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The fish traps on the Barwon River at Brewarinna are said to be
the oldest built structures in the world.
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Gamilaraay educator Sheree Bilsborough taking the pre-school

class roll in Gamilaraay at the Winanga-Li Aboriginal Child and
Family Centre in Gunnedah.

Gamilaraay artist Anthony Conlan’s design of an
echidna used in our pronunciation poster.




The pre-school children | work with in an Aboriginal Child
and Family Centre are proud to identify some words

as “Aboriginal”, and | have heard them call the English
equivalents “normal”. This feeling that Gamilaraay is not
“normal” may explain why the concept of “shame” still
prevents many people from using much Gamilaraay, even
when they are proud to include Gamilaraay words in
activities such as the water protest we attended earlier this
year. It can be easy to forget that many people who speak
English have been prevented from speaking their language,
whether officially or not, and the resulting psychological
impacts can carry on through generations.

| have been on a steep learning curve as | have tried

to establish how the language work | am doing can fit
into a reconciliation approach which supports a wider

strengthening of community. The policy | have taken is to use

only local artists and voices for the materials. The rewards of
a strengths-based approach far outweigh the difficulties in
any language learning and teaching situation.

While we respect the past we also need to recognise that
communities are in a continual process of change. My work
with Gamilaraay highlights the need to avoid “essentialising”
or romanticising the way of life of Gamilaraay communities
in the past. In my English language teaching | have often
contrasted the students’ culture with “Kiwi culture”, and in
some cases this may have been an artificial contrast for
students who are not living a very different lifestyle. It may
also have overlooked the diversity within other cultures.

One of our biggest challenges is to make Gamilaraay
materials which have a distinctly Gamilaraay flavour, but
which are relevant to 21st century children, many of whom
lead an urbanised life. Recently we had a query about
translating the “Happy birthday” song. After consultation, we
settled on a translation of “This is your day”, which fits well
into the internationally-known tune.

New technologies are transforming the way in which
language revival can take place. The Gamilaraay diaspora

(in other states of Australia or beyond) can now take part

in the language revival through Facebook or other social
media, and young children can watch or listen to Gamilaraay
materials on their YouTube playlists.

Teachers have an enormous variety of tools at their
fingertips, and luckily there is a lot of free software available
for anyone with the time to explore the internet. My current
favourites are PowToon and Bitmoji, and in developing our
materials we use phones for videos and recording. We can
experiment for little outlay other than time, and the analytics
in Facebook or YouTube provide feedback which we can
supplement by face-to-face assessment with students.

The International Year of
Indigenous Languages in 2019 has
renewed a focus on the plight of
indigenous languages of the world.
Even when our classrooms do not
include indigenous languages,

the relationships between all the
languages in the room - those

we teach and those our students speak - form a complex
linguistic ecology. As a language teacher | am always
fascinated by this, and hope | can find ways to strength the
linguistic diversity of the wider community.
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Ka ngaro te reo, ka ngaro taua, péra i te ngaro o te moa.
If the language be lost, we will be lost, as the moa is lost.
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