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Abstract: Warlpiri communities in Australia’s Northern Territory (NT) have long advocated for
the inclusion of Warlpiri language, values and knowledge in their government-run schools. After
the first bilingual programs were established in the NT in the 1970s, educators and community
members from four Warlpiri communities formed a professional network known as the Warlpiri
Triangle, a platform for meetings and professional development focusing on teaching and learning
in and of Warlpiri language in schools. On these platforms, educators have consistently articulated
the goal of the Warlpiri programs as maintenance of Warlpiri pirrjirdi, ‘strong Warlpiri language’.
In this paper we seek to explore the development, refinement and consolidation of a consensual
ideology around teaching and learning of and in Warlpiri pirrjirdi, ‘strong Warlpiri language’ that has
informed Warlpiri language-in-education management. We analyse interviews with five Warlpiri
educators at Yuendumu school in 2018/9 and a body of grey literature from four decades of Warlpiri
educator professional development activities that has been less widely acknowledged and visible
in local education policy discourse. We draw on the theoretical concept of communities of practice
to understand the ways in which Warlpiri educators negotiate ideological and implementational
spaces for inclusion of Warlpiri language teaching in the context of an ambivalent language-in-
education policy environment. The results of this study exemplify the reiteration and reproduction
of language-in-education goals through a community of practice in a sustained arena of action, the
Warlpiri Triangle. The findings render more visible the vital efforts of Warlpiri educators and their
professional networks in shaping language-in-education policy and practice to realise community
aspirations of Warlpiri language maintenance in the school context.

Keywords: Warlpiri; endangered languages; language maintenance; language ideologies; language-
in- education management; language-in-education policy; minority language education; Aboriginal
educators; first language teaching; Australia

1. Introduction

“We’ve been showing our commitment to education for decades now”

(Patterson and Anderson 2014)

Throughout the history of formal education of Indigenous children in the Northern
Territory (NT), Indigenous communities have continued to advocate for recognition and
inclusion of their languages, cultures and identities in order to maintain linguistic and
cultural knowledges, access the curriculum, foster wellbeing and as a means for taking an
active role in the education of their children (Anderson et al. 2018; Bat and Shore 2013;
Disbray and Martin 2018; Lee et al. 2014; Marika et al. 2009; McMahon and Murray 1999;
Simpson et al. 2009; Simpson and Wigglesworth 2008; Warlpiri-patu-kurlangu-jaru 2011).
The comment in the epigraph by Warlpiri educators speaking at the Garma Festival in 2014
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encapsulates the long history of Indigenous community involvement in the government-
run education system. For the past four decades, educators across four remote Warlpiri
communities in Australia’s Tanami desert have collectively and collaboratively engaged
in bottom-up language-in-education policy, planning and management to articulate their
goals for first language education in a bilingual model involving Warlpiri and English in
their schools. Over the decades, the overt government support for these bilingual programs
and for first language teaching and learning has varied, but the commitment of Warlpiri
communities has been unwavering (Devlin 2009; Disbray 2015; Disbray and Martin 2018;
Disbray et al. 2020a; Minutjukur et al. 2014; Nicholls 2005; Purdie et al. 2008; Ross and
Baarda 2017).

Over this 40-year period, changes have been documented in the local language ecolo-
gies as a result of contact with English, and linguistic and cultural survival in the midst of
a dominant English-speaking Australian society are critical concerns for many Warlpiri
today (Bavin and Shopen 1985; O’Shannessy 2012; O’Shannessy 2019, 2020b). Warlpiri
communities have consistently expressed the goal of maintaining Warlpiri pirrjirdi, ‘strong
Warlpiri language’ in schools, characterized by Warlpiri void of mixing or borrowing from
English (Bilingual Resource Development Unit 1987; Martin and Oldfield 2000; Northern
Territory Department of Education 2008). This raises questions of how Warlpiri pirrjirdi
‘strong Warlpiri’ is constructed and positioned for teaching and learning in the context
of diverse and dynamic community language practices. How are educators’ ideological
engagements with classroom language use conceptualized and what strategies have been
collaboratively developed to achieve this in schools?

In this paper, the authors, a Warlpiri educator and a non-Warlpiri researcher, collabo-
rate to explore the consistent articulation of language maintenance goals among Warlpiri
educators during professional development activities over four decades. We examine,
through document analysis and interviews with Warlpiri educators, the collective framing
of local policies that drive the Warlpiri programs. We endeavour to render more visible the
processes of developing a consensual ideology (Spolsky 2004) or what Kroskrity (2009) has
called “ideological clarification” at Warlpiri schools, situated in a chequered macro-level
policy environment (Devlin et al. 2017). We describe how these ideologies are expressed
in the production of discourses around the construction of a preferred classroom code,
Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri language’. We then identify three of the shared practices
that educators have developed and refined to promote the use of Warlpiri pirrjirdi in the
classroom which include (1) clear articulation of features of Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri
language’ and its conscious use in teaching, (2) collaborative practices with peers, mentors
and community elders, and (3) engagement with Warlpiri texts as exemplars of Warlpiri
pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri’. Ultimately our analysis demonstrates the power of communities
of practice (Coburn and Stein 2006; Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998) for Warlpiri
language teachers to open up “ideological and implementational spaces” (Hornberger
2002) for teaching and learning of, and in, Warlpiri language in Warlpiri schools.

2. Theoretical Framing: Endangered Language Maintenance and Communities of
Practice in Schools

The role of schools in first language maintenance has been a contested topic in the
literature on minority and endangered languages (Disbray 2015; Hirvonen 2008; May and
Hill 2005; McCarty and Nicholas 2014; Spolsky and Hornberger 2008; Truscott and Mal-
colm 2010; Wyman et al. 2010). Research on language policy, planning and management
in schools describes a complex, multilayered ideologically driven process, which engages
numerous actors at multiple institutional layers from top-down government policy at
the macro level, to regional and school level governance at the meso-level, and minor-
ity language representatives including teachers, families and students at the micro level
(bottom-up) (Baldauf and Kaplan 2005; Cooper 1989). Ricento and Hornberger (1996) intro-
duced the metaphor of the language policy and planning onion to highlight the multiple
layers comprised of agents, levels and processes and to describe how they “permeate and
interact with each other in a variety of ways and to varying degrees” (Ricento and Horn-
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berger 1996, p. 402) Within the field of language policy and planning, there is an interest
in understanding how both structural forces and individuals’ agency mediate language
policy activities and processes (Hult 2010; Ricento 2000). The importance of bottom-up
language planning in relation to heritage language resources has gained attention, and in
recent decades the key role of language teachers in navigating language policy and shaping
diverse classroom language practices has been recognized (Hornberger 2005; Menken and
García 2010; Paciotto 2004, 2010; Palmer 2011; Palmer and Martínez 2013; Varghese 2008).
These classroom language practices are locally defined and enacted within individual and
wider ideological dimensions both internal and imposed in a complex interplay which
Kroskrity (2018) has described as “language ideological assemblages”.

The choices that teachers make about language education polices, programs and
practices reflect ideological assumptions about languages, speakers, and their place in
education. In minority language contexts, ideologies are inherently intertwined with
language maintenance efforts involving value judgements about ways of speaking and
processes of language change and shift under pressures from colonialism (Kroskrity 2005,
2018; Kroskrity and Field 2009; Makihara and Shieffelin 2007; Silverstein 1979). In viewing
language preservation and renewal activities as sites for ideological struggles, Kroskrity
(2009, p. 71) has argued for the importance of achieving “ideological clarification”, aligning
stated goals with less widely acknowledged but no less impactful beliefs, feelings and
concerns. These struggles were first highlighted in seminal work of Hill, Jane, and Kenneth
Hill (1986) in the context of Mexicano, and Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer (1998) in Tlingit,
Haida and Tsimshian communities of Southeastern Alaska and more recently for Kaska
(Meek 2007), White Mountain Apache (Nevins 2004), San Juan Paiute (Bunte 2009) and
Rarámuri and Tarahumara (Paciotto 2004, 2010) among others.

Nancy Hornberger (2002, p. 30, emphasis mine) has posited the role of teachers as
navigating, reinterpreting and appropriating policies for “opening up ideological and imple-
mentational space” (emphasis added) for endangered languages “to evolve and flourish
rather than dwindle and disappear”. The ideological spaces being the parameters and
possibilities governing beliefs or feelings about languages in use, embedded in and shaped
by political, economic interests within social settings. The implementational spaces, encom-
pass teaching and learning practices, events and relations within the classroom and the
wider community. Hornberger explains that the ideological and implementational spaces
mediate and are mediated by each other, as the ideological spaces can inform implementa-
tional ones at classroom and community levels but also that implementational spaces can
serve as wedges to open ideological ones (Hornberger 2005; Hornberger et al. 2006). Recent
ethnographic work in this area, such as that of Hornberger and Johnson (2007); Menken and
García (2010) and Marlow and Siekmann (2013) have offered rich descriptions of teachers’
engagement with policy and the ways in which they can individually or collectively seize
openings, and creatively and actively negotiate for space, transforming and expanding the
possibilities for language education. Other research on educators’ agency in the education
system has drawn on the communities of practice perspective to illuminate the social
processes involved (Aravossitas and Oikonomakou 2018; Borko 2004; Coburn and Stein
2006; Lave and Wenger 1991; Liu and Evans 2016; Marlow and Siekmann 2013; Wenger
1998). The term Community of Practice refers to a group of people who have developed
shared practices, and historical and social resources (Lave and Wenger 1991). What holds
such communities together is a common purpose, similar beliefs and value systems and
collaboration, negotiation and elaboration to achieve consensus on and consistency of
vision, goals and action. The strength of a professional learning community is formative in
shaping ways that individual teachers engage with or depart from the official status quo
(Coburn and Stein 2006; Gallucci 2003).

This paper contributes to language policy research which not only examines the role
of policy in perpetuating mechanisms of exclusion, but also sheds light on educator agency
in crafting spaces for linguistic inclusion (e.g., Johnson 2010; Marlow and Siekmann 2013).
We seek to respond to calls by Lane et al. (2017) and Henne-Ochoa et al. (2020) for research
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that promotes Indigenous conceptions of language, what language maintenance means
and how such conceptions shape and are shaped by language planning initiatives and
practices in different social contexts. While the important role of dedicated community
members and teachers in language revival and revitalization has been explored in con-
texts such as Hawaii (Brenzinger and Heinrich 2013) and New Zealand (McPake et al.
2017), much less is known about contexts where languages are still being spoken across
all generations (Marlow and Siekmann 2013). We posit that understanding Warlpiri edu-
cators’ engagement with ideology and implementation of language-in-education policy
will inform broader questions of cultural and linguistic continuance and educational and
linguistic justice in a language maintenance context (cf. McCarty and Nicholas 2014).

3. Background to Warlpiri Communities and Education

Warlpiri people traditionally lived a hunter-gatherer lifestyle in the Tanami Desert in
the centre of the Australian continent. European exploration of the area is documented from
the 1860s with sustained contact precipitated by the expansion of mining and pastoralism
in the early twentieth century (Brown et al. 2011). The 1920s–30s was a period of intensified
conflict over land and water compounded by prolonged drought and from the 1940s many
Warlpiri shifted to reside in small remote settlements established by the governments
as ration and welfare depots, now known as communities (for more on Warlpiri history
and culture see Brown et al. 2011; Musharbash 2008). Four Warlpiri communities that
include Yuendumu, Nyirrpi, Wirliyajarrayi (Willowra) and Lajamanu form what is known
as the Warlpiri Triangle region (See Figure 1). Warlpiri diaspora also reside in the remote
desert communities of Ti Tree and Alekarenge, as well as larger regional centres of Tennant
Creek, Katherine, Alice Springs, Darwin and in major Australian cities (Burke 2018). Social
relationships are extensive and there is an attitude of being ‘one Warlpiri people’ across the
Warlpiri Triangle communities (Disbray et al. 2020a).
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Figure 1. Map of the NT showing the Warlpiri Triangle communities (by Brenda Thornley
(O’Shannessy et al. 2019b). Used with permission).

Warlpiri is a Yapa language of the Pama-Nyungan family (Laughren et al. 1996;
O’Shannessy 2020b) and has been relatively well documented (see David Nash (2021) web-
site for a comprehensive list of resources on Warlpiri language). The 1970s saw increased
interest in the description of grammar and morphosyntax (Hale et al. 1995; Nash 1983,
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1986; Simpson 1983, 1991; Swartz 1985) resulting in the first typological sketch of Warlpiri
grammar (Hale 1976), paving the way for community literacy workshops (Hale 1974) and
production of Warlpiri dictionaries, the largest of any Australian Aboriginal language
(Laughren and Nash 1983). Several major dialects of Warlpiri have been documented and
variance across the four communities has been identified in terms of pronunciation and
vocabulary, usually influenced by neighbouring languages (Laughren et al. 1996). In a
teacher education workshop in 2001, Warlpiri educators described an “invisible boundary”
separating these dialects on Warlpiri land (Northern Territory Department of Education
2001, p. 3). In conversation, people often compare varieties of Warlpiri spoken in different
communities along a continuum of rampaku ‘light’ or pirrjirdi ‘strong/heavy/hard’. The
former involves more borrowing from and code-switching to English, whereas the latter
characterizes the precolonial grammatical and vocabulary features of older speakers, and
this ‘classic Warlpiri’ is viewed by Warlpiri speakers as the higher-status variety of the lan-
guage (O’Shannessy 2011, p. 135; Simpson 2013). Light Warlpiri is a contact language that
has emerged in Lajamanu community and systematically draws on elements of Warlpiri,
Kriol and varieties of English (O’Shannessy 2005; O’Shannessy 2011).

In Yuendumu, Warlpiri is the socialising language of the home and children are
exposed to English through interaction with health and education services such as the clinic,
childcare, and trips to the regional towns of Alice Springs and Katherine. An increasing
variety and complexity of inputs from family, teachers, youth workers, mass media and
digital technologies shape their receptive and productive opportunities (Browne 2019; Kral
2012; Simpson 2013; Vaarzon-Morel 2014). Yet, recent work with children in Yuendumu has
highlighted Warlpiri children’s strong awareness of their multilingualism and of varieties
of Warlpiri for different purposes (Browne 2019). Code-switching and language alternation
between Warlpiri and varieties of English are commonplace (Bavin 1989; Bavin and Shopen
1985), though the contemporary dynamics and extent are being investigated (O’Shannessy
et al. 2019b). There is evidence of an impact of English on Warlpiri language use in terms
of phonology, morphology and vocabulary (see O’Shannessy 2020b and references therein).
Pressures from education and employment have impacted opportunities for in-context
learning of specialized vocabulary (e.g., plants, animals, traditional ceremonies and kinship
quantificational terms) and language forms (Bavin 1989; Bowler 2017).

With the influence of English, the importance of maintaining Warlpiri language and
the related expression of cultural sovereignty is a concern for many Warlpiri speakers,
keenly aware of the threat of language loss (Disbray 2014; Holmes and Jampijinpa 2013;
Musharbash 2008; Northern Territory Department of Education 2008; Pawu-Kurlpurlurnu
et al. 2008; Warlpiri-patu-kurlangu-jaru 2011). Warlpiri language is viewed as an irreplace-
able intellectual, social and cultural resource, as an emblem of social identity, as a means
for economic participation and as a requirement of participation in kinship and cultural
and/or spiritual ceremonies (Disbray et al. 2020b; Pawu-Kurlpurlurnu et al. 2008; Ross
and Baarda 2017). In the specific neo-colonial context of these communities, the goal of
language maintenance is understood within a history of colonial violence, subjugation and
oppression (Bradley 2019; Churcher 2018; Rowse 1992; Wilson 1983) and speakers today
carry the responsibility for the survival of the language (and associated knowledge) on a
global scale.

Warlpiri Education

One of the domains that Warlpiri communities hold to promote intergenerational
cultural and linguistic transmission and reproduction are the Warlpiri programs in commu-
nity schools. These programs are viewed as a central effort in the communities’ agenda for
language maintenance and express educational equity, self-determination and well-being
as a key rationale (Disbray 2014; McCarty and Nicholas 2014). When the first schools were
established in Warlpiri communities, they were English only and Warlpiri was actively ex-
cluded (Lee et al. 2014). However, in the 1970s the Federal Government’s interest in offering
“primary education in Aboriginal languages” (Department of Education 1973 in Disbray



Languages 2021, 6, 68 6 of 24

2014, p. 1) opened up what has been described as a “period of remarkable creativity, educa-
tional engagement and innovation” (Disbray 2014, p. 1) and afforded Warlpiri communities
more say in the government-run education system. Yuendumu school was one of the first
schools in the Northern Territory with a bilingual program, in 1974 (Ross and Baarda 2017),
and Willowra followed after grassroots community advocacy in 1976 (Vaarzon-Morel and
Wafer 2017) and Lajamanu in 1982 (History of Lajamanu School Bilingual Program 1999;
Patterson and Anderson 2014), although written texts for children in Warlpiri were being
produced at Lajamanu school in the 1970s (p.c. Carmel O’Shannessy). Nyirrpi school,
which has never officially had bilingual status, was set up after the establishment of the
Nyirrpi community and collaborative community advocacy in the 1980s. The genesis of
these programs demanded that Warlpiri educators “grow their own” (Smith and McPeake
2019) teachers, curricula and teaching materials, entailing enormous acquisition planning,
creating of materials in Warlpiri language and preparation of language teachers (O’Grady
and Hale 1974). A team of literacy production workers and linguists at the Yuendumu
school-based Bilingual Resource Development Unit (BRDU) have worked with the four
communities and their respective school-based literacy production centres since the 1970s
to develop, disseminate and archive resources in Warlpiri language, depicting Warlpiri
traditional and contemporary knowledges and experience, with hundreds of titles available
(Disbray 2014, p. 137). As McCarty and Nicholas have pointed out, in general “None
of these are simple, straightforward, or nonideological tasks, and all require significant
investments of time, ingenuity, and human and material resources” (McCarty and Nicholas
2014). Recounts from this period reflect this complexity and effort (Devlin et al. 2017).

The Warlpiri Triangle network of educators developed out of kinship and profes-
sional ties between the four Warlpiri communities (Purdon 2010). Between 1984–89 inter-
community workshops were held to develop, among other areas, bilingual mathematics
resources, and a secondary level language and culture curriculum (Disbray et al. 2018).
After a hiatus in the early 1990s, in 1998 educators began the process of setting up a formal
incorporated entity open to all educators and Warlpiri interested in education and learn-
ing matters, the Warlpiri-patu-kurlangu Jaru Inc. (WPkJ) with meetings held at annual
Warlpiri Triangle workshops in each community (Warlpiri-patu-kurlangu-jaru 2011). The
first Annual General Meeting (AGM) in 2001 was attended by over 90 Elders and educators
in Lajamanu (Warlpiri-patu-kurlangu-jaru 2011). The Warlpiri Triangle workshops offer
professional development for Warlpiri educators and the wider community in developing
teaching materials and curriculum and song writing (Disbray and Martin 2018). These
meetings have historically received funding from the NT Department of Education and
participating communities and schools. For a period, contributions were also made by the
Schools of Education Studies, Community Studies and General Studies of the Batchelor
Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education while they were providing teacher training to
Warlpiri educators. In 2005, Warlpiri educators and traditional owners of the Newmont
Tanami gold mine, set up the Warlpiri Education Training trust (WETT) to utilize royalty
income to fund projects that meet Warlpiri educational aspirations such as bilingual and
bicultural resources, youth leadership, training and development and intergenerational
learning, independent of government initiatives (Disbray and Guenther 2017). In 2006,
WETT supported the initiation of smaller planning workshops called Jinta-jarrimi (Be-
coming one) alternating between Wirliyajarrayi and Nyirrpi communities in terms 1, 2
and 4 (Disbray and Martin 2018). The workshops follow routine protocols involving a
welcome by the host community, sharing from each school, planning for next term’s cur-
riculum theme with elders, song writing, group reading and problem solving and advocacy
(Disbray 2014).

Emerging from the intergenerational work at both sets of workshops has been the
creation, development and ongoing planning and elaboration of the Warlpiri Theme Cycle,
a curriculum guide encompassing Warlpiri knowledges and pedagogy across 12 thematic
units (Disbray and Martin 2018). All schools follow the same themes for teaching, and plan
together for these in the professional development workshops. In 2018, Warlpiri communi-
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ties funded a project via the Granites Mine Affected Area Aboriginal Corporation Project
(GMAAAC) to consolidate all the work by Warlpiri educators and community members
into a handbook. This involved aligning the Warlpiri Theme Cycle with the Australian
curriculum and achievement standards (The Australian Curriculum, Assessment, and
Reporting Authority 2020), differentiating age appropriate outcomes for use by teaching
teams in planning, teaching and assessment of Warlpiri in bilingual schools and those with
Warlpiri Indigenous Language and Culture programs (Macdonald 2018).

There have been many systemic, institutional and local challenges to achieving com-
munity goals for education over the years in Warlpiri Triangle communities (Disbray 2014;
Hall 2018). The most profound of these have been described as “the vicissitudes of the
Northern Territory Education Department’s ambiguous commitment, and the resultant
power of individual [school] principals over the fate of the local program” (Disbray et al.
2020a, p. 3). In 2008 this ambiguity saw the introduction of the First Four Hours of English
policy, which undermined the teaching of languages other than English in the bilingual
programs across the NT (Devlin et al. 2017). Nevertheless, the Warlpiri Triangle schools
committed to continuing Warlpiri language teaching, albeit with limited institutional sup-
port (Northern Territory Department of Education 2008). The individual trajectories of
each school have also been shaped by specific community dynamics over time, but the
Warlpiri Triangle network, its policy direction and curriculum documentation provide a
clear guide and stable, unifying platform.

One of the key goals for Warlpiri teaching within the bilingual Warlpiri-English
program is consistently articulated as developing learners with Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong
Warlpiri’ language (Northern Territory Department of Education 2012, p. 4). This raises
questions of how Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri’ is constructed and positioned for
teaching and learning in the context of diverse and dynamic community language practices
and in the context of local language-in-education management. How do Warlpiri educators’
individual language ideologies and collective goals of language maintenance shape the
implementational spaces in schools?

4. Materials and Methods

Before we present the method for this study, we position ourselves as researchers
and educators in accordance with Styres’ (2017, p. 7) observation that, “locating oneself
in relation to everything one does is one of the key foundational principles in Indigenous
research contexts. The only place from which any of us can write or speak with any
degree of certainty is from the position of who we are in relation to what we know”.
The first author, now a PhD candidate, has worked with Warlpiri educators and early
childhood practitioners on first language education and governance projects in Central
Australia since 2013. The second author is a Warlpiri teacher, educator-mentor and advocate
currently living in the remote Warlpiri community of Nyirrpi where she was involved in
starting its very first formal school. Her contributions to Warlpiri education span beyond
the classroom as a founding member of the Warlpiri Education Training Trust (WETT)
Advisory Committee, mentor of trainee teachers and advisor on education projects (her
biography is in Anderson et al. (2018)). Both authors regularly attend Warlpiri Triangle
meetings, the first author’s participation being three decades shorter than the second’s
involvement. We were prompted to co-author this paper after co-constructing and co-
conducting interviews with Warlpiri teachers as part of the first author’s PhD project in
2018/9 and subsequent discussions for a presentation together at the Puliima Indigenous
Languages & Technology Conference in 2019 and Macquarie University’s Postgraduate
Conference on Multilingualism in 2020.

This paper explores the ideological construction of Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri’
as the classroom language code in five semi-structured interviews with Warlpiri educators
in 2018 complemented by systematic analysis of four decades of documentation from inter-
community Warlpiri educator workshops. It aims to situate perspectives within historical
discourse around maintenance of Warlpiri language in Warlpiri schools. The authors, a
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Warlpiri educator (R2) and a non-Warlpiri researcher (R1), collaborate to co-construct and
conduct interviews, and analyse and interpret data. This collaboration was important to
avoid colonising, misrepresenting and further silencing educator perspectives and voices
(Smith 2012). We focus on teachers and draw on Community of Practice theory derived
from a sociocultural perspective to explore the construction and development of identities
through participation and engagement with others (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998).
This work is part of broader doctoral research taking an ethnography of communication
approach (Hymes 1974; Saville-Troike 2003) to describe classroom language practices in
Warlpiri classrooms at Yuendumu school that includes recordings of classroom interactions,
interviews and language awareness activities with both students and teachers. Field notes
also shaped interpretations for this paper. The project has obtained ethics approval from
the Australian National University and the Northern Territory department of Education.

4.1. Educator Workshop Reports and Publications

All available education workshop reports from 1984 to 2019, comprising 16 Warlpiri
Triangle reports and 19 Jinta-jarrimi reports as well as public documents by Warlpiri ed-
ucators (e.g., Curriculum documents, other school Professional Development workshop
reports, school policy, public statements), the grey literature formed the textual data for
this paper. Warlpiri Triangle workshop reports offer privileged access into collective and
individual ideas articulated by Warlpiri educators over a 40-year period, across the four
communities. The workshop reports include a record of week-long meetings encompassing
sharing sessions, planning, professional development opportunities, advocacy meetings,
song writing, materials development and literacy workshops. The reports are compiled by
a representative from the Department of Education (DoE) (a linguist, teacher-linguist or
language resource officer) and include detailed minute taking from meetings, transcripts
or summaries of commentary and presentations, photographs of work samples and activ-
ities. Draft reports are shared with participants for checking and comment before being
finalised and disseminated to schools and literacy production centres in the communities
for safekeeping and future use (Select reports published before 2001 can be accessed in
the National Library Archive of Australia). While the workshops are mostly conducted in
Warlpiri, and early reports reflected this usage, in recent decades the reports are either in
Warlpiri with English translations or just in English. Rather than viewing these as neutral
instances of teachers’ positions, we acknowledge the role the representational process of
text construction might play in amplifying consensus (Clifford 1986).

As in some similar contexts, this grey literature is “not widely acknowledged or
disseminated through more formal channels of academic publishing and research about
teacher education” (Bat and Shore 2013, p. 4). Even though a number of recent studies
have drawn on the grey literature from Warlpiri professional development efforts to
describe the development of the Warlpiri theme cycle (Disbray and Martin 2018), and
collaborations among researchers and teachers on oral language development (Disbray
et al. 2020a; O’Shannessy et al. 2019a), this body of work still remains on the margins of the
NT education policy arena.

4.2. Semi-Structured Interviews

The authors constructed interview questions for Warlpiri educators to explore their
meta-linguistic perspectives about language practices, policy and pedagogy. All Warlpiri
educators at Yuendumu school were offered the opportunity to be interviewed at a time
and place of their choosing. While many more expressed an interest in participating, due to
timing and logistical factors, only five educators were interviewed. Three of these taught in
classrooms at Yuendumu school and two were senior Warlpiri educators, retired from the
classroom, working as mentors. All the teachers interviewed were grandparents or great-
grandparents of children at the school and were aged between 45–65. Their experience in
the education sector ranges from 40 years to 6 years. Each teacher, except the one with 6
years’ experience, had also spent time working in Warlpiri schools in other communities,
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either as teaching assistants or on the production of Warlpiri literacy resources. Three have
completed tertiary qualifications in education and are, or have been, registered teachers,
the other two are currently completing Diplomas in Education Support through Batchelor
Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education.

Each interview was conducted face to face for 40–60 min and audio recorded, with
the participant’s permission. Two were conducted by the second author and the rest by
the first author alone. Participants could respond in the language they preferred, which
resulted in a lot of accommodation and use of English when interviewed by the first author,
whose primary language is English and who is a learner of Warlpiri. Participants were
given a voucher for the local Yuendumu Nguru-Warlalja Store in acknowledgement of their
time and contribution. To anonymise the respondents, each participant was assigned a
code, e.g., WT1 (for a teacher) or R1 (for a researcher).

Interviews were transcribed using ELAN software (ELAN 2020; Sloetjes and Witten-
burg 2008) and checked and translated with the second author, an L1 speaker of Warlpiri
(see Appendix A for transcription conventions based on Jefferson (2004). Interview record-
ings and transcripts will be archived in AIATSIS upon completion of the PhD project.
Prior to commencing analysis, a preparatory process followed steps proposed by Altheide
and Schneider (1996) which included setting inclusion criteria, compiling documents and
articulating areas of analysis. A coding scheme was used to select, organise and analyse
emerging themes related to ideologies of language use in education and connecting these
to classroom practices in both the interviews and the grey literature using NVivo software
(Corbin and Strauss 2008). The Community of Practice framework was consolidated from
recursively moving back and forth between the literature and the themes arising from
analysis.

5. Results

In this section we detail our findings, first exploring the educators’ constructions of
Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri’ language, crafting the ideological space for its use in
the Warlpiri classroom. Next, we outline three ways that this ideological work mediates
implementational spaces for establishing Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri’ as the classroom
code, (1) workshopping features of the classroom code for classroom use (2) through
collaborative teaching and learning with Elders, mentors and peers, and (3) by engaging
with Warlpiri texts as exemplars of Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri’.

5.1. Ideological Spaces: Conceptualising the Language of the Classroom

In the context of Australian Indigenous languages, the notion of “strong language”,
often paired with “strong culture” is prevalent in policy discourse (e.g., Hosking et al.
(2000) and media representations (e.g., Browning (2019)) tied to linguistic and cultural
self-determination, resistance to the imposition of English and related erosion of linguistic
and cultural knowledge. In the National Surveys of Indigenous Languages (Department of
Infrastructure Transport, Regional Development, Communications et al. 2020; Marmion
et al. 2014; McConvell et al. 2005) a “strong language” is measured variously by numbers
of speakers, intergenerational transmission, domains of use, resourcing and status. The
associated mantra, “Keeping language strong” in public discourse (e.g., media (Indige-
nous Literacy Foundation 2020; McKenzie 2019), policy (Central Australian Aboriginal
Language Association Conference 1989; Northern Territory Board of Studies 2016) and
academia (Ash et al. 2010; Hudson and McConvell 1984)) refers to a suite of efforts to
promote intergenerational transmission of endangered languages. In Warlpiri education,
the concept of Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri language’ has been consistently used to
describe the medium for teaching and learning in Warlpiri schools and a goal for Warlpiri
programs since the first Warlpiri educator workshops in the 1980s (e.g., Bilingual Resource
Development Unit 1987). For example, in the 1998 Warlpiri Triangle workshop, teachers
outlined the history of Warlpiri programming and stated that during the bilingual program:
1982–89 “in school the children spoke Warlpiri and learned in Warlpiri, strong Warlpiri was
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spoken in the school” (Northern Territory Department of Education 1998, p. 4). The term
has been used with reference to Warlpiri language with little or no mixing with English and
is associated with the language spoken by the older generations (Bavin 1989; Disbray et al.
2020a; Northern Territory Department of Education 1998, 2001, 2012, 2016a, 2016c, 2017a).
It has also been conceptualised as involving vocabulary and syntactic features related
to pre-contact themes such as ceremony, songs, ecological terms (water, birds, animals,
seasons) and relationship terms (Northern Territory Department of Education 2017a, p. 34).
In 2017, at a Jinta Jarrimi workshop, educators reaffirmed its role in the school, “they need
to be taught strong Warlpiri every day, the whole way through school” (Northern Territory
Department of Education 2017a, p. 29).

In the interviews, Warlpiri educators distinguished between community talk and
classroom language practices. They reported different ways of speaking Warlpiri in homes
which they positioned against a preferred code of Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri’ in
schools. This perspective is captured in Example 1 where two teachers acknowledged
varieties of Warlpiri spoken in different Warlpiri communities, but reserved Warlpiri pirrjirdi
‘strong Warlpiri’, as the code for teaching at Yuendumu school.

Example 1. English translations are provided in brackets-translated by both authors. Note
transcription conventions in Appendix A- <1> xxx <1>denotes overlapping speech.

WT2: yeah strongu nyayirni yangka teachimanjaku
(yeah, like one should be teaching very strong)
R2: pirrjirdi nyayirni ngula karlipa <1>wangkam Warlpiri yangka<1>
(like speaking really strong there [at school])
WT2: <1>pirrjirdi Warlpiri wangkami and <1>
(speaking strong Warlpiri and)
R2: <2>because like karlipa nyinam yangka Lajamanurla kalu mardarni yangka <2>
(because like we are like that and in Lajamanu they have something like..)
WT2: <2>we jus <2> kajirna wangkami pidgin. <3>English jaru kujarra piya <3>
(we just .. then I speak pidgin. Like using [it] with English language)
R2: yuwayi and <3>Willowrarla, Yurntumurla, Nyirrpingka <3>
(yes and<3> in Willowra, Yuendumu, Nyirripi<3>)
WT2: yimi yangka different-differenti karlipa mardarnjarni light-wani, strong-wani but

Yurntumurla yungu-ngalu-jana yangka teachiman elders strong Warlpiri
(we have our different languages, light ways of speaking, strong ways of speaking.

but in Yuendumu we would like to teach strong Warlpiri with the elders)

(WT2 Interview 2018)
In Example 2, WT3 indexes her use of Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri’ to her identity

as a teacher and contrasts her use of Warlpiri in “normal” life. She describes Warlpiri pirrjirdi
‘strong Warlpiri’ as facilitating language maintenance and intergenerational transfer of cul-
tural content such as knowledge of jukurrpa ‘traditional dreaming’ stories and connections
to country in context. Jukurrpa is often translated as ‘Dreaming’ (as this teacher has done) or
‘Law,’ describing an ancestral past that continues in the present (for a fuller explanation of
Warlpiri meaning of Jukurrpa see the article in the conversation by Jeannie Herbert Nungar-
rayi: https://theconversation.com/dreamtime-and-the-dreaming-an-introduction-20833,
accessed on 31 March 2021.)

Example 2. “yuwayi (‘yes’) I do [talk differently in the classroom to home] ... because it’s different.
When I’m at work I talk to the kids, because I’m a teacher. A Warlpiri teacher for them to learn but
at home its normal life for me with my own family. But anyway, with kids here [at school] it’s really
important for me to teach them like if they grow up they can know that what they’ve been taught in
Warlpiri is mostly about Jukurrpa Dreamings like countrysides and where we usually take them
on bush trips and country visits, ngurrju (‘good’) and overnight trip when we go and visit family
country yuwayi (‘yes’) it’s like exploring all the other family’s country-we usually take the TOs
[traditional owners].”

https://theconversation.com/dreamtime-and-the-dreaming-an-introduction-20833
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(WT3 Interview 2018)
Similarly, in Example 3, WT6 indexes the way she speaks to her role as a teacher

within a community of practice when she notes that she uses “teacher Warlpiri” (This was
also referred to as “school Warlpiri’ at a Jinta Jarrimi meeting in 2017 (p. 35)) in the school.

Example 3. “As a teacher, I use my teacher Warlpiri and I think about teaching them all the time
and talking teacher way in a school”.

(WT6 Interview 2019)
Teachers also commented on the children’s indexing of different ways of speaking to

their identities and for different purposes. WT6 noted her granddaughter’s ability to speak
two varieties of Warlpiri, Warlpiri and Lajamanu stail (‘Light Warlpiri’). She comments on
the child’s ownership of the latter, insisting on speaking “my language from Lajamanu”
when instructed by family members to “speak Warlpiri first” at home.

Example 4. “Yuwayi (‘yes’) and right now I can listen to my granddaughter little [name] saying
both languages Willowra- I mean Lajamanu Stail, she sometimes only speaks English but use little
bit of Warlpiri, mixed. And I- we say to her, "you should always say Warlpiri first and then little
bit of English”, [she responds to us] "no I’m gonna talk Engli- my language from Lajamanu.”

(WT6 Interview 2019)
Those interviewed (WT1, WT3, WT5, WT6) echoed concerns raised in educator work-

shops (e.g., Northern Territory Department of Education 1998, 2001, 2008, 2012, 2014,
2016a, 2016b, 2016c, 2017a, 2017b) about the influence of English on everyday Warlpiri
use. Contact with English was noted by educators (WT1, WT2, WT3, WT6) as having
wide-ranging effects on Warlpiri language practices such as borrowing of English lexical
items, English insertions in Warlpiri preverbs, errors in past tense forms (e.g., Warrkanja
instead of warrkarnu ‘climbed’), contractions in Warlpiri vernacular and code-switching
and mixing practices (Browne, Field Notes, 8 August 2018). Terms such as ‘pidgin’ and
‘mixed up way’ were employed in discussions of changes to some children’s ways of
speaking Warlpiri. Individual evaluations of these changes to Warlpiri language use varied
somewhat. For some these practices were strongly negatively evaluated, equated with
language deterioration, but for others it was a way of speaking that “we all do” (WT1).
One teacher worried that her granddaughter frequently responds to her Warlpiri questions
in English (WT5 Interview 2018). Another described how she herself uses English in some
situations and that she alters her way of speaking when on the phone to family in Lajamanu
(WT1). The same teacher acknowledged children’s autonomy in their language practices
“and that’s the way the kids want to be, like you know? Like talk their language . . . ”
(WT1). While Warlpiri educators had differing levels of acceptance of the influence of
English on their home language practices and of the diversity of ways of speaking Warlpiri
in the community, all reserved monolingual language performances of Warlpiri pirrjirdi for
classroom teaching and learning. There are strong ideologies and clear ideas about what
constitutes Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri’ (O’Shannessy 2020a) and these have been
actively crafted and engaged with over decades of professional development and learning
as a community of practice.

5.2. Implementational Spaces

(1) Constructing Warlpiri pirrjidi as the classroom code

Explicit articulation of the features of Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri’ based on
analyses of children’s speech have been documented in workshop reports in 2001 and
a decade later, during five professional learning cycles at workshops which focused on
oral language teaching and learning between 2012–13 and 2016–17. In these workshops,
educators recorded and transcribed students’ retellings of stories to discuss language
practices reflective of Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri’ and strategies to bolster these in
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the classroom. In 2001, educators categorised features of children’s speech according to
ngurrju/pirrjirdi ‘good’/‘strong’ or punku ‘bad’. Correct use of suffixes, complex sentences
and vocabulary were considered to be ngurrju/pirrjirdi ‘good’/‘strong’, while using English
words, omitting auxiliaries and suffixes were not (Northern Territory Department of
Education 2001, pp. 11–16). Changes to children’s language practices that have since been
documented (O’Shannessy 2005, p. 33) such as deletion of a velar stop from the velar form
of ergative and locative clitics (e.g., walya-nga for walya-ngka ‘earth-LOC’) were considered
by teachers to be “not strong Warlpiri” (Northern Territory Department of Education 2001,
p. 15). The teachers concluded that “sometimes the children use English words in their
Warlpiri and the teachers think they should only use Warlpiri words” (Northern Territory
Department of Education 2001, p. 13). Later in the session, the teachers examined examples
of Warlpiri language in group negotiated texts co-constructed by students and teachers
together and noted the importance of complex sentences in texts such as Yarla-wiri-jarlu
(‘The big bush potato’) as exemplars of “diverse and complex Warlpiri grammar” (Northern
Territory Department of Education 2001, p. 15).

Between 2012–2016, five professional learning cycles were organised to support
Warlpiri educators’ skills in developing students’ oral language. Teachers analysed record-
ings of children aged 5 to 14 telling stories in Warlpiri gathered by Carmel O’Shannessy
from across the four Warlpiri communities (15 children from Lajamanu, 14 from Willowra,
18 from Nyirrpi, and 24 from Yuendumu) in 2010 (Disbray et al. 2020a). Each community
analysed samples of children’s language to describe what children know, what they need
to learn and how to teach them (a table of responses from all communities is found in
Appendix B) (Disbray et al. 2020a). Again, educators from all schools agreed that children
needed to learn to employ correct Warlpiri case-markers and suffixes as opposed to con-
tracted variants and emphasised use of Warlpiri over English vocabulary terms. One group
commented that students need to learn “old people’s language” while another echoed
the need to develop contemporary Warlpiri vocabulary for English loan words (Northern
Territory Department of Education 2012). Over the course of the professional learning cycle,
educators developed their analytical skills and moved from describing student errors to
identifying the metalinguistic vocabulary features of Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri’ and
strategies for addressing these in the classroom (Disbray et al. 2020a). In doing so they de-
veloped a shared repertoire of practice for the Warlpiri program (Lave and Wenger 1991).

In the 2016 workshops, Warlpiri educators identified a number of ways to advance
oral Warlpiri language such as “teachers pay attention to own speech”, “talk to the students
in strong Warlpiri all the time”, and “gentle ways of correcting” students’ language use
(Northern Territory Department of Education 2016a). In interviews, teachers reported
being cognisant of the way they speak in the classroom and said that they tried to avoid
using English and recast English responses with Warlpiri terms as exemplified in the below
interchange (Example 5). WT2 explains (using everyday Warlpiri replete with English
mixing), that when a student uses the English borrowing “swimming pool” she rephrases
their response with the Warlpiri verb julyurl-wantimi, ‘to swim’. She believes that with
regular repetition a child will learn to use the Warlpiri equivalent (Repetition was noted by
Disbray et al. (2020a, p. 12) in their paper for building capacity for critical listening and
analysis of Warlpiri oral language among teachers).

Example 5. WT2 yeah yangka kalu kurdu-kurdurlu pija draw-mani kalu, draw-mani kalu pija,
payirni karna-jana "nyarrpa jarri ka ampuj pijangka? Nyiyanpa ampuj pija yirrarn?" an wangka
kaju kurdu "ngajurna yanu swimming-poolu-kurra"

(yeah when kids draw a picture, when they draw a picture, I ask them, “what is
happening in this picture? What did you draw on this picture?” And a child says to me “I
went to the swimming pool)

R2: yuwayi
(yes)
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WT2: yuwayi jungarni-mani karnajana Warlpiri, “ngajurna yanu julyurl-wantinjaku” kuja
instead of “swimming pool”, “julyurl-wantinjaku”

(yes and I correct the Warlpiri “I went swimming” like that instead of “swimming
pool”, “julyurl-wantinjaku”.)

R2: and pina readi- mani kalu kurdu-kurdu?
(and the kids read it again?)
WT2: yeah pina readi-mani yeah pina jungarni mani an pina-readi kajulu. Same over and

over nganta yeah ‘til that child get pina-jarri.
(yeah and read it again, yeah and I correct it again and read it again to me. Same over

and over until the child seems to know it)

(WT2 Interview 2018)
While the educators view their role as modelling the classroom code, they also position

themselves as still learning many of its features and associated vocabulary. In the next sec-
tion we discuss the way that collaboration supports teachers’ creation of implementational
space for Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri’ in the school.

(2) Collaboration, cooperation and partnerships

All interviewees described an ethic of cooperation and collaboration in the education
of Warlpiri children involving a number of stakeholders, including Elders, mentors, peers,
literacy production teams, non-Indigenous teachers, professional learning through work-
shops and team teaching. In all Warlpiri Triangle report evaluations, these collaborations
are frequently noted as highlights. For example, in 2015 someone noted, “planning to-
gether was inspiring ( . . . ) coming together in unity in one voice gives us strength and a
strong voice” (and see others (Northern Territory Department of Education 2008, 2009,
2017b)). This was exemplified in the theme of the Warlpiri Triangle workshop in 2015,
which translates as ‘Creating Success Together: Creating and bringing together stories and
language teaching really well. We’re doing it together.’

The Warlpiri educators who were interviewed positioned themselves as learners of
teaching practice and of Warlpiri cultural and linguistic content. Even WT6, a highly
experienced educator who emphasised independence in teaching in her description of
a ‘strong Warlpiri teacher’, explained that this independence and confidence is fostered
by continuing to learn from others including elders, mentors, the BRDU team and other
professional development opportunities. There has been consistent reference in workshops
throughout the decades to the importance of elders’ involvement in education as teachers
at home and at school, possessing knowledge about storytelling, culture, discipline, and
mentoring Warlpiri teachers and strong Warlpiri language (Northern Territory Department
of Education (1998, 1999, 2006, 2009, 2011, 2013, 2016c) and see Northern Territory De-
partment of Education (2007) report for session explicitly articulating Elders’ roles in the
classroom).

In interviews, the ways the elders speak Warlpiri were described by all teachers as
the authentic, prestigious form of Warlpiri. The importance of their input in children’s
education in classrooms and on bush trips, as well as on the teachers’ own education, was
emphasised. Positive value judgements were extended to the type of Warlpiri spoken by
the older generations of Warlpiri speakers, the interviewees’ parents, which was often
described as “hard” unmixed forms of Warlpiri that do not contain English. Elders were
constructed as primary sources of “authentic knowledge” (cf. Meek 2007) and their role in
transmitting cultural and linguistic knowledge was acknowledged by all educators (WT1,
WT2, WT3, WT5, WT6). Educators explained that they themselves are still learning the
hard Warlpiri encompassing complex grammar, vocabulary and knowledge systems. For
example, WT3 explained the role of elders as being “there to support and give us more
information about Warlpiri things that still hidden in that long hard language that we do
not really know”. She described the benefits of working with Elders to develop higher-level
teaching resources, giving the example of collaboration on a text about the human skeletal
and digestive system at a Jinta Jarrimi workshop in Willowra in 2015 (WT3 Interview 2018).
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WT1 noted “we still learning, [we’re] learners” and in the following excerpt (Example 6),
WT1 positions the teachers as learners of “hard” Warlpiri language of the elders alongside
the students.

Example 6. “Yuwayi nganimpa nyinami karnalu Warlpiri-patu tija? Yangka pina-pina, pina-mani
karnalu jana kurdu-kurdu Warlpirirli but yangka ngula karnalu yani nganayi-kirra yangka culture
trips an country visits an yangka teaching kuurlurla yangka kurdu-kurdu. Lawa still-i kalu nganpa
yapa yanirni muturna-muturna manu purlka-purka. Pina-pina-mani kalu nganpa yangka maybe
new words marda. Kula karnalu milya-pinyi, lawa. Manu nganimpa jalanguju stilli karnalu
pina-jarrimi. Murnma-juku. Yuwayi learn-jarri karnalu yangka yirdi-wati yangka. Because yangka
old people-rlulu, muturna-muturna manu purlka-purkarlu, kalu use-i-mani ngulaju old words waja
nyurru-warnu patu. Yuwayi kuja-nawu karnalu do-mani nganimparluju yangkaju kula karnalu
milya-pinyi nganimpa teacher-watil. Nganimpaju karnalu pina-pina-jarri murnma-juku. Yangka
kurdu-kurdu ngula kalu jalangu-wan-juku kalu pina-pina-jarri kuja gen karnalu nganimpaju
pina-pina jarri. Purlkangku purlka-purlkarlu muturna-muturnarlu kalu nganpa pina-pina mani”

(‘yes, us Warlpiri teachers. When we teach kids Warlpiri but we go to uhm to the
culture trips and country visits and teaching kids in the school. The old people still come
with us. They teach us things like new words maybe. We don’t know them, no we don’t.
And we today are still learning. Yes, are learning those words. Because those old people,
old women and old men use those old words, words from the past. Yes, and that’s how we
do it, like that. We don’t know them, us teachers. We are learning still. What these little
kids are learning, we are still learning too from the teaching of the old people, the old men
and old women. They are teaching us’)

(WT1 Interview 2018)
Professional learning opportunities such as Warlpiri Triangle and Jinta Jarrimi work-

shops were described by all participants as being invaluable to their professional develop-
ment, reflected in this statement,

Example 7. WT2: yuwayi, yuwayi jinta-jinta-mani karlipa and yani karlipa meeting-kirra,
Warlpiri Triangle, Jinta Jarrimi. Ngulangka karlipa yimi-jangka jinta-jinta-mani karlipa. Yun-
gurlipa whole lot pina-jarrimi Warlpiri.

(‘Yes getting together and we go to meetings, to Warlpiri Triangle, Jinta Jarrimi. And
at these [meetings] we bring our experiences together and we can all learn together about
Warlpiri.)

(WT2 Interview 2018)
An example of pooling knowledge and experiences across the four communities was

a session at the Warlpiri Triangle meeting in 2014 where elders and educators collaborated
to document, for teaching purposes, kin terms related to spousal and sibling relationships
that are no longer in everyday usage. For this session, linguist Mary Laughren played
recordings made in the 1970s as an aid and prompt for discussion or as a “focus for people
to remember” (Northern Territory Department of Education 2014, p. 42). Combined
input from community members from four communities strengthened and enriched the
documentation process.

Team teaching with Warlpiri peers and mentors was noted as an important collabora-
tive practice for developing confidence and skills. WT3 compared increased satisfaction and
outcomes whilst working with another Warlpiri teacher on their own lessons in Warlpiri to
working as an assistant to the non-Warlpiri teacher in mainstream lessons. She described
the building of confidence and professional learning from this role. It is interesting to note
a shift in her choice of language, beginning in English to describe her role in teaching via
English medium and then shifting to Warlpiri to discuss her Warlpiri experience.

Example 8. “mmm when I’m in the classroom teaching with [teacher name] in English
lesson, its ok that I’m there to support [teacher name] cos we’ve worked together nearly
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four year in same like class from upper class to lower class teaching in red class, yellow
class, blue and then orange. That’s moving from younger to lower class . . . to upper
class and ngula-jangkaju ngurrju-nyayirni karna feel-jarri kujarna Napurrurla-kurlu, [Warlpiri
educator name]-kirli warrki-jarrija jintangka. Ngularna jana jintangkajuk mardarnu ngulalparna
Napurrurla nyangu ngulalpa-juk pina-ngarru-uh pina-yirri-puraja nyarrpa do-manjaku warrki.
Kujarna nyangu-nyanungku ngula-jangkaju feel-jarrijarna strong-ulku jelpilki work-jarrinjaku

(‘and then started to feel really good when working with Napurrurla, with [name]
when we worked together. When we were together I would observe Napurrula and
she’d explain to me how she does the work. After seeing her teaching, I felt really confi-
dent/strong to do the work by myself.’)

(WT3 Interview 2018)
In addition to the modelling from elders and mentors as communities of practice,

Warlpiri educators also identified Warlpiri texts as exemplars of the features and vocabulary
of Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri’, discussed in the next section.

(3) Engaging with Warlpiri texts

Warlpiri literature production began in the 1970s as reference material for Warlpiri
knowledge in teaching programs (Disbray 2015). In interviews, educators referred to
Warlpiri texts developed by Warlpiri elders and community members as providing useful
exemplars of Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong Warlpiri’, listing reference works, dictionaries, fiction,
flashcards, worksheets, literacy games and readers (Browne, Fieldnotes, August-June
2018/9) (These are stored at the BRDU and many of these can be found on the Living
Archive of Aboriginal Languages http://laal.cdu.edu.au, accessed on 31 March 2021).
One of the strategies identified in the 2016 workshops for developing strong Warlpiri
skills was to “read aloud complex and advanced Warlpiri books” (Northern Territory
Department of Education 2016a) as a way of increasing input that is free from English
insertions. During the interviews, teachers gave numerous examples of how they utilise
this rich body of textual materials to leverage learning on any topic. When WT5 was asked
about the kinds of activities that are used in the classroom she explained that reading
books is a way of stimulating discussion about the given Warlpiri curriculum theme in
the Warlpiri Theme Cycle. For example, when teaching the theme Jaru manu rdaka-rdaka
‘communication and hand signs’ in 2018, she used a reference book about birds to explore
ways in which they can convey information, giving the example of jiyiki ‘zebra finches’,
which indicate water nearby or various messenger birds bringing good or bad news. She
emphasised that Warlpiri texts produced specifically for a knowledge domain contain
the appropriate Warlpiri terminology for that domain, much of which is not in everyday
usage. She joined another educator (WT3) in describing texts as scaffolds for teachers’ own
language development.

Another educator in an interview referred to a jukurrpa ‘dreaming’ story from a place
that didn’t belong to her within Warlpiri culture. When asked for details about the story
she explained “I can’t tell you but if I have [the] book, I can” (WT1 Interview 2018). She
did not have cultural authority to tell the story but using the book written and approved
by people with authority contextualises the story differently and makes it accessible to a
wider audience, and for learning by children. This example reveals how published stories
can preserve knowledge that might not be widely accessible. Appropriate and careful
consideration of the dynamics of dissemination of texts are required but can support
educators to transfer knowledge to students in respectful and culturally congruent ways.
The body of literature developed for the Warlpiri program ties together the knowledge and
authority of elders and as reference material for teaching, contributes to the strong sense of
continuity for contemporary teaching of language and content, developed by the Warlpiri
Triangle network as a community of practice.

http://laal.cdu.edu.au
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6. Discussion

Analysis of the body of grey literature reveals a rich history of community engagement
with questions of the role of schools in language learning and language maintenance. Over
40 years, and particularly recent decades, the concept of Warlpiri pirrjirdi ‘strong’ language
as the goal for the Warlpiri program in the school has been the topic of articulation and deep
thinking among Warlpiri educators during professional development meetings. Changes
to the local language ecologies from decades of contact with English have heightened the
demand for “ideological clarification” regarding language maintenance activities. The
professional learning around oral language development in recent years has been crucial
in supporting Warlpiri educators to develop their critical analysis of students’ language
learning needs and strategies for addressing these (Disbray et al. 2020a). This is consistent
with Kroskrity’s (2009) observation that “ideological clarification” is not just periodic and
once off but a process of ongoing engagement that is responsive to evolving local conditions.
In interviews, teachers’ personal views of changes to the local language ecologies varied
somewhat, with some accepting children’s ownership of new ways of speaking Warlpiri,
while others expressed concerns about its deterioration. The disjunct between expressed
goals of language preservation and more complex, unstated ideologies, beliefs, emotions
that promote its abandonment, has been well documented (Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer
1998; Kroskrity and Field 2009; Simpson 2013). The Warlpiri example, however, shows
how an intentional process of mutual engagement can address these tensions to establish
a clear ideological position pertaining to what the classroom code is, its essential role in
teaching and learning Warlpiri in school, and by extension, the maintenance of Warlpiri
language generally. Discussion of specific teaching strategies in the workshops further
supports this alignment.

As in other minority language contexts, articulation of classroom language practices by
Warlpiri teachers is indexed to their role as educators (Lin 2006; Martínez et al. 2015; Palmer
and Martínez 2013). The theoretical concept of Community of Practice has explanatory
power in exploring how educators develop shared repertoires of practice, shared routines
and ways of doing things that assist in clarifying their intentions with one another (Wenger
1998). Collaboration and partnership in teaching and learning are important themes in
our analysis. The mentor-apprentice model of learning to teach and learning the language
for teaching from elders and mentors is significant, particularly in the context of limited
opportunities for formal training in remote communities (Chenhall et al. 2010; Lee et al.
2014). Educators expressed concerns however, about the difficulty of teaching linguistic
and cultural content with the passing of the current generation of elders. They indicated
the importance of literacy production centres for recording oral and written language
exemplars. Recordings were also used in workshops as prompts and scaffolding for
documentation. This also highlights the importance of creative and innovative pedagogies
and technologies for utilising language samples in the classroom in ways that are engaging
and relevant for the contemporary generation of Warlpiri students.

The Warlpiri Triangle collaboration has opened up both the ideological and imple-
mentational spaces (Hornberger 2005) for Warlpiri language to be taught in schools where
they have not been consistently afforded, promoting Warlpiri knowledge, allowing for the
development of Warlpiri language skills and facilitating access to the curriculum. Despite
official bilingual programs in place in Warlpiri schools since the 1970s, the patchy macro
level institutional and policy environment has hampered continuity of programming and
necessitated the prising open of the spaces by educators and communities to create con-
sistency and stability for ongoing program development, delivery as well as professional
development of teachers. In interviews educators (e.g., WT and WT6) described times
when there was simply no implementational space, “no room” (WT6) within individual
schools due to macro policy factors (Devlin 2009; Hoogenraad 2001; Nicholls 2005; Simpson
et al. 2009) or school-level dynamics such as unsupportive principals, community conflict
or staffing shortages (History of Lajamanu School Bilingual Program 1999; Hoogenraad
2001; Ross and Baarda 2017). Nevertheless, the Warlpiri Triangle platforms afford educators
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a means to continue to creatively imagine, advocate and plan for opportunities for Warlpiri
language maintenance in schools when conditions are favourable once again.

7. Conclusions

The example of the Warlpiri Triangle communities and their struggle to provide first
language education in their schools highlights the tenacity of one speech community under
enormous pressure from the hegemonic dominance of English language and institutions.
When individual Warlpiri educators walk into their classrooms, they bring with them 40
years of community articulation and rearticulation of their role, its importance and the ways
in which they can achieve community goals of maintaining ‘strong Warlpiri language’.
The Warlpiri Triangle professional development meetings have historically served as
platforms for forming, restating and expanding on consensual ideologies, collaboratively
and intergenerationally. Not only thus are the Warlpiri Triangle workshops key platforms
for professional development, they are also arenas for collective community ideologies
to be articulated and refined for practice in the classroom. We conclude with a call by
an educator at a Jinta Jarrimi meeting for attention to be paid to the consistent efforts of
educators at Warlpiri Triangle meetings,

“ . . . We can’t stop our language, it’s strong. They nearly took that Bilingual program
from us. They keep changing; we don’t keep changing and they don’t understand. We
need to make others listen to what we are sharing at the Warlpiri meetings.”

(Northern Territory Department of Education 2016b, p. 10)
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Appendix A

Table A1. Transcription conventions adapted from (Jefferson 2004).

(.) A dot between parentheses indicates a brief interval (between 0.02–0.8 s)
(1.5) Numbers between parentheses indicate length of pauses in seconds and tenths of seconds.

= Equal signs indicate ’latching,’ that is, two utterances that follow one another without any perceptible
pause.

<1> </1>, <2> </2> Whenever two or more utterances happen at the same time, the overlaps are marked with numbered
tags:

[laughter] Non verbal communication such as [laughter], [crying], [sighing] in square brackets
xxx xxx is used for inaudible material
– “em dash”–when trailing off eg He shou—he should not have come.
: : : Colons indicate stretched sound
word Degree sign showing word much quieter than surrounding words
WORD uppercase louder than surrounding speech
(word) parentheses is uncertain word
↓ Arrows are used for marked shift in pitch up or down

<spel> </spel> this tag is used to mark words or abbreviations which are spelled out by the speaker, i.e., words whose
constituents are pronounced as individual letters or sounds (using IPA)

{contextual
information]

Contextual information is added between curly brackets where it is relevant to understanding the
interaction

Appendix B

The table below is adapted from the 2001 Warlpiri Triangle workshop report by Dis-
bray et al. (2020a, p. 8) showing strategies identified early in the professional learning cycle:
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