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Enrolling Speakers of Aboriginal English in NSW
Public Schools

Support for EAL/D students who are speakers of Aboriginal
of Aboriginal English

What is Aboriginal English?

Aboriginal English is a recognised dialect spoken by many Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait
Islander Peoples across Australia, including in NSW. It reflects how Australia’s First
Peoples have adapted their own ways of communicating within the English language.
Often described as “Aboriginal ways of speaking English,” Aboriginal English differs
slightly from Standard Australian English and is formally acknowledged by the NSW

Department of Education as a distinct dialect.
Why understanding Aboriginal English matters for student equity

Standard Australian English is the main dialect used across Australia, particularly in
schools and institutions, where it provides a shared means of communication that can
support students’ educational progress. For Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
students, developing confidence in Standard Australian English can enhance access to
curriculum learning, especially in literacy and numeracy, as noted in the EAL/D Capability
Framework (2013). Research shows that Aboriginal English is a full, rule-based dialect
with its own cultural and language patterns, encouraging teachers to compare Aboriginal
English and Standard Australian English rather than treating Aboriginal English as
incorrect (Eades, 2013).
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Students who speak Aboriginal English bring valuable linguistic strengths, including the
ability to code-switch across contexts, and their home language should be recognised,
respected, and celebrated as an integral part of their identity as they continue to

build proficiency in Standard Australian English.

Importantly, schools and staff should never correct or dismiss the dialects spoken by
students or their families. Celebrating languages spoken at home, including Aboriginal
English, is crucial for students to learn, grow and thrive, enabling them to achieve

excellence in an equitable public school system.
Variations across community and cultural protocols

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander communities may use different names to describe
Aboriginal English with each term reflecting local histories, identities and traditions.
Because terms and dialectal features can vary between communities, it is important for
schools and teachers to recognise the cultural protocols associated with language and to
approach Aboriginal English speakers with respect, sensitivity and cultural

understanding.
Language diversity in Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander families

Some Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander students who are speakers of Aboriginal
English may also be multi-lingual, speaking more than one language at home. At the same
time, not all Aboriginal families speak Aboriginal English; for many, Standard Australian
English remains the main language spoken at home. Students who are proficient in
speaking Standard Australian English for school learning, are not considered EAL/D

learners.

“Language doesn’t
start at school - it
starts at home”

—Jaz
Menindee Central School
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Policy Alignment

Standard Australian English and curriculum access

Standard Australian English is the main dialect used across Australia, particularly in
schools and institutions, where it provides a shared means of communication that can
support students’ educational progress. For Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
students, developing confidence in Standard Australian English can enhance access to
curriculum learning, especially in literacy and numeracy, as noted in the EAL/D Capability
Framework (2013).

EAL/D identification and assessment

Students who have a language background other than English (LBOTE) should be
assessed against the EAL/D Learning Progressions by classroom teachers, EAL/D
specialists or learning support teachers to identify whether they are also EAL/D leaners
and to determine their level of need for additional support. Accurate assessment of English
language proficiency enables appropriate levels of funding through the English Language

Proficiency (ELP) Equity Loading.

Enrolment Practice

Supporting families who identify as speakers of Aboriginal English during enrolment

On school enrolment forms, families can indicate if Aboriginal English is spoken at home.
They first identify Aboriginality (Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, or Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander) and then record any Languages Other Than English spoken at home.
Families can select “Yes” and specify the main language or dialect spoken at home, which
may include Aboriginal English, and can list additional languages (e.g Gathung,

Wiradjuri, Torres Strait Creole etc).

Schools are encouraged to build strong, reciprocal relationships with families, creating
culturally inclusive spaces where home languages are valued and shared. These practices
support schools and staff to recognise and affirm families who speak Aboriginal English

within the whole school community.
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Identifying Aboriginal and/ or Torres Strait Islander
students as additional dialect learners.

Step 1

Does the student identify as Aboriginal and/ or Torres Strait Islander?

Step2

Does the Does the student speak a traditional
student speak language/s as their main language/ home
English as their language such as Wiradjuri, Gathung etc?
main language

spoken at home?

The student is an EAL and/
or LBOTE learner

Step k¥ Does the student speak Aboriginal English? Studentis not an
EAD Learner

Step 4 BRI ITITL What's next?
P l bt e Record the student’s home language
earner

as Aboriginal English in ERN.

Assess and map proficiency in SAE to
the ACARA EAL/D Learning
Progression, Kindergarten EAL/D
Learning Progressions (where
applicable). Record the phase on
Maintain EAL/D in ERN.

Work with parents/ carers, local Aboriginal community including the AECG, Aboriginal staff, EAL/D
specialist teachers and / or education support staff within the Aboriginal Education and Communities

Directorate (schoolsandtransitionscorro@det.nsw.edu.au) to gain better insights into the construct of
students’ home languages and/ or dialects.
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Culturally responsive and sensitive enrolment conversations

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander families must feel culturally included with a strong
sense of belonging during the enrolment process. Schools and staff should be mindful of
the ongoing impacts of past government policies which continue to influence the
experiences of many families. Staff should create culturally inclusive and responsive
environments where Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander families feel comfortable
sharing aspects of home life, including language practices. This can include offering
yarning opportunities, valuing Aboriginal English in classroom talk, co-designing learning
with families and Local AECGs, using culturally preferred communication methods, and
ensuring the school visibly affirms Aboriginal identity through signage, artwork, and local
histories (CESE, 2022).

Some families may feel more comfortable if an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
staff member such as an Aboriginal Education Officer (AEO), is present to support the
enrolment process. If schools do not have Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander staff, they
can seek support from Aboriginal Community Liaison Officers (ACLOs), local Aboriginal
and/or Torres Strait Islander community members, the Local AECG or other local

Aboriginal organisations.
Respecting Language Practices

Schools and staff should never correct or dismiss the dialects spoken by students or their
families. Schools and staff can support families by acknowledging the differences between
‘Home talk’ and ‘School talk’, and by asking culturally responsive questions to

better understand each child’s linguistic background.

Support Available

What support is available for schools, students and families?

Schools can draw on a wide range of resources to support students who speak Aboriginal
English. These include national and state frameworks, professional learning programs,
and community partnerships that strengthen teacher understanding and practice. Key

resources available are:
Community Partnerships
e Local Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander community members

e Local and/or Regional AECG
© NSW Department of Education, Jul-26
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o Local Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander community organisations
National and State Frameworks

o Capability Framework: Teaching Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander EAL/D

¢ ACARA EAL/D Learning Progressions

¢ Kindergarten NSW DoE EAL/D Learning Progressions

Professional Learning Programs

o Deadly Dialects — P-2 professional learning

« Aboriginal Ways of Using English — a professional learning resource for schools

« EAD Kits from the Henry Parkes Equity Resource Centre

e« NSW Department of Education Universal Resource Hub, including:

o What is a dialect?

o English as an Additional Dialect (EAD) professional learning pathways for

teachers

o ldentifying English as an Additional Dialect (EAD) Learners: Advice for

teachers of students who use Aboriginal English as their main home dialect

Celebration and classroom implications

Celebrating Aboriginal English and home languages

Ensuring every student is known, valued, and cared for fosters a strong sense of
belonging and connection at school. Celebrating home languages, including Aboriginal
English, acknowledges the rich linguistic strengths students bring and supports them to
learn, grow, and thrive. Valuing these languages helps students sustain a strong sense of

identity as they continue to build proficiency in Standard Australian English.
Using strength-based language approaches

Teachers are encouraged to compare Aboriginal English and Standard Australian English
rather than correcting Aboriginal English as if it were wrong or incomplete (Eades, 2013).
Highlighting the differences between students’ home languages and the Standard
Australian English required for classroom learning helps teachers to build linguistic
awareness, engage in professional learning, and deepen their understanding of Aboriginal
English learners.
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Working in partnership with community

Schools should work in partnership with local Aboriginal communities and the Local
AECG, ensuring families and community members are included in decision-making and

co-designing learning opportunities that benefit all students. Strong Strides

Together highlights that culturally inclusive and responsive practice is strengthened when
schools build trust, listen deeply, and work alongside community. Because Aboriginal
English is a culturally grounded dialect learned in families and kinship networks (Eades,
2013), schools rely on community expertise to understand students’ communication

strengths and cultural protocols.

Partnership can include holding enrolment yarns rather than interviews and giving families
space to share their child’'s communication style, language practices, and strengths in a
culturally inclusive way. Schools may invite AECG members, Elders, or Aboriginal and/or
Torres Strait Islander staff to guide conversations about language, identity, and cultural

expectations, ensuring cultural authority is respected.

Working with community to co-design classroom and school practices that value Aboriginal
English, such as storytelling and relational ways of speaking, helps embed cultural
responsiveness in everyday practice. Schools can also seek community input on
communication materials so that letters, signage, and processes reflect

cultural inclusivity and avoid deficit language. Maintaining a visible presence at community
events, using community preferred communication methods such as informal yarns or
flexible meeting times, and inviting families to share local words, phrases, or cultural
narratives (when appropriate and voluntary) all help ensure that partnership is genuine,

ongoing, and grounded in trust.
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Links to third-party material and websites

Please note that the provided (reading/viewing material/list/links/texts) are a suggestion
only and implies no endorsement, by the New South Wales Department of Education, of
any author, publisher, or book title. School principals and teachers are best placed to
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