
formalise and regulate these meetings it might help if they adopt the same format as 
used at Regional Language Meetings in Central Australia where the agenda always 
balances five components: 
 

1. Sharing: Reports from  each participating community’s school and other 
programs, linguists working in the region, and others involved in relevant 
language work, such as publishing of materials. 

2. Learning Together such as learning to read and write the language(s), team 
teaching, learning to analyse children’s language, etc. 

3. Working Together to develop materials, lesson plans, programs, curriculum 
etc. that can be used right across the region. 

4. Issues and Solutions: Discussing issues and formulating solutions, including 
for instance how to write the language(s), appropriate education for children 
and adults, how to get schools to work together, etc.68 

 
 
 Recommendation 20: That the CSO, in conjunctions with other agencies 

 including the Board of Studies, DET and TAFE, sponsor at 
 least 2 Regional Language Workshops a year. 

 
The CSO could also foster the spread of language to other schools by becoming more 
pro-active in State bodies promoting language revival and education even though this 
might require its overcoming a degree of sectoral and sectarian opposition. 
 
 
Recommendation 21: That the CSO seek to nominate representatives or 

observers to the Aboriginal Language Steering Committee 
and to the State Committee of the Federation of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Languages (FATSIL)  
 

 
The establishment of secure and ongoing funding 
Most of the recommendations in this report have funding implications that will 
undoubtedly concern those administrators in the CSO and elsewhere who are more 
aware than mere academic observers of the limitations imposed by funding 
constraints. 
 
To date the CSO has been extremely supportive of the program providing $15,000 a 
year from its IESIP funds to employ John Giacon as a Language Worker.  Without the 
funding support for this crucial position the language program at St Joseph’s could not 
possibly have developed to the extent it has. 
 
The continuation of this support is essential to the ongoing health of the program as, 
apart from the CSO’s contribution funding for the program has been largely 
submission based and consequently ad hoc, short term and intermittent. 
 

                                                 
68  Robert Hoogenraad, Language and Culture Programs in NSW: the view from Central 

 Australia, NSW Board of Studies, Sydney, March 2002 
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Despite this, other sources of funding for the program should be acknowledged as 
they have not been negligible.  Funding has included:  

 
1. Grants from the Commonwealth Employment Service (CES)  to employ the 

two original trainee Aboriginal language workers in 1996-97 
 

2. An annual grant of $90,000 provided from ATSIC since 1998 to assist with 
the employment of 2 ALWs and a part time consultant elder and the provision 
of staff development, travel and the development of resources. 
 

3. A one off grant of $250,000 from ATSIC for the development and production  
of the dictionary 

 
4. A one off grant of $60,000 from DET for development of resources and a 

TAFE training program for DET staff. 
 
The bulk of this funding was not recurrent but for one-off projects and it should be 
noted that all funds were committed and resulted in demonstrable and lasting 
outcomes.  Nevertheless a continuation of the submission based approach to funding 
creates obvious problems for ongoing language programs. 
 
Not only is submission based funding usually very short term and uncertain but, at a 
school level, it can also create the anomalous situation of the language workers who 
write the submissions virtually becoming self employed rather than the employees of 
the school.  This is an unsatisfactory situation that needs to be avoided for the actual 
school program (as distinct from the overall language program) must continue to be 
owned and controlled on a day to day basis by the school itself. 
 
Clearly, despite the St Joseph’s program’s outstanding success secure funding remains 
problematic.  This creates uncertainty about the long term future of the program and 
even more uncertainty about its expansion into other schools and towns.  The 
dismantling of ATSIC in the past 18 months has added to this uncertainty as it has 
removed one of the two recurrent sources of funding for the program. 
 
This situation reinforces the need for the CSO to foster strategic relationships with 
other institutions, community groups and agencies supporting language revival and 
education. 
 
Joint, submissions for substantial programs in language revival and education are 
more likely to be successful.   The CSO should foster the development of such 
submissions with groups like FATSIL, the Walgett Working Party, the DEG, the local 
AECG and so on. 
 
The likely success of such submissions would be further enhanced if they were made 
jointly with DAA, DET, the Board of Studies and perhaps even universities.    It may 
be that agencies like the Aboriginal Medical Service, the local Shire Council, the 
Police Service and DOCS could also be engaged in developing, or at least endorsing, 
such submissions because of the demonstrable socio-cultural outcomes of the 
language program. 
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This task can not be placed on the school but must be adopted by the CSO itself.  
Recommendations for the CSO to consider in developing a strategic plan on funding 
include: 
 
 
Recommendation 18: That the CSO continue to allocate a substantial proportion 

of its IESIP grant to the support of the program and   
include specific submissions on language programs in its    
general IESIP submission. 

 
 

Recommendation 19: That the CSO and its consultant identify additional 
sources of funding (such as through the Endangered 
Languages Fund) and that it coordinate and submit 
applications for any such funding and act as the auspicing 
body for the  receipt of all such funds. 
 
 

Recommendation 22: That the CSO establish a Local Language Funding Task 
Force.    That relevant CSO personnel be appointed to this 
task force and that it liaise with other relevant agencies to 
develop strategies to secure substantial ongoing funding for 
a broad based local language program in both Walgett and 
throughout the Gamilaraay-Yuwaalaraay Language Region  

 
 
CONCLUSION 
The recommendations made in this chapter and elsewhere in this report may appear to 
be an unrealistic wish list.  Some might also continue to maintain that there is no 
practical rationale for the program and that the population base of potential speakers 
is far too low for it to have any functional or economic value.  
 
Some might also see little encouragement from the recommendations regarding 
language revival of other reports more significant than this, including the Royal 
Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody and the Bringing Them Home Report, 
most of which appear to have fallen on deaf ears or failed. 
 
This may encourage the conclusion that, despite a world-wide movement for the 
revival of indigenous languages, it is all too hard for small local schools to attempt. 
 
However, it is through educational programs such as these that future generations may 
well judge our commitment to culturally appropriate education for indigenous peoples 
as well as our commitment to social justice and reconciliation. 
 
Moreover, the success of the program at St. Joseph’s is testimony to the fact that such 
programs can and do work when supported by dedicated and committed individuals 
and that they do produce meaningful outcomes. 
 
That they are also worth the effort and hard work is obvious from the response of one 
parent when asked what she thought her children had gained from their study of their 
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ancestral language.  The mother of several children who had studied Yuwaalaraay at 
St. Joseph’s and gone on to successfully complete high school, she did not comment 
on its academic benefits (though she could have) nor on any potential economic 
benefits it might bring them.  Instead she simply commented: 
 

It makes you feel good to be you.69 
 
The revival of Yuwaalaraay and its teaching, along with Gamilaraay, in schools 
throughout north western NSW is the most dynamic development currently occurring 
in those communities and their schools. 
 
The program at St. Joseph’s is at the very hub of these developments.   It is a program 
that must be supported and continued. 
 
 
Dr Paddy (Pat) Cavanagh 
Australian Catholic University 
Strathfield, NSW 
August 2005 
 
 
 

                                                 
69  Tanya Morgan, interview, St. Joseph’s Walgett, 30/05/05 
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Appendix 1 
 

Yuwaalaraay Language Program Review 
Analysis of Survey of the Parents of 

Students at St Joseph’s Walgett 
 
 
 
 
School Enrolment Details 
 
Total Enrolment:  180 
Aboriginal Students:  110 (61.1%) 
Other Students:   70  (38.9%) 
 
Total Number of Families: 110 
 
 
 
 
 
Survey Distribution Details 
 
Total Questionnaires Distributed:  110 (1 per family) 
Total Questionnaires Returned:    45 
 
Return rate:       40.1% 
 
Aboriginal Parent Returns:       25 – 55.6% of return 
Other Returns:         20 – 44.4% of return 
 
 
 
The parents who returned the surveys represented 80 of the students enrolled at the 
school or 44.4% of the total enrolment.  The returns from other parents represented 32 
students (45.7% of those enrolled) while the returns from Aboriginal parents 
represented 48 students (43.6% of those enrolled). 
 
 
Details of the current class placement of the students of the participating parents are 
summarised in Table One. 
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Question 1: In what classes do you have children attending St. Joseph’s 
Walgett? 

 
 K Year   Year     Year     Year     Year       Year 
      1            2            3           4            5             6   

 
 
 

TABLE 1.1 
 

Current Class Placement of Students   
 Whose Parents Returned Survey 

 
Class Non Aboriginal 

Students  
Aboriginal  
Students 

Total 
Students 

 
K 

 
5 

 

 
10 

 
15 

Year 
1 
 

 
8 

 
7 

 
15 
 

Year 
2 
 

 
3 
 

 
10 

 

 
13 

Year 
3 
 

 
4 

 
5 

 
9 

Year 
4 
 

 
7 

 
3 

 
10 

Year 
5 
 

 
4 

 
6 

 
10 

Year 
6 
 

 
1 

 
7 

 
8 

 
TOTAL 

 

 
32 

 
48 

 
80 
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Question 2: Do you support the teaching of the local Aboriginal language, 
  Yuwaalaraay, as the LOTE Taught at the school? 
 

TABLE 1.2 
 

Parental Support for the Teaching of  
Yuwaalaraay at St Joseph’s Walgett 

 
 

 Non 
Aboriginal 

Parents 

Aboriginal 
Parents 

All 
Parents 

 
YES 

 

 
55% 

 
92% 

 
75.6% 

 
NO 

 
40% 

 

 
4% 

 
20.0% 

 
UNSURE 

 

 
5% 

 
4% 

 
4.4% 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Question 3: Were you consulted about the teaching of Yuwaalaraay as the 

school’s LOTE? 
 

TABLE 1.3 
 

Extent of Parental Consultation Regarding the 
Introduction of Yuwaalaraay as the School’s LOTE 

      
 

 Non Aboriginal 
Parents 

Aboriginal 
Parents 

All 
Parents 

 
YES 

 

 
15.0% 

 
64.0% 

 
42.2% 

 
NO 

 
85% 

 

 
36.0% 

 
57.8% 
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Question 4: If you answered NO to Question 2 and do not support the teaching 

of Yuwaalaraay as the school’s LOTE could you please indicate 
which language you would prefer to be taught at the school by 
listing one of the languages listed below or by writing in your 
choice. 

 
TABLE 1.4 

Languages Other Than Yuwaalaraay  
Preferred for the School’s LOTE by  

Parents Opposed to the Current Program  
 

 Non 
Aboriginal 

Parents 

Aboriginal 
Parents 

All 
Parents 

 
French 

 
4 

  
4 

 
German 

 
2 

  
2 

 
Italian 

 
2 

  
2 

 
Russian 

 
1 

  
1 

 
Greek 

 
1 

  
1 

 
Latin 

 
3 

  
3 

 
Japanese 

 
3 

 
1 

 
4 

 
Chinese 

 
2 

  
2 

 
Other 

 
- 

 
1 (English!) 

 
1 (English!) 

 
Notes: These preferences are based on the responses of the 9 non Aboriginal parents 

and 1 Aboriginal parent who did not support Yuwaalaraay as the school’s 
LOTE and the 1 Aboriginal parent who expressed uncertainty about it.    
Several of the parents expressed preference for more than one other language. 
 
Some people also commented that there should be a choice, presumably 
between Yuwaalaraay and another language as the school’s LOTE 
 
One expressed a preference for Latin as being more likely to improve the 
students’ academic skills. 
 
Several suggested a preference for any other language that would allow 
 continuity of study in secondary school. 
 
One expressed a preference for any language that is spoken and used on a 
 daily basis as a means of communication. 
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Question 5: In your view is the teaching of Yuwaalaraay likely to improve the 
academic performance of students at the school? 

 
TABLE 1.5 

 
Parental Assessment of the Potential of 

Yuwaalaraay to Positively Influence Academic Performance 
 
 

 Non Aboriginal 
Parents 

Aboriginal 
Parents 

All 
Parents 

DEFINITELY 
IMPROVE 
ACADEMIC 
PERFORMANCE 

 
 

35.0% 

 
 

48.0% 

 
 

42.2% 

POSSIBLBLY  
IMPROVE  
PERFORMANCE 
A LITTLE 

 
 

10.0% 

 
 

20.0% 

 
 

15.6% 

 
DON’T 
KNOW 
 

 
 

15.0% 

 
 

24.0% 

 
 

20.0% 

PROBABLY 
WILL NOT 
IIMPROVE 
PERFORMANCE 

 
 

20.0% 

 
 

 8.0% 

 
 

13.3% 

CERTAINLY 
WILL NOT 
IMPROVE 
ACADEMIC 
PERFORMANCE 

 
 
 

20.0% 

 
 
 
- 

 
 
 

 8.9% 

 
 
NOTES: One Aboriginal parent who believed the teaching of Yuwaalaraay 

would definitely assist her child seemed to recognise that the learning 
of one language would transfer to the learning of another when she 
wrote: ‘….it will help my child learn another language in future’ 

 
 One of the non Aboriginal parents also recognised that the teaching of 

Yuwaalaraay had some positive benefits but believed that it was 
directing attention away from more relevant subjects when she wrote: 

 ‘. . . . learning another language can help children learn about other 
cultures.   However, . . . . . . this is already being covered at our 
school.   Yuwaalaraay is being taught at the expense of other more 
needy subjects.’ 
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Question 6: In your view is the teaching of Yuwaalaraay likely to detract from 
the academic performance of the students at the school? 

 
TABLE 1.6 

 
Parental Assessment of the Potential of 

Yuwaalaraay to have a Negative Influence 
on Students’ Academic Performance 

 
 

 Non Aboriginal 
Parents 

Aboriginal 
Parents 

All 
Parents 

 
DEFINITELY 
DETRACT FROM 
ACADEMIC 
PERFORMANCE 

 
 

20.0% 

 
 
- 

 
 

 8.9% 

POSSIBLY 
DETRACT A 
LITTLE FROM 
ACADEMIC 
PERFORMANCE 

 
 
- 

 
 

 4.0% 

 
 

 2.2% 

 
 
DON’T  
KNOW 
 

 
 

20.0% 

 
 

12.0% 

 
 

15.6% 

PROBABLY WILL 
NOT 
DETRACT FROM 
ACADEMIC 
PERFORMANCE 

 
 

25.0% 

 
 

24.0% 

 
 

24.4% 

CERTAINLY 
WILL NOT 
DETRACT FROM  
ACADEMIC] 
PERFORMANCE 

 
 

35.0% 

 
 

60.0% 

 
 

48.9% 

 
 
NOTES: Those parents who indicated that they thought the teaching of 

Yuwaalaraay would detract from their children’s academic 
performance generally seemed to believe that there were more 
important priorities for the school to be addressing.  Thus they 
commented along such lines as: 

 
 `This time could have been spent learning another subject or an 

international language’ and 
 
 (there are) not enough hours in the day for the children to learn what is 

expected in all curriculum areas. 
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Question 7: Do you think the teaching of Yuwaalaraay might have social 
benefits for your children 

 
TABLE 1.7 

Parent’s Evaluation of Whether  
Studying Yuwaalaraay Will Be 

Socially Beneficial For Their Children 
 
 

 Non Aboriginal 
Parents 

Aboriginal 
Parents 

All 
Parents 

 
YES 

 

 
40.0% 

 
88.0% 

 
66.7% 

 
NO 

 
55.0% 

 
 8.0% 

 
28.9% 

DON’T 
KNOW 

 

 
 5.0% 

 
 4.0% 

 
 4.4% 

 
 

Note: The non Aboriginal parents who did not believe studying Yuwaalaraay 
would benefit their children socially seemed to see it as either irrelevant 
(particularly outside of Walgett) or unnecessary for inter racial interaction as 
they believed that was already being well addressed by the school.  Their 
comments included: 

 We believe a language such as French or Spanish would be more 
beneficial for later in life 

 As our children are not indigenous I don’t see that socially they would 
use the local language.   But I can certainly see that the indigenous 
children would benefit as amongst their social circles people I would 
hope still revert to their native tongue. 

 At primary school age I believe that the children learn these skills 
from interaction in class, in play and in sport.   They do not 
understand the significance of language in a social sense.   Actions 
speak louder than words. 

 Aboriginality is alive and well at St Joseph’s.   Children should learn 
an appreciation of their culture and others, however the Yuwaalaraay 
program is excessive. 

 I know not 1 person in our community who speaks this language!! 
 My children are great at Yuwaalaraay but it is of no use outside of 

this class --- it is a local language.   My children also get along great 
with the local Aboriginal children which includes communication of 
the Yuwaalaraay language or their knowledge of it.   St Joseph’s is 
after all a Catholic school but there is so much Aboriginal content 
that I believe it is having a reverse effect on people than what it is 
trying to achieve. 

 It will be of no benefit to my children after we leave Walgett 
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Of the two Aboriginal parents who believed it was not socially beneficial 
to study Yuwaalaraay one seemed to suggest that it was little more than 
window dressing in view of the deep racial divisions in Walgett.  This 
parent commented that: 
 

 In order for one culture to appreciate another, each culture must 
firstly appreciate and respect themselves.   Walgett has a distinctly 
divided (racially) community, and it is going to take more than a 
language program to fix this problem! 

 
However, most of the Aboriginal parents who commented on this 
question were much more positive than this.  Their comments included: 
 

 I think it excites children to be able to know another language. 
 The children teach me the language at home. 
 Because the Yuwaalaraay language is being taught to both Aboriginal 

and non Aboriginal students, the community of St Joseph’s are 
combined as one. 

 Yes very proud to be Aboriginal and see the language back on track 
 It’s great.   Culture is on its way back!!!! 
 As my child is an indigenous student I feel that through her education 

in her language her whole social well being will benefit from this.  
(Her) education across all other areas will improve. 

 It will help them understand their culture, and make them proud, and 
confident. 

 I would really like to see the language program remain at the school.  
I feel that the children will benefit from it especially the indigenous 
kids at the school.   It could make them feel connected to their 
community and their background. 

 Could become handy in communicating with adult indigenous people, 
although I must say I have not heard any of the local adults 
communicating in Yuwaalaraay.   This however does not mean they 
can not communicate in this language. 

 Cultural pride 
 

Two non Aboriginal made comments about the potential social benefits  
One saw these as benefiting the Aboriginal community exclusively while 
the other suggested possible cross cultural social benefits.  They 
commented that: 

 (It would help them) keep in with their culture which is very 
important, and 

 for my child previously attending a school in a large city, he will be 
able to `fit in’ within the Walgett community more readily, as there 
was no access to the learning of an Aboriginal language (in the city) 
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Question 8: Have you noticed your child/children using Yuwaalaraay at home 
or elsewhere outside the school? 

 
TABLE 1.8 

Parental Reported Incidence of  
Students Using Yuwaalaraay Outside the School 

 
 
 

Non 
Aboriginal 
 

 
Aboriginal  
 

 
Total 

Using 
Yuwaalaraay 
 

 
60.0% 

 
88.0% 

 
75.6% 

Not Using 
Yuwaalaraay 

 
40.0% 

 
12.0% 

 
24.4% 

Don’t 
Know 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 
Note: One Aboriginal parent commented that her child spoke Yuwaalaraay all the 

 time. 
 
 
 

Question 9: Do you think your child/children takes pride in knowing some of 
the local indigenous language? 

 
TABLE 1.9 

Parental Reported Incidence of  
Student Pride in Knowledge of Yuwaalaraay 

 
 Non 

Aboriginal 
 

 
Aboriginal 

 

 
Total 

 
Expressing 

Pride 

 
70.0% 

 
88.0% 

 
80.0% 

Not 
Expressing  

Pride 

 
25.0% 

 
 8.0% 

 
15.6% 

 
Don’t 
Know 

 
 5.0% 

 
 4.0% 

 
 4.4% 

 
Note:  One Aboriginal parent reported that her child was proud of her achievement 

with Aboriginal language, but then is often disheartened and frightened when 
she witnesses negative Aboriginal behaviour and language in the streets and 
shops of Walgett 
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Question 10:  Please make any other comment you wish about the teaching of 
Yuwaalaraay at St Joseph’s. 

 
Additional comments were made by 9 of the 19 non Aboriginal respondents (47.4%) 
and 10 of the 24 Aboriginal respondents  (41.7%). 
 
The non Aboriginal parents comments reflected the range of responses made earlier in 
the survey.  They included quite positive comments as well as comments that 
acknowledged the value of teaching Yuwaalaraay to the Aboriginal children.  
However the majority questioned the long term value for their children and the impact 
of Yuwaalaraay on the teaching of other subject areas.   Some also reflected the social 
realities of Walgett.  Their responses are reported below: 
 
 
1.    I think that it is important that the children of today, both indigenous and non 

indigenous have the knowledge of this language.   There is access to learn 
other languages; therefore adding Yuwaalaraay (or other) to the curriculum is 
a major benefit to all.  I’m proud to know that my child and others will learn 
the language that I never got to learn, and continue to pass this onto future 
generations. 

 
2. If a LOTE is to be taught and I can see the language benefits I would have 

thought that a language that would be available all through primary and 
secondary school would be more realistic and allow the children to really 
learn the language and culture and not have to change in secondary school. 

 
3. The current teaching methods of Yuwaalaraay, i.e. time allocated to this 

language, needs to cease. 
 

4. I feel there is too much focus on learning this language.   There is more time 
spent on this subject than Religion.  This is a Catholic school and RE should 
be important to the child and the staff.   The Aboriginal children at our school 
teach my good Catholic children words like c**t and f**k.  We do not use 
these words ever and my 6 year old hears them every day!!  I send my children 
to this school for a Catholic education not an Aboriginal one.  I am not 
against cultural awareness but it should not be the focus! 

 
5. I think that Aboriginal culture and history is certainly important to my child’s 

education.  But I think that for them to be able to completely understand it, I 
think it should be taught in High School.  But as for the Yuwaalaraay 
language I don’t believe it to be of any benefit to my children’s further future.   
And it is a waste of their education time. 

 
6. This school is, academically, a long way behind other schools because of the 

Aboriginal issues, i.e. wasted time dealing with troublesome children and 
wasted time for things such as Naidoc Week. 

 
7. To learn any language is a great learning thing.  However for my child I feel 

Latin or French would be of a greater benefit. 
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8. I think it is very important that children learn another language at this stage 
 and  it may as well be the local language. However, I do not approve of 
 whole days off school to have BBQs and non school activities for ‘Aboriginal 
Days.’ 

 
 

9. Three half hour sessions are excessive!  I support the Yuwaalaraay language 
to be taught to those who would use it --- Perhaps an `elective’ subject could 
be introduced.  Unrealistic demands are already put on teaches to cover all 
curriculum areas.   One and a half  (hours) could be put toward other areas of 
need, eg: Maths and English. 

 
10. I don’t know truly how I feel about the choice of LOTE taught at the school. I 

think that it is imperative for the indigenous children to be taught their native 
language so that the language is not lost for future generations. However, 
from my children’s perspective and future career/job prospects, languages 
such as Indonesian or Chinese would be more advantageous for their future. 

 
The responses of the Aboriginal parents were much more positive than those of the 
non Aboriginal parents.  They commented on the benefits of the program in raising 
the confidence, self esteem, and pride and respect of their Aboriginal identity in the 
students, the community and the parents themselves.  Their responses are reported 
below. 
 

1. It has made her more proud to be an Aboriginal person.   She is very proud to 
know her language and culture.  She likes to talk the lingo to relatives, and 
they love it because they weren’t given the opportunity when they were at 
school. 

 
2. It would be very sad to lose the teaching of Aboriginal language. 
 
3. I am quite proud of my children learning their cultural heritage and local 

Aboriginal language.  I just wish it was around when I was young.  It gives me 
such a great sense of pride knowing that my children have that opportunity. 

 
4, I think it’s a wonderful opportunity for my children.  It will help them to find 

themselves and be proud of who they are.  Also I believe it will help them in 
the future with learning another language maybe in high school or university. 

 
5. I am proud of the fact that I am a parent of a school that has incorporated the 

local ind. Language into the school curriculum as well as the fact that my 
child does it.  I am sure that my child will have long term benefits from this. 

 
6. The program gives them the opportunity to be proud of themselves as 

Aboriginal people!  It also gives the non-Aboriginal the opportunity to learn 
about our culture. 

 
7. Very proud to speak Yuwaalaraay. 
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8. It is great to see the local language being taught at St. Joseph’s.  It has 
benefited my daughter’s education enormously.  My family are from Walgett 
and knowing that my daughters have the opportunity of learning our ancestral 
language is of great importance to me.  I would like to congratulate and thank 
all that are involved in the program. 

 
9.  I am very pleased the language is being taught because I wasn’t able to be 

taught when I was at school. 
 
10. I think that teaching the Yuwaalaraay language at school is great but I also 

think that maybe the students should have the option of choosing a language 
that they would like to learn. 

 
11. I support the Language Program 100%.  I believe Aboriginal Languages 

should be compulsory in all schools, as part of a compulsory Aboriginal 
Studies course. 



 84

APPENDIX 2 
 

Analysis of Responses to June 2005Survey 
Of Students in Year 3 – Year 6 Language Classes  

at St Joseph’s Walgett 
 

As part of the research undertaken for this review, a survey was also conducted of 
students in language classes in Years 4, 5 and 6 at the school. 
 
A total of 53 students responded to this survey which was administered by staff at the 
school.  Of the 53 respondents 20 (37.7%) were non Aboriginal students and 33 
(62.3%) were Aboriginal students.  This closely reflects the total enrolment in the 
school which is 38.9% non Aboriginal and 61.1% Aboriginal.  The slightly higher 
percentage of Aboriginal respondents in the student sample results from the fact that 
in Year 6 Yuwaalaraay is an elective and the Year 6 language class is exclusively 
Aboriginal. 
 
The class distribution of the students who responded are outlined in the table below. 
 
 
 

TABLE 2.1 
 

Class Distribution of Student Respondents 
 

 Non 
Aboriginal 
Students 

 
Aboriginal 
Students 

 
All 

Students 
 

Year 4 
 

 
13 
 

 
9 

 
22 

 
Year 5 

 

 
7 

 
11 

 
18 

 
Year 6 

 

 
- 

 
13 

 
13 

 
 

 
 
 
 
The students’ responses to the other questions in the survey are outlined in the tables 
that follow. 
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TABLE 2.2 
Years Studying Yuwaalaraay 

  Question: How long have you been studying Yuwaalaraay? 
 

 Non 
Aboriginal 
Students 

 
Aboriginal 
Students 

 
All 

Students 
 

1 year  
 

 
- 

 
2 

 
2 

 
2 years  

 

 
19 

 
13 

 
32 

 
3 years 

 

 
1 

 
6 

 
7 

 
4 years 

 

 
- 

 
5 

 
5 
 

 
5 years 

 
- 
 

 
7 

 
7 

 
 

TABLE 2.3 
Attitudes to Learning Yuwaalaraay Among 

St Joseph’s Students  
 

Question: Do you like learning Yuwaalaraay at school? 
 

 Non 
Aboriginal
Students 

 
Aboriginal 
Students 

 
All 

Students 
 

I love it 
 

 
15.0% 

 
51.6% 

 
37.7% 

 
It’s pretty 
good 
 

 
15.0% 

 
21.2% 

 
18.9% 

 
It’s OK 

 

 
30.0% 

 
21.2% 

 
24.5% 

 
I don’t like it 
much 

 
35.0% 

 
 3.0% 

 
15.1% 

 
 

I hate it 
 

 
 5.0% 

 
 3.0% 

 
 3.8% 
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TABLE 2.4 
Parental Use of Yuwaalaraay With  

St. Joseph’s Students 
 

Question:  Do Mum and Dad ever speak Yuwaalaraay  
      with you? 
 
 
 

 Non 
Aboriginal  
Students 

 
Aboriginal  
Students 

 
YES 

 

 
25.0% 

 
69.7% 

 
 

NO 
 

 
75.0% 

 
30.3% 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Non 
Aboriginal 
Students 

 
Aboriginal 
Students 

 
All 

Students 
 

YES  
(a lot)  

 
5.0% 

 
19.1% 

 
7.5% 

 
Yes 

(sometimes) 

 
5.0% 

 
39.4% 

 
26.4% 

 
Hardly 

ever 

 
15.0% 

 
21.2% 

 
18.9% 

 
No 

(never) 

 
75.0% 

 
20.3% 

 
47.2% 
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TABLE 2.5 
Favourite Features of Learning Yuwaalaraay 

reported as a % of students in Years 3-6 
        Question:  What do you like most about learning Yuwaalaraay? 
 

 Non 
Aboriginal
Students 

 
Aboriginal 
Students 

 
All 

Students 
 

Singing 
 

70.0% 
 

48.5% 
 

56.6% 
 

Games 
 

25.0% 
 

 9.1% 
 

15.1% 
 

Artwork 
 

10.0% 
 

  3.0% 
 

 5.7% 
Learning New 

Vocabulary 
 

15.0% 
 

33.3% 
 

42.4% 
 

It’s fun to use 
 

15.0% 
 

 9.1% 
 

11.3% 
Learning 

about culture 
 
- 

 
15.1% 

 
 9.4% 

 
Everything 

 
- 

 
 6.1% 

 
 3.8% 

 
TABLE 2.6 

Most Disliked  Features of Learning Yuwaalaraay 
reported as a % of students in Years 3-6 

     Question:  What do you like least about learning Yuwaalaraay? 
 

 Non 
Aboriginal
Students 

 
Aboriginal
Students 

 
All 

Students 
 

Spelling 
 

 5.0% 
 
- 

 
 1.9% 

 
Pronunciation 

 
10.0% 

 
- 

 
 3.8% 

Learning New 
Vocabulary 

 
45.0% 

 
24.2% 

 
32.1% 

Drama, Singing & 
Public Speaking 

 
20.0% 

 
12.1% 

 
15.1% 

Written 
Work 

 
25.0% 

 
- 

 
  9.4% 

Traditional 
Culture 

 
 5.0% 

 
- 

 
  1.9% 

 
Nothing 

 
- 

 
39.4% 

 
24.5% 

 
 
Note:  The survey questions were open and some students reported more than one 

  most liked feature or more than one least liked feature. 
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Note 2:Though a large number of the Aboriginal students indicated that there was 

nothing at all about Yuwaalaraay that they disliked, several other Aboriginal 
students also indicated that they found learning Yuwaalaraay extremely 
difficult.  It is also interesting to note that the most intense dislike for 
Yuwaalaraay was expressed by one Aboriginal student who wrote: 

 
I hate learning Yuwaalaraay because it’s very hard to learn and you practise 
every day.  I hate it very much. 
 
(What) I like least about learning Yuwaalaraay (is that) it is not very good to 
learn for me but sometimes it is hard. 
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