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To the Ministers on the Indigenous Education Plan committee

The most important thing for us and our children is for our language Warlpiri  to have an equal place in school in our communities. Our language is very precious to us. We want it to stay strong into the future for generations. We don’t want it becoming mixed up and becoming  weaker.  It has already happened in many communities. In communities where children speak an Indigenous language as their first language,  it should be written into the Indigenous Education Plan for them to be taught in their first language  especially in the early childhood classes. They can begin learning to read and write in their first language  which they already understand. They can learn English as a second language  as a separate subject. Then they will have an understanding of English when they come to learn English reading and writing in middle primary. Little children are too young to think about keeping languages separate. If they are made to talk and listen to English for most of the school day, when they talk, they start to put English mixed in with Warlpiri because they just think of the words they have heard the most often. We the parents can correct them when they talk to us but we can’t when they are talking to each other. If they talk mixed language to each other, when we pass on Warlpiri will be gone.

The N.T. minister for Education says it is not the Education Department’s business to maintain Indigenous languages. But it is not their business to destroy them. 

We had Two Way programs in our Warlpiri schools. It used to work well when they were properly supported with good Principals and caring  teachers.  Now we have lost our Two Way programs and respect for our language has gone right down in the school and in the community.

If it is true that that the government wants to develop and nurture a “sense of cultural identity, an active recognition and validation of Indigenous cultures by schools”, then they need to recognize Indigenous children’s first languages. When the first language is pushed aside or ignored or not considered good enough to deliver education and literacy, the message to the children is that your language and culture are not important. Language and culture go together. When language is lost, culture is lost. The Warlpiri way of understanding the land and the law and the dreamtime can’t be understood in English.

J. Cummins (1997) wrote,

“Children whose home language is not being adequately developed and who are not becoming effective speakers of a second language in school must be considered at risk. Such children can easily suffer intellectual and academic retardation and may cease to have identity with their cultural group while failing to establish such links with the contact group.”

When we are strong in our language we have pride and dignity. Language is communication back and forth from old to young. The schools should support families to keep our language strong so children respect their parents and our old people and our culture. 

We strongly recommend that the Indigenous Education Plan recognizes the importance of supporting Indigenous children’s first language and gives it equal time and status in Indigenous schools where children’s first language is the Indigenous language.
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