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Embracing plurality through oral language  

Abstract  

The transmission and dissemination of knowledge in Aboriginal societies for the most part 

occurs orally in an Aboriginal language or in Aboriginal English. However, whilst support is 

given to speaking skills in Indigenous communities, in our education system less emphasis is 

given to developing equivalent oral communicative competence in Standard Australian 

English (SAE). Instead the focus is given to the ongoing assessment of reading and writing 

skills and grammatical knowledge – this is in direct contrast to the existing language 

experience of Aboriginal students. Therefore, for Aboriginal students to participate in 

mainstream society, we suggest that there is a need to nurture oral language skills in SAE and 

provide learners with the experience to develop their code-switching ability to maintain 

continuity with their first language or dialect. Drawing on previous research that we and 

others have undertaken at several schools, this paper highlights the need for three fundamental 

changes to take place within language education: i) School policies to change and explicitly 

accept and support Aboriginal English in code-switching situations; ii) Familiarity among 

school staff about the major differences between Aboriginal English and SAE; and iii) Tasks 

which focus on developing and practising the “when, why and how” of code-switching. 

Key words: oral language, code-switching, Aboriginal education, plurality, school policy, 

teacher attitudes 

 

Introduction  

Aboriginal people have an oral tradition that realises their spiritual beliefs and connections to 

the land and nature (Woods 2010). For thousands of years, Aboriginal ‘voices’, wisdom and 

power have been passed from generation to generation by way of oral narrative (Pi-Sunyer 

2007; Selby 2013). In their traditional culture, it is through oral narrative that Australian 

Aboriginal identity is created, established and maintained (Klapproth 2004). Oral language 

also provides Indigenous Australians with a means to ‘create coherence and make narrative 

sense of their experience’ (Klapproth 2004, 5). Added to this, oral language is the traditional 

Indigenous teaching tool and usually takes the form of storytelling (McKeough et al. 2008) or 

‘yarning’ (Bessarab and Ng'andu 2010). 

While spoken language dominates Indigenous people’s lives, it is reading and writing skills 

and grammatical knowledge that are extensively taught and assessed in the Australian 

educational system. Currently this is realised through the annual testing conducted under the 

auspices of The National Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN). For this 

reason and because of a number of other contributing factors, a significant gap exists between 

Aboriginal students’ academic achievement and those of other groups, including recently 

arrived children of migrants. For example, an analysis of NAPLAN test results in 2010 

revealed that four out of every ten Aboriginal students failed these tests (Santow 2010). In a 

report of Indigenous education in 2011, it was found that the NAPLAN failure rate (plus 

absent) of Aboriginal students in Victoria, South Australia, Western Australia and the 

Northern Territory was 40%, 48%, 53%, 71% respectively (Hughes and Hughes 2012). This 
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continues to cause grave concerns for educators and policy makers (Wigglesworth, Simpson 

and Loakes 2011; R. Gardner and Mushin 2013).   

Although a number of initiatives have been instigated, these efforts to assist Aboriginal 

students have been largely unsuccessful. For example, a recent study of the effectiveness of 

specific, targeted education programs funded by the government (total funds expended being 

$359 million in 2008-2009 and $659 million in 2012-2013, Australian Government 2013) 

and designed to support Indigenous students’ academic performance shows a continuation of 

the status quo regarding Aboriginal educational achievement (Hughes and Hughes 2012). In 

2012, while 92% of Australian students overall met national minimum standards (Kirk 2012), 

many primary schools in Queensland attended exclusively by Indigenous students failed to 

“lift a single student” (Chilcott 2012a, 5) above the standard in the 2012 NAPLAN. As a 

further illustration, although the Aurukun campus of the Cape York Aboriginal Australian 

Academy in Queensland has received multimillion-dollar investments, none of its Indigenous 

students scored close to the national average in writing, grammar, punctuation and numeracy 

in 2012 (Chilcott 2012b). In fact, Indigenous students in such rural and remote areas have 

slipped even further behind their non-Indigenous peers, scoring ‘the worst-ever result in Year 

9 numeracy’ in the 2013 NAPLAN tests (Chilcott 2013, 7). Therefore, despite the funding 

and resources aimed at improving Aboriginal outcomes, the gap in performance continues.  

Clearly other factors must be contributing to these results and what these might be has been 

the subject of much debate. Low student socio-economic background and little teacher 

accountability have been suggested as possible contributing factors (Warren and deVries 

2009). Intelligence, particularly differences between the types valued in Western educational 

contexts and traditional Aboriginal society have also been suggested, although most 

acknowledge as does Stevenson (2012, 6) that ‘Indigenous kids are just as clever as non-

Indigenous kids.’ Many Aboriginal students have also been diagnosed as having hearing, 

language and speech development problems (Ball 2009; Peltier 2010). A concerning 

consequence of this is their removal from mainstream classrooms and placement in special 

education units, as if they had learning disabilities (Smail 2012). Absenteeism, often for 

cultural and familial reasons, is also acknowledged as contributing to lack of achievement 

amongst the Aboriginal student population and language and cultural differences have been 

consistently identified as core issues (McGregor 2011; Pond 2012; Hughes and Hughes 

2012). Although a number of initiatives have been implemented, there is no doubt that 

teachers continue to struggle with what they see as their Aboriginal students’ cultural and 

linguistic difference, which, in turn, has a negative impact on student outcomes. 

It is not just teachers who struggle to reconcile and work in positive ways with regard to 

language and cultural differences. As Wigglesworth et al. (2011) point out, the fact that 

plurality is not embraced in the design of NAPLAN may be a cause of Aboriginal students’ 

continued low levels of performance on such assessments. Indeed, NAPLAN is norm-

referenced and designed for, and targeted at, standard Australian English speakers, whereas 

many Indigenous students grow up in communities where the primary means of 

communication is their traditional languages, English-based Creoles (Kriol) and/or 

Aboriginal English (Standing Council on School Education and Early Childhood 2013; 
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Wigglesworth et al. 2011). This draws into question the appropriacy of using such an 

assessment tool for this cohort, but also, and perhaps more importantly, the efficacy of the 

current pedagogy used with Aboriginal students. 

Despite their lack of appropriacy, NAPLAN and other assessment tools are the primary ways 

academic success is judged. At the same time, academic success is crucial to Indigenous 

students as it affords them better employment opportunities (Warren and deVries 2009). As 

the current Australian Prime Minister, Tony Abbott, rightly maintains in a recent report to the 

parliament about Indigenous education and unemployment, ‘it’s hard to find work without a 

basic education and it’s hard to live well without a job’ (as cited in Griffiths 2014, para. 9). 

However, the sad news is that Indigenous employment has continued to “slip backwards” in 

recent years due to declining education results (Griffiths 2014, para. 6). Therefore, while 

several measures have been put in place, (e.g., increasing funding to schools, policies to 

encourage Aboriginal and Torres Strait students to attend school, and stressing the 

responsibilities of communities and parents, Kirk 2012), we maintain it is of paramount 

importance to develop teaching and assessment methods that will assist Aboriginal students 

to close the gap in terms of achievement. 

 

Oral language development through code-switching  

It has been long recognised that the development of oral language plays a fundamental role in 

the cultivation of students’ meta-cognitive abilities (Warren and deVries 2009; Moschkovich 

2005). It is a ‘social thinking tool’ (Setati and Alder 2001, 246) as students need to talk to 

learn (Martin, 1999; Ball, 2009). Not surprisingly, oral language improvement has been 

reported to correlate with improved literacy attainment (Ball 2009; Peterson 2012) and 

constitutes an important component of the multiliteracies pedagogical approach that includes 

multiple discourses realised in various text forms (oral, written and digital) (Lavoie, Sarkar, 

Mark and Jenniss 2012). Spoken language development is even more important for 

Indigenous students whose home language is vastly different from school discourse (Warren 

and deVries 2009). Although most Aboriginal students speak some kind of English, their 

variety of English, despite it being systematic and highly rule-bound, differs substantially 

from SAE in terms of both formal features and semantic content (Sharifian 2000; Eades 

2013). Indeed, ‘even where Aboriginal English seems to employ the same vocabulary as 

Australian English, it is informed by a semantics deeply rooted in Aboriginal culture’ 

(Malcolm and Rochecouste 2000, 98). Therefore, to help them bridge their first 

dialect/language and SAE, we maintain that Indigenous students’ spoken language should be 

promoted through the encouragement of code-switching. Later, we illustrate this drawing on 

a case study of previous school-based research. 

The cognitive benefits of code-switching, ‘a well governed process used as a communicative 

strategy to convey linguistic and social information’ (Grosjean 1999, 286), have been well-

documented. Brain researchers have found that those who code-switch use more brain area 

than those who do not (George and George 2010). In addition, recent research on frontal lobe 
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functioning in bilingual students has revealed that code-switching helps accelerate complex 

cognitive processing (Byrd 2012). Students who code-switch have reportedly outperformed 

their monolingual peers on non-linguistic tasks that require cognitive control (Blackburn 

2013). Blackburn (2013) claims that this is because speakers who code-switch develop an 

inhibitory control ability through the process of switching between languages, alternating 

between inhibition and activation as they switch back and forth, a cognitive capacity that is 

not cultivated in monolingual students. Thus those who code-switch possess a higher level of 

executive control, a type of superior cognitive function (Byrd 2012; Ljungberg et al. 2013) 

and, therefore, have a better ability for controlling their attention and retrieving information 

when performing non-verbal tasks (Byrd 2012; Ljungberg et al. 2013). They have also been 

found to possess better verbal episodic memory than monolinguals due to the activation of 

the prefrontal cortex (Ljungberg et al. 2013).  

Empirical studies on the effects of code-switching on students’ classroom engagement have 

further consolidated the benefits of this ‘learning and teaching resource’ (Setati and Alder 

2001, 246). Code-switching has been encouraged by some content teachers as it facilitates 

students’ understanding (Uys and Van Dulm 2011; Mokgwathi and Webb 2013). For 

example, teachers in Botswana and Malaysia have been observed to use idiomatic 

expressions from their students’ home languages to improve their comprehension 

(Mokgwathi and Webb 2013; Then and Ting 2011). Moreover, this ‘dynamic communicative 

strategy’ (Kieswetter 1995, 6) has been found to enhance class participation and discussion 

(Mokgwathi and Webb 2013; Uys and Van Dulm 2011), promoting opportunities for 

‘exploratory talk’ and thus facilitating the meaning-making within the learning process 

(Setati & Alder 2001, 246). In addition, code-switching helps students to expand their 

vocabulary by learning equivalent words (Mokgwathi and Webb 2013; Tian and Macaro 

2012). For Indigenous students elsewhere in the world, such as in Zimbabwe, code-switching 

has been found to foster understanding of Western educational concepts, enabling them to 

link Western social and natural scientific notions to Indigenous ways of understanding, 

knowing and perceiving (Shizha 2007). Code-switching also allows classroom order to be 

maintained and disruptive behaviour controlled (Uys and Van Dulm 2011).  

It should be acknowledged, however, that fluid code-switching cannot be acquired overnight, 

but is a cognitively demanding skill that takes time and practice (Peltier 2010; Zevenbergen, 

Grootenboer and Sullivan 2010; Public Health Advocacy Institute WA 2013). Lo Bianco 

(2008) points out that bilinguals who code-switch go through various stages of developing 

competence in both codes, from experiences of self-doubt and low self-efficacy to mastering 

both codes and code-switching comfortably between them. Moreover, students who can 

code-switch proficiently demonstrate more efficient cognitive processing in their preferred 

code, however, if their preferred code is eliminated, they may perform below their ability 

(Moschkovich 2005). 

Given these potential benefits, it is not surprising that code-switching has been encouraged in 

bi-dialectal curricula in some countries and states, for example, in Canada (Lo Bianco 2008; 

Peltier 2010), Botswana (Mokgwathi and Webb 2013), Western Australia (Welch, 

Konigsberg, Rochecouste and Collard in press), New South Wales (Standing Council on 
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School Education and Early Childhood 2013), and the Northern Territory in Australia 

(Wigglesworth et al. 2011) to facilitate Aboriginal students’ acquisition of standard English. 

In Canada, it has been recommended that teaching programs be developed ‘to support 

[Indigenous students’] code-switching between “school talk” and “home talk” rather than 

provision of direct clinical interventions for speech and language’ (Peltier 2008, 568). In 

Australia, advocacy of Aboriginal students’ code-switching has been reported to bring several 

educational benefits: improved self-esteem, attention, desire to learn, sense of belonging in 

school and decreased attrition (Department of Education and Department of Training and 

Workforce Development WA 2012, Focus Area 1, 83).  

In certain parts of Australia, however, schools have been less embracing of Aboriginal 

students’ language backgrounds and, instead use approaches that can be uncomfortable and 

alienating for the students, and rather than promoting their Aboriginality, the use of their 

home language is discouraged in the classroom (Forrest 2013). To overcome this, we argue 

that the development of their oral language through the explicit use of code-switching can 

play a valuable role in facilitating the transition from home to school and improving school 

performance. Specifically, we maintain that code-switching enables educational institutions 

to embrace plurality through oral language, and as we show in our case study, Aboriginal 

community members are strongly supportive of such a position. 

 

Code-switching and Aboriginality  

Language is not only a means of communication, but it is the realisation of culture as well as 

enabling the expression of thinking and being (Shizha 2007; New South Wales Department 

of Education and Training 2008). The challenge that educators face is how to incorporate the 

values and beliefs that Aboriginal students bring from home into the school curriculum 

(Department of Education and Training 2005, 67). The promotion of code-switching between 

school dialect and home dialect is, therefore, a pedagogical approach that enables school 

knowledge to be brought closer to the Indigenous student’s home life. Code-switching, 

moreover, provides Aboriginal students with a secure sense of identity for they are able to 

express who they are with ease (Hornberger and Swinehart 2012). The acceptance and 

encouragement of Aboriginal code-switching also reduces the threat posed to Aboriginal 

English users who might have already identified English as their first language (Department 

of Education and Department of Training and Workforce Development WA 2012, Focus 

Area 12, 165). As Wishart (2009, 470) contends, ‘development and validation of individual 

identities is a crucial component of self-esteem and success in schools.’ 

Research has shown that the prohibition of Aboriginal home languages in the classroom has 

led to negative emotional and academic results. George and George (2010, 2) describe their 

feeling of shame when they, as young Canadian Aboriginal students, were made to believe 

that the variety of English they had been using since childhood was only ‘broken English.’ 

Atleo and Fitznor (2010, 14) describe the cases of two Canadian Aboriginal students who had 

to suppress their Aboriginality and the linguistic competence that they had achieved in the 
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early years of their lives in order to learn the language of school where ‘English! Only 

English is spoken.’ They reported feeling displaced, frightened and alienated from their 

culture, their land and even themselves when they were not allowed to breathe a word of their 

heritage. Shizha (2007) reported a similar situation in some parts of Zimbabwe where 

‘cognitive apartheid’ (Cobern 1996) still dominates and Indigenous students’ voices are 

‘silenced’ and their identities suppressed. The result has been low learning motivation and 

high levels of attrition. Moreover, Feldman, Stone and Renderer (1990) found that high 

school students in a Hawaiian Creole-speaking community underperformed because self-

expression in their home language was not permitted. While an Aboriginal student can be 

confident with their communication skills in their home community, they “may become 

bewildered and reluctant to engage in learning if [their] language is not given equal value” to 

Standard English (Department of Education and Training 2005, 67). It is now acknowledged 

that the discouragement of Aboriginal students’ home language leads to a common attitude 

that ‘the school is not respecting my home language, which is part of me and my identity, so 

school is not about me’ (Sharifian 2008, 132). From the above studies, it is evident that the 

encouragement of code-switching is fundamental to help Indigenous students develop their 

standard English in a way that is culturally relevant to them and aligns with their ‘Aboriginal 

epistemology’ (McKeough et al. 2008, 148). Therefore, ‘the impetus for change’ (Peltier 

2010, 131) in education should recognise the important role of Aboriginal students’ home 

language (namely Aboriginal English, Kriol or other languages) in the construction of their 

coherent identity within the school context.  

 

Our case study 

This case study has been drawn from research conducted over a number of years in a 

Vocational Education and Training (VET) context at a registered training organisation 

located on the outskirts of a Western Australia regional centre. In Australia, VET has been 

recognised by the government as holding a critical role in the creation of a skilled workforce 

to enhance the productivity of the economy (Zoellner 2012). Within this context, Aboriginal 

students have tended to select hands-on VET school courses as a pathway to success rather 

than academic post-secondary studies (Schwab 2001; Richardson 2013). In recent years, the 

number of Aboriginal students enrolled in vocational education has increased substantially in 

many Australian states and territories, including the Australian Capital Territory, the 

Northern Territory, New South Wales and Western Australia, and especially in rural and 

remote regions (The Canberra Times 2012; Standing Council on School Education and Early 

Childhood 2013; The Centralian Advocate 2013). For example, in New South Wales, there 

were 5,160 Aboriginal students enrolled in VET courses in 2012 while in the Northern 

Territory 1,850 Aboriginal students received school-based VET training in the same year 

(Standing Council on School Education and Early Childhood 2013). In all Australia, the 

number of Aboriginal VET enrolments in 2012 was 12,632, a significant increase from 8,871 

in 2002 (Standing Council on School Education and Early Childhood 2013). This upward 

trend is in line with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander education action plan 2010-

1014, which aims at, among other targets, ‘providing opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres 
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Strait Islander students to participate in VET in Schools courses’ (Standing Council on 

School Education and Early Childhood 2013, 89).  

The case study VET school where the research took place was attended by nearly 70 

Aboriginal students aged 14-20 coming from remote areas. Most of the students spoke an 

Aboriginal language at home while a few were Kriol or Aboriginal English speakers. The 

school had 19 staff members, including VET teachers, principal, deputy principal and support 

staff, the majority of whom were Anglo-Australian except for three, who were Aboriginal.  

To obtain staff members’ views on the issue of code-switching and how they assisted 

Aboriginal students’ linguistic transition into the workplace, semi-structured informal 

interviews were conducted over a prolonged period. In addition, qualitative data from non-

participant observations were also collected over a period of 18 months both in classroom and 

during visits to workplace training sites.  Hand-written field notes were taken along with 

recorded data.  To triangulate this school and workplace data, five female, seven male 

students, 57 Aboriginal community members, and ten non-Aboriginal work placement 

employers were also interviewed. Data were then coded to identify emergent themes.  

The triangulation of the multiple data sources showed that Aboriginal students demonstrated 

oral communication patterns which disadvantaged them in the workplace, for example, an 

unwillingness to use verbal greeting and leave-taking, and an avoidance of eye contact with 

interactants. For example, one Aboriginal student was observed to respond to his placement 

supervisor’s greeting with downcast eyes and a nod of the head. Moreover, although student 

interviewees indicated that the development of their oral skills played a salient role in the 

facilitation of their vocational and social integration into the work place, they demonstrated a 

reluctance to ask for task clarification for fear of getting shame, an Aboriginal concept 

referring to a fear of disgrace or loss of face when exhibiting a potential weakness (Oliver, 

Grote, Rochecouste and Exell 2013a, 2013b, 2012). The Aboriginal students in this cohort 

were also observed to experience remarkable difficulty in communicating with non-

Aboriginal people about work. This was due to a deficiency in work-related vocabulary, 

heavy Kriol pronunciation and, most importantly, an absence of code-switching skills 

between SAE and their first language/dialect.  

Not only struggling to communicate about work, Aboriginal students were also reported by 

employers to lack conversational skills to engage in small talk with their non-Aboriginal 

colleagues in work placement. This finding is consistent with Mushin and Gardner’s (2009) 

study, which reported that their Aboriginal participants usually exhibited long periods of 

silence in communicative exchanges. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that “silences are not 

interpreted by Aboriginal interlocutors as indicating that communication has broken down” 

(Eades 2000, 167), as this is their conversational style, especially of those who live in remote 

communities. Contrary to the Western communicative style, silence is highly valued by 

Aboriginal people for it gives them time to think or simply signals their enjoyment of the 

other person’s presence (Eades 2013). However, their silence in interacting with Anglo-

Australians is often negatively interpreted as a sign of unfriendliness or lack of co-operation 

(Eades 2013). In our case study, the students’ reticence and avoidance behaviour was found 
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to create considerable discomfort in the workplace, especially in small businesses where 

employees work side by side on a daily basis. The Aboriginal students’ quietness and shyness 

also frequently contributed to communication breakdown and misunderstanding in the 

workplace.  

The VET instructors, while not language and literacy experts, but with trade expertise, were 

in a good position to help their students to transition into the workplace. Interview data 

showed that most VET instructors agreed that the students’ ability and willingness to 

verbalise whether they understood instructions or not and to seek clarification was crucial to 

workplace success, therefore, indicating the need for Aboriginal students to develop the 

communicative ability in SAE to do these things. Instructors acknowledged that their students 

needed to develop the ability to successfully code-switch, as they needed SAE to operate 

successfully in the workplace, but also their first language or dialect to maintain positive self-

identity and strong ties with their communities. However, the data showed that teaching staff, 

including Aboriginal staff members, generally held the view either that code-switching would 

be detrimental to learning a new dialect or language. They simply had little awareness of the 

benefits of code-switching in building their students’ confidence in communicating and 

socialising with non-Aboriginal co-workers, employers, and clients. While school staff often 

operated from this perspective, Aboriginal community members appeared to be more 

progressive in their opinions pointing out that the practice of code-switching in the safe 

confines of the classroom would equip students in preparing for the workplace. Community 

members indicated that the youth from their communities ‘need to learn when to code-

switch… they already do it, but still need to talk about it’ and that teachers ‘need to start 

teaching code-switching skills to younger students’. 

 

Teacher attitudes to code-switching 

The response we found from teaching staff in our case study aligns with previous research on 

teachers’ negative attitudes towards code-switching and the use of Aboriginal students’ first 

language/dialect in the classroom. Teachers’ attitudes such as ‘If Aboriginal students are 

allowed to code-switch (move from one dialect or language to another) when they are 

beginning to learn Standard Australian English, it will be difficult for them to speak Standard 

Australian English correctly later on’ (Oliver et al. 2011, 70) are, sadly, still common among 

a large number of teachers. In a study that examined 104 Western Australian teachers’ 

awareness of Aboriginal English, Oliver et al. (2011) reported that a substantial number of 

teachers from metropolitan schools regarded dialectal forms of Aboriginal English as 

‘incorrect’ and/or ‘inappropriate’ (Oliver et al. 2011, 71). Earlier, Haig and Oliver (2003b) 

examined the perceptions of 36 teachers from 12 schools in Western Australia and found that 

the teachers had a tendency to label Aboriginal students’ speech as ‘non-standard’, 

‘restricted’ and/or ‘inappropriate’, indicating their lack of acknowledgement of students’ 

existing linguistic skills. Likewise, teachers from two primary and two secondary Western 

Australian schools in Haig and Oliver’s (2003a) study criticised Aboriginal students’ 

language as ‘short’, ‘simple’, and ‘incomplete’. Consistent with these findings, Oliver and 
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Haig (2005) reported that most of the 172 teachers from primary, district high and secondary 

Western Australian schools in a survey expressed conservative attitudes towards Aboriginal 

students’ use of their home languages/dialects that deviated from standard English. These 

studies illustrate teachers’ lack of support for the incorporation of Aboriginal students’ home 

language in classroom communication. 

In contexts outside Australia, Martin (1999) reported that Brunei teachers from two primary 

schools expressed reservations about deviation from monolingual education. In Botswana, 

Mokgwathi and Webb’s (2013) participants from four senior secondary government schools 

also expressed concern that code-switching may stifle class participation in English, make 

students less confident in speaking English and affect their written communication skills. In 

the United States, Ramirez and Milk (1986) found that code-switching was perceived as an 

unacceptable behaviour by the teachers, who indicated that they were more willing to tolerate 

ungrammatical English than students’ code-switching. Also in the United States, Siegel 

(2006) quotes teachers’ concerns regarding the use of the home vernacular in the classroom. 

These teachers maintained that code-switching to the home vernacular wastes valuable class 

time that could be spent on learning standard English; that it causes interference in standard 

English acquisition; and that it could put Aboriginal students at a disadvantage by not 

providing them with educational equity.  

Added to this, research has revealed teachers’ own admissions that they do not have 

sufficient training and knowledge to teach Aboriginal students from non-English-speaking 

backgrounds. For instance, 40% of the surveyed teachers in Oliver et al.’s (2011) study 

indicated that, while they understood what Aboriginal English is, they were not confident 

with their linguistic understanding of this variety.  

Yet it is clear that teachers’ awareness of and attitudes towards code-switching need to be 

changed to understand that code-switching, rather than disadvantaging Aboriginal students, is 

actually a language resource that can facilitate educational development (e.g. Siegel 2006; 

Setati, Adler, Reed and Bapoo 2002; Then and Ting 2011). As described earlier, it has 

multiple benefits with respect to cognitive development, enhancement of academic 

attainment, and the validation of Aboriginal identity. Moreover, Aboriginal students’ home 

language or dialect should be regarded as a valuable asset, not a hindrance to the learning 

process. It is important that this understanding be developed in pre-service teachers. In line 

with this suggestion, the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth 

Affairs (MCEETYA) has clearly stated in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education 

Action Plan (2010-2014, 25): ‘Education providers will deliver professional learning to 

teachers to ensure high levels of cultural and linguistic understanding and competencies to 

inform the best teaching strategies for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.’ 
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Education policies supporting code-switching 

To achieve these aims, it is necessary, as outlined above, for Aboriginal English/language to 

be accepted in the classroom and further, for this to be embedded in school policies to 

provide clear guidelines on code-switching instruction and to create systematic curriculum 

resources for teachers to use. Only when teachers are supported in this way will Aboriginal 

students’ code-switching needs be addressed.  

In recent years, efforts have been made in certain Australian states to promote the use of 

code-switching in the classroom. In New South Wales, for example, teaching staff in Focus 

schools are required to attend training workshops in English as an Additional Language or 

Dialect (EAL/D) pedagogies to provide effective support to Aboriginal students in bi-

dialectal curriculum (Standing Council on School Education and Early Childhood 2013). In 

Western Australia, several publications have been produced to raise teachers’ awareness of 

Aboriginal students’ code-switching and their appreciation of the value of this pedagogical 

resource in the maintenance of Aboriginal identity by the Department of Education and 

Training (2005) and Department of Education, and Department of Training and Workforce 

Development (2012)
2
. These resources stress that ‘Teachers and school communities should 

understand how to broaden their students’ linguistic repertoires to the extent that they are able 

to code-switch at will between language varieties’ (Department of Education and Training, 

2005 67). In the teaching resource entitled ‘Tracks to Two-Way Learning’ (Department of 

Education and Department of Training and Workforce Development WA 2012), tasks have 

been developed to enhance educators’ pedagogical skills for promoting their Aboriginal 

students’ consciousness of, and confidence in, their existing code-switching abilities. Added 

to this, the resource includes analytical activities organised to explicitly contrast between the 

two codes/dialects and assist speakers of Aboriginal English to recognise how their variety 

differs from SAE. These activities are based on the premise that a ‘lack of awareness can lead 

to low self-esteem and inability to succeed’ (Department of Education and Department of 

Training and Workforce Development WA 2012, Focus Area 12, 165). Discussion activities 

are also embedded in the resource to foster educators’ understanding between learning 

English as a first language and learning English as an additional language or dialect.  

However, it should be noted that pedagogical activities that focus on only formal dialectal 

differences (e.g. grammar and phonology) at the expense of contextual oral usage will not 

bring positive results, as students need to learn to make adjustments which accord with a 

range of communicative events to be successful at code-switching (Peltier 2010). Therefore, 

classroom tasks need to be developed that allow Aboriginal students to learn about and to 

practice code-switching for authentic purposes. For example, teachers could set up role-

playing scenarios to demonstrate how to use each code in appropriate contexts (e.g. audience, 

purpose, and setting), such as serving customers, conversing formally and informally, and 

also negotiating communication difficulties rather than remaining silent. By acknowledging 

and encouraging Aboriginal students’ home language and their ability to code-switch, 

                                                             
2 One of the authors of this paper, Dr. Rochecouste, was on the Academic Research and Resource Development 

team of this training resource.   
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educators will enhance their students’ sense of self-esteem, and thereby make learning a 

worthwhile and relevant experience. 

 

Assessment of code-switching to embrace plurality  

A change in pedagogical methods is by no means sufficient unless it is accompanied by a 

shift in assessment practices, since assessment has the ‘patronising’ (Preece and Skinner 

1999, 15) power to regulate teaching and learning (Preece and Skinner 1999; Ketabi and 

Ketabi 2014). The current standardised norm-referenced assessment serves as a grave 

injustice to Aboriginal students. For instance, a number of assessment items used in tests such 

as NAPLAN have reportedly failed to account for Aboriginal communication styles and 

cultural backgrounds (Wigglesworth et al. 2011; Peltier 2010). As the assessment items are 

based on the SAE users (Wigglesworth et al. 2011), Aboriginal students in general, and 

Aboriginal students living in remote regions in particular, are disadvantaged. For instance, 

Aboriginal students in remote areas who have never had newspapers delivered to their home 

may find it hard to digest a reading passage on newspaper delivery complaints, as was the 

case in the Year 3, 2008 NAPLAN reading test (Wigglesworth et al. 2011). Likewise, 

Aboriginal students growing up in remote communities who have never been to a cinema 

may have difficulty comprehending the concept of a film poster as evident in the same 

NAPLAN reading test (Wigglesworth et al. 2011). Aboriginal students’ lack of familiarity 

with cultural knowledge coupled with the absence of linguistic plurality in assessment results 

in low academic achievement, which may in turn lead to a misinterpretation of their speech, 

language and learning abilities.   

To make assessment more relevant and to enable formal education to be situated within 

Aboriginal students’ culture (Wishart 2009), one of the effective measures is the development 

of summative and formative tasks to evaluate Aboriginal code-switching skills. Rather than 

an exclusive concentration on the assessment of reading and writing skills, we argue that an 

assessment tool for oral skills, which takes into account Aboriginal students’ prior oral 

linguistic knowledge and code-switching ability, should be developed. As J. Gardner (2012, 

2, emphasis original) rightly points out, what we need is “assessment for learning” while at 

present educational focus is mostly on “assessment of learning”. To that end, formative 

assessment that is cognizant of Aboriginal students’ home languages and communication 

patterns should be given more weight than a final summative assessment of learning, which 

“potentially [does] not contribute to the students’ learning” (J. Gardner 2012, 2).  

 

Conclusion 

Aboriginal parents want their children to be proud of their Aboriginality (Department of 

Education and Training 2005, 67) and at the same time, they would like their children to learn 

the ‘Gudia (white fella) way so they can move between both worlds smoothly’ (Public Health 

Advocacy Institute WA 2013, 30). This smooth transition can only occur by maintaining the 
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home language/dialect within the new educational context. The acknowledgement and 

development of code-switching skills is fundamental in this process. Instead of branding 

Aboriginal students’ English as ‘bad’, ‘inappropriate’, ‘incorrect’ or ‘broken’ (McRae et al. 

2002, 17; Oliver et al. 2011, 71; George and George 2010, 2), teachers need to acknowledge 

dialectal differences and provide explicit modelling as to when, where, and with whom to use 

which speech repertoire. At the same time, it is important that teachers honour and value 

Aboriginal English as a representation of their culture and identity. Only in this way can 

Aboriginal students ‘build self-esteem, take risks and engage in learning at school’ (New 

South Wales Department of Education and Training 2008, para. 7). Added to this, policy 

makers need to re-evaluate current literacy assessment designs and develop a form of 

assessment that is more culturally familiar and relevant to Aboriginal students ‘to address 

[their] social and spiritual realities’ (McKeough et al. 2013, 149). Only by embracing 

plurality in curriculum and assessment will Aboriginal students’ prior linguistic knowledge 

be recognised and their communicative competence in both their home language/dialect and 

SAE be effectively developed.  
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