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First of all, let me acknowledge the traditional custodians on whose land we meet today.  Let me pay my respect to their elders past and present.  



Why is it important to know about Indigenous 
kid’s language acquisition?

• Language acquisition in the early years provides 
a basis for socialisation, early learning, transition 
to school and literacy.

• Indigenous languages are usually acquired as 
mother tongue.  We need to know which 
languages parents are transmitting to their 
children if we are to provide appropriate services.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Why is it important to know about Indigenous kid’s language acquisition pathways?

Whether you don’t speak English at all in the home, are bilingual, speak a creole or Aboriginal English or Standard Australian English, language acquisition has a fundamental impact on early learning, socialisation, transition to school and literacy.  

Language acquisition pathways can be shaped by things as diverse as bilingualism, language shift in a community, attendance at child care or a hearing impairment.

The Government is committed to “closing the gap” between Indigenous and non-Indigenous outcomes.  Given the specific focus on the importance of early childhood and the need for a strong evidence base for future policy, the Longitudinal Study of Indigenous Children aims to provide data that accurately describes Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children’s early years and to identify what helps kids in growing up strong and resilient.



Article 13 of the United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples states:

“Indigenous peoples have the right to revitalise, 
use, develop and transmit to future generations 
their histories, languages, oral traditions, 
philosophies, writing systems and literatures, and 
to designate and retain their own names for 
communities, places and persons.”
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The Australian Government endorsed the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous peoples this year.  Article 13 goes on to state that “States shall take effective measure to ensure that this right is protected…”



What is Footprints in Time?

• Footprints in Time is a Longitudinal Study of 
Indigenous Children which is funded and 
managed by FaHCSIA.

• Based on four years of community consultation 
and pilot testing, the first wave of interviews took 
place in 2008.  

• Our Indigenous interviewers in eleven sites 
across Australia conduct face-to-face interviews 
with the primary carer each year.



What is Footprints in Time?

• Every year we will be interviewing the same 
parents of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
children to see how the children are developing, 
what they are experiencing and how well they 
are coping.  

• We ask about parental and child health & 
nutrition, physical & social development, family 
life and parental characteristics, housing, 
community, major life events, childcare, 
activities, culture and language.
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At the moment we don’t know nearly enough about Indigenous children’s language acquisition pathways.  Data collected in the census is very general, and more in-depth data is usually restricted to a single language group, or a specific region.  The majority of studies focus on remote areas, without telling us about regional and urban children.  Although the focus of this study is not specifically on language, Footprints in Time does fill a gap in collecting language related information from families across Australia, in conjunction with other contextual information about community, household, health, development, childcare and transitions to school.  



We used a mixed methods approach- quantitative survey interview, qualitative yarning, data linkage and direct assessments.





What data is available?

• We will be officially releasing Wave 1 data on 20 
October 2009.

• Researchers and communities will be able to 
request data access for a small processing fee. 
Available in SPSS, SAS & STATA.

• Data used in this presentation is based on the 
beta dataset version 2.
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This also accounts for differences in figures cited here and in the earlier conference abstract.  Since that was written we removed sibling data, thereby improving the quality of our dataset.  



I should note here that although I refer to specific tribal groups and language groups in my presentation, some of this information may not be released with the dataset.  We are yet to determine how much detail can be included in the dataset without breaching confidentiality by making individuals identifiable.



There are cultural protocols around the appropriate use of data, which applicants will need to address.



What data is available?

• We will be launching our Wave 1 report soon.  It 
provides a taste of what data we have, and is 
available free on request. 

• We are also feeding key results back to the 
participants and their communities.
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One of our first priorities is to feed back what we have learned to the communities.  Our researchers are holding community meetings, such as BBQs where they will be handing out a community booklet that we have put together, as well as some site specific information that we hope will be useful for community organisations and service providers in the local area.



Who are the Footprints kids?

• Total of 1687 primary carers (P1) interviewed 
(1643 female & 44 male)- 
95% were parents and 3% were grandparents

• Two age cohorts of Study Children (SC): 
960 (approx. 6 - 18 months) 
727 (approx. 3 ½ - 4 ½ years)
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In addition to the main interview with the primary carer, we also carried out some vocabulary assessments on the children.  These were the MacArthur-Bates Communicative Development Inventory for the babies, in which we ask the primary carer about the child’s receptive and expressive vocabulary.  For the older kids, we used the Renfrew picture cards, which directly tests expressive vocabulary.



In this presentation when I refer to “parents”, I am talking about a single primary carer, whoever that may be (eg. Mother, father, grandparents, etc)



Who are the Footprints kids?

• Study Children were 88% Aboriginal; 
6% Torres Strait Islander and 
6% both.

• Parent 1s were 74% Aboriginal, 
7% Torres Strait Islander, 
4% both and 
13% neither.
(Based on Beta dataset Vtwo)



This presentation compares urban, regional 
and remote Indigenous children in relation to…

• Bilingualism and multilingualism
• Learning Traditional Indigenous Languages, 

creoles, foreign languages and English
• Language transmission from parent to child
• Which Indigenous languages are being learnt by 

children and parents in the study
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As I will be comparing families from urban, regional and remote areas, I want to digress to give you a brief overview of where the children in the study are located and how the categories I will be using have been determined.



This map pinpoints the location (using GPS) of participants in Footprints in Time
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We mirror the population distribution of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children reasonably well.  

apart from not being able to collect data in ACT and Tasmania and 

Having proportionately more children in  remote areas so that we could follow roughly even numbers of remote, urban and regional children over time



Level of Relative Isolation (LORI)

• Developed by the WAACHS Survey team

• Based on ARIA++:
• provides more flexibility in describing variations in 

isolation within remote regions

• scores range from 0 to 18

• Can be described by five levels: None, Low, 
Moderate, High and Extreme
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In this presentation, I will be combining the categories “high” and “extreme” as we only had 15 participants in the “extreme” category.



Factors in determining cut-off scores include variables that are potentially associated with access to services and strength of adherence to traditional cultures:

Whether carers and/or children can speak an  Aboriginal language conversationally

Whether the carer has attended any Aboriginal ceremonies/festivals in the previous 12 months

Distance to nearest doctor and hospital

Conditions of roads

Whether roads ever become unusable due to flooding







Level of Relative Isolation (LORI) of 
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Level of Relative Isolation of participants 
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LORI: Some examples…



No isolation: Western Sydney, Metropolitan Adelaide and Brisbane

Low isolation: Greater Shepparton, Dubbo, NSW South coast, Mount Isa, Darwin, Alice Springs.

Moderate isolation:  Derby, Broome, Thursday Island

High isolation: Elcho Island NT, Doomadgee Qld, Badu Island TS.

Extreme isolation:  Hodgson Downs NT (470km southeast of Darwin), Kubin village on Moa Island TS.



Percentages of multilingual parents and children (by Level of Relative Isolation)
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Not surprisingly, areas of high and extreme isolation have the highest rates of bilingualism and multilingualism.  



Parents consistently show higher rates of bilingualism than children.  While it is true that some languages might be acquired later in life, this is less likely to be true about Indigenous languages than about foreign languages, which might be acquired at school, particularly in remote areas.  Some of this difference may be reduced in areas where parents tend to speak a range of closely related languages- these might be easily picked up later in life, with sufficient exposure.  However given the trends towards the speaking of creoles, or of moving towards speaking just one local language- one with a strong power base or a higher number of speakers, this tendency may not be as pronounced as it once was.



Main language of 4 year old children (by Level of Relative Isolation)
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This chart only considers children from the four year old cohort- as these were the only ones asked about level of fluency- whether each language was their “main language”.  Monolingual children are also included in this graph, both those who speak only English and those who speak only an Indigenous language.  Some parents selected more than one language as their child’s “main language” and these have been classed as “balanced bilingual” rather than dominant in one language or the other.    



This graph offers a really stark contrast between Level of isolation and main language.  Children who speak an Indigenous language as their main language, will face a very different set of challenges upon entering school- as these children were close to doing at four years of age.  Over the next few years we will be able to find out how they cope with this transition as they struggle to maintain their mother tongue and to acquire English.



Number of child language speakers (by Level of Relative Isolation)
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Speaking a creole is strongly associated with areas of High and Extreme isolation.



As you can see by comparing this chart to the last one, although very few urban and inner regional children speak an Indigenous language as their “main language”, around half of the children learning an Indigenous language, do come from these areas.  These areas are also the most likely to show children learning foreign languages.  As these children were not yet of school age (one and four year olds), these are foreign languages that they are learning in the home. Especially in none/low isolation areas, there are more couples with one Aboriginal and one non-Aboriginal partner- some of these, from immigrant backgrounds, are clearly making an effort to pass on their own languages.  

 List a few examples of langs

Parent		

Italian	, French, Spanish, Maori, German, Greek

Child		

Maori	, Spanish, Italian,	Greek, Tongan, Indonesian



Number of parents and children speaking languages other than English
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This graph shows the number of parents and children speaking all languages other than English-  Indigenous languages, creoles and foreign languages, As you can see- parents who are able to speak foreign languages are very likely to try to teach some to their children- though how fluent those children become in a language not spoken in their community remains to be seen.  Creoles are also quite likely to be passed on to children- this is probably made easier due to the fact that they are functional and widely used within some regions and also enable communication across different tribes or traditional language groups.  Parents speaking Indigenous languages are transmitting them to their children in about 70% of cases.  As relatively few Indigenous languages are taught at school, the likelihood of children acquiring these languages later, or maintaining what they have learnt in their early years, does not look good.
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This is a breakdown of the most common responses to the question “Do you identify “Study child” with a tribal group, a language group or a clan?”  I should point out that a notable exception on this chart is Torres Strait Islanders, many of whom listed local clan names (both in their own languages and in English) and the names of islands- which caused lots of very small categories.  This is only the 20 most frequently named.  You can see that some of the largest tribal groups listed here are those which are well represented in urban and regional areas along the coast- such as Wiradjuri, Yorta Yorta, Gamilaraay, Bundjalung, and Ngarrindjeri.  



Fi gur e 4:  T op 10 T r adi t i onal  I ndi genous l anguages named i n t he dat aset -  
number  of  par ent  and chi l d speaker s.
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This graph shows the 10 most frequently named Traditional Indigenous languages that parents and children in the data reported speaking.  Please note that these are traditional languages, so doesn’t include Torres Strait Creole or Kriol.



We can see Yorta Yorta (from Victoria) and Ngarrindjeri (South Australia) here….  (next slide)



Fi gur e 4:  T op 20 T r adi t i onal  I ndi genous l anguages named i n t he dat aset -  
number  of  par ent  and chi l d speaker s.
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and here we can also see the numbers of Wiradjuri (NSW), Kaurna (Adelaide) and Bandjalang (Northern NSW, SE Queensland) speakers- making up the top 20 most frequently named Traditional Indigenous languages.  





An interesting thing to notice is that in a small number of cases there appear to be more children speaking the language then parents- this can be explained due to the “parent” numbers only relating to the primary carer.  
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Looking more closely at urban and regional areas, these are the top 20 languages being taught to children by their families.  



We can see the effects of mobility on the range of languages from remote areas being spoken in some of our urban and regional areas.



It is encouraging to see languages from Australia’s urban and regional areas being passed on to children.  As numbers of adults and children not speaking English are negligible in these areas, it is probable that maintaining and passing on these languages to children is something that parents feel is an important aspect of culture for them to teach their children.   Several of these languages, like Ngarrindjeri and Kaurna, have ongoing revitalisation programs that may well be raising the profile of these languages in the community.







Thank you
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