
ALICE SPRINGS ABORIGINAL CHILDREN ' S  ENGLISH 

1 .  I NT R O D U C T I ON 

M . e .  S h a r p e  

From February to  August 1976 ( five and a half months ) I spent t ime 
in Alice Springs for study of the English of Aboriginal children there . 
The proj ect  was funded by the Australian Institut e  of Aboriginal 
Studi e s , in response to a request by the staff of  Traeger Park Primary 
School and a good number of the parent s of Aboriginal children 
attending the school . In that time I recorded children interact ing 
informally with each other and with white  adults , and analysed the 
data gained . Analysis was speeded up by the use of a computer 
concordance .  Detai led descriptions of the recording t echnique s are 
given e l s ewhere ( Sharpe 1978 ) ,  and a report of initial result s 
appeared in 1977  ( Sharpe 1977a ) . Data from the sample was compared 
with extensive data obtained in Brisbane from eight and a hal f  year­
old white  middle-class chi ldren by the Mt Gravat t  C . A . E .  Language 
Research Unit . Children in the Alice Springs sample ranged in age 
from four to thirteen , with a mean and median age of e ight and a hal f .  
Two-thirds o f  the children were at l east s i x  years old and under 
eleven years old . For this study I de fined children as Aboriginal i f  
they had some Aboriginal anc estry and a noticeably Aboriginal voic e  
quality ( see Sharpe 1970 ) .  With a c ouple of  exceptions , a l l  these  
children would have identi fied themselve s as Aboriginal , although 
they may not have used the t erm ' Aboriginal ' .  ( Chi ldren t ended to use 
the term ' Aboriginal ' in the sense ' tradit ional Aboriginal ' or ' native ' .  
They would , for example , re fer to  Aboriginal paintings or Aboriginal 
dance s . )  

Although only minor differences  exist b etween different forms of  
Aboriginal English in Alice Springs , at least two main sub-dialec t s  
can b e  i solated . The division is  between camp children ' s  English and 
town children ' s  Engl ish,  the former inc luding camp s in the town area 
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and out side , and the latter including chi ldren from children ' s  home s 
run by the Anglican and Lutheran churches . There is  perhaps a very 
slight difference between town and chi ldren ' s  homes ' English , and 
children from the Lutheran compound appeared to have some forms which 
differed from those  of children from the Angl ican chi ldren ' s  cottage s . 
M ost camp children I was able to record were from Aranda speaking 
camp s and the chi ldren were bilingual ; unfortunately I was not able t o  
obtain data about English from camp s using another Aboriginal language . 
Some town and children ' s  home chi ldren also spoke an Aboriginal 
language , most commonly Aranda , less  commonly Pitj antj arra or another 
language from the c entre , or ( for a couple of children ) from elsewhere . 

Although I refer to two dialects  of  Aboriginal English , there is  
no  c lear-cut line of  demarcat ion between Aboriginal English and 
standard Engli sh in e ither dialect . Most children fluctuated between 
standard and non-standard forms , almost  as though many non-st andard 
forms behaved as addit ional optional contractions or variat ions on 
standard forms . Thi s will be dis cussed further be low . But some of  
the more comp lex standard English construct ions are lacking by  com­
parison with the e ight and a half year-old white  Bri sbane sample , and 
sentences  rarely had more than one subs idiary clause , although multi­
c lause sentence s ,  usually with a n d  as connector , were common . 

In the following discussion and description , st andard English ( SE )  
i s  t aken to mean the dialect ( s )  spoken b y  middle-class white 
Australians , including their informal styles ( i . e . , not j ust their 
' correct writt en ' style ) ,  and inc luding , where indicated , immature or 
deve lopmental forms used by chi ldren with white middle-class upbringing . 

2 .  P H O N O L O G I C A L  D I F F E R E N C E S  

Phonological differences between Aboriginal English ( AbE)  and SE 
are of the t ype  common among Aborigines , although some feature s may be 
speci fically Centralian . Chi ldren tend to fluctuat e between ' AbE ' and 
' SE t  phonology . For forms mo st di fferent from SE , the following 
summary applies : 

Distinction between voiced and voicele s s  stops can be  lost , 
parti cularly word finally , where the voi celess  forms are quite  
often used , and before nasals , where the voiced forms are used . 
As the stops in Aboriginal language s of the area are more 
commonly voi celess , voiceless  stops are rather more common in 
AbE than in SE . Children at school apparent ly ab sorb a 
reasonable knowledge of phoni c s , because they often spell words 
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as they say them , e . g .  b e t  b e d , a t  had . etc . It does appe ar , 
however , on limited dat a ,  that words with voiced final stops 
in SE take the voiced plural and past tense allomorphs 
( - z , -d respect ively ) ,  whereas words with voiceless  word final 
stops in SE take the allomorphs - s  and - t  respect ively . 

Stops I b l , I p l  somet imes rep lace the fri catives l v i , I f  I 
respect ively in isolated words ( e . g . , f i b e ,  B e b e r l y ,  w i l '  
p i g s wi ld fig8 , P r e e z e r  Frazer ) .  Other words have the 
fricatives as in SE . No subst itution of fricatives for stops 
occurs . 

An interdental s top i s  somet imes used where SE uses  1 5 / , 
and a I t  I i s  used where SE uses 1 9 / , e . g .  w i g  w i t h , g i s  
thi s , �a t that , t i n g thing . 

An intervocalic  I t  I in SE i s  somet ime s replaced by a 
flapped or trilled I r l , e . g .  g o r i t  got i t ,  p u r i t  put i t ,  

et c .  
The Aboriginal language sound I �I sometimes replace s  the 

affricates I t � / , I d � / , but most commonly English sounds are 
used . However , some chi ldren appear to subst itute one 
fri cat ive/affricate for another or to fluctuate , e . g .  
c h u c h / s h u c k  chuck , s h i r a f f e  giraffe , s e c r e t s / c h e c r e t s  8 e cret8 . 

l s i  i s  occas ionally used where SE has I t / , 1 9 / , or 1 5 / , e . g .  
d a s  o n e , n a s i n g no thing , and once s r e e  tre e , and once 
conversely , t w i t c h  switch (with variant Iwl sound , see below ) . 
For some chi ldre n ,  the sib ilant s 1 s t , I � / , I z / , I � I  are 
sometime s  confused ; these chi ldren may not recognize them as 
separate phonemes .  

The aspirate I h l  is  o ft en dropped . 
The lat eral I I I  has a conspi cuously different quality , 

whi ch I find hard to define , parti c ularly syllable  finally 
after l u i . It is  probab ly a lighter I I I  than Engl ish 
syllable final I I I .  

Iwl at t imes sounds somewhat like I r / ,  in such phrases 
as a l l - a -�a y a l l  the way , and tw l t c h / sw i t c h / t� l t c h  8wi tch 

(where � symbolises  this r-like w ) . 
Some children have only two short front vowels I I I  and 

I�I where SE has three , I i i , l e i , I�/ , e . g .  W i n d y  Wendy , 

p i n  pin/p e n  ( the word b i ro i s  used by some t o  avoid 
homonyms ) ,  p i g  p ig/fig/p e g  ( c l o t h e s  p i g  is unambiguous , and 
w i l I p i g  usually refers to a native fruit , there b eing a 
scarcity o f  pigs around Alice Springs ) ,  and m e n  men/man 
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( number i s  usually clear from preceding art i c les , or the 
plural morpheme - s  can be  suffixed for men ) . Pre ceding / g l  
a S E  l e i  or l re l  can b e  pronounced l e y / , e . g .  i y g / e y g  e gg 

and f l e y g  fZag . 

The lawl  diphthong ( as in down ) is  often pronounced as 
long lrel vowel , with l it t le or no final Iwl glide . This 
is only s l ight ly di fferent from broad Australian pronun­
c iat ion , but differs markedly from average Australian , and 
can cause some comprehension difficulties at times , 
e special ly when comb ined with a variant stress  and rhythm , 
e . g .  I d re : n l down , f mre n t r i y n l  Mt Doreen . 

Some chi ldren insert a trans ition vowel between such 
c lusters as I b l l ,  I k l l ,  I g l 1  and Imy / , part icularly word 
initially , e . g .  I p a ' r i y z a l  Frazer , I '  i m i y u l  emu , I p i g a l  i 
w i g a l i l  Pigg Zy Wigg Zy ( one of the town ' s  supermarkets ) . 

Initial vowe ls or syllables can be  dropped from such 
words as a bo u t , a ro u n d , b e c a u s e ; and y o u / yo u r  is  contracted 
t o  I y a l  at t imes , i t / a t / t h a t  to l a t / , and t h em  to lam/ . 

Word final clusters I n d l ,  I n t i  are more often than not 
reduced to I n l , and I d n t l  to I d n / .  Mo st chi ldren also use 
the ful l  forms . I have example s of the dropped I d l  being 
inserted as though it be longed with the next word phono­
logically : r o u n  d a n rou n d a n  r o u n  round and round and round, 

and s h e  p u t t i n  e r  h a n s  d u p  she ' s  p u t ting her hands up . 

The vowel of  t he is  always phonetically [ a ] ,  never 
changing to [ i y ]/[ a y ] preceding vowels , which it does in 
mature SE . Similarly , a never has the allomorph a n  before 
vowel s  (with two except ions in the data ) . The consonant in 
t he can be assimilated to a preceding consonant in certain 
common prepositions , i n ,  on , a t , a l l .  The de finite art icle 
is  still  almost alway s phono logic ally dist inct from a in 
such cases , as the assimilation lengthens the preceding 
consonant , and the vowel is neutral , whereas the vowe l of 
l a l  is usually more open , c f .  [ i n : a ]  in t h e ,  [ i n a ] in a .  

Stress and rhythm of  speech was s light ly di fferent from 
SE , so whites need a period of tuning in to the dialect for 
easy comprehension . But after tuning in , problems were 
usually confined to isolated words , e . g .  [ ' mren t r i y n ]  
Mt Doreen and confus ion of ' probably ' with ' properly ' 
[ p ro b l  i )  and [ p ro p l i ]  respect ively ) , et c .  By this stage in 
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comprehension , the white  person has also tuned in to many 
grammatical differenc e s  and does not not ice  these very 
much e ither . 

3 .  G R AMMAT I C AL  D I F F E R E N C E S  

7 3 7  

As in phonology , so  in grammar , AbE speakers show fluctuat ion 
between st andard and non-standard forms . In some areas o f  grammar 
however , AbE has standardised on certain non-standard forms . In 
others , contractions are permitted . The se contract i ons inc lude ones 
used in informal and sometimes immature SE speech . But as most 
chi ldren used the full SE forms at t imes , we can conc lude that they 
recognise  these as the underlying forms . 

3 . 1 . N o n - s ta n d a rd F o rm s  u s e d  a s  S t a n d a r d  i n  A b E  

The past tense wa s copula i s  used almost exc lusively preceding 
plural as well as singular pronouns . Wa s i s  often contracted , see 
be low . 

B i n  is  used frequently by camp chi ldren and infrequently by town 
children to indicate past tense , e . g .  we b i n  g o . Some ' wrong ' verb 
forms are also used : s e e n  for s aw , b r a n g , b r a n g l m  for b ro u g h t , 
d rown d e d , etc . ,  but there are insuffic ient examples  t o  draw firm 
conclusions on the use of these . 

Some words used only as nouns in SE are used as verbs in AbE . 
AbE speakers used p h o t o ,  t y p e w r i t e r  and t a p e r e c o r d e r  as verb s ,  
paralle ling the SE use o f  p h o t o g r a p h  and t a p e : 

Y o u  g o n n a  p h o t o  u s ?  
M i s s M a r g ' re t ,  c l n  I t y p e w r i t e r ?  

T h i n g / t i n g i s  also used both a s  noun and verb , and i s  used as 
equivalent t o  the expres sions w h a t ' s - i t ,  t h i n g ummy , t h i n g - o h , etc . 

' E ' s  u m  t h i n g i n '  ' i s t a l l  u p  ( of man placing section of 
harnes s  under horse ' s  tail ) . 

P ' r e n t i ' s  d i f f e r en t , p ' re n t i ' s  g o t  t h i n g s . 

M i s s T l n g ,  M i s s W i l k i n s ,  . • . •  

E h  uttered with fal ling int onat ion i s  the standard AbE tag quest ion 
marker ,  replac ing SE I s n ' t  I t ,  I s  I t ,  wa s n ' t  s he ,  etc . 

Ma r g ' r e t , I t  good  f u n , �. 

Y o u  c i n  e a t b a b y  g o a n n a  e g g s , � .  
Y o u r n a me M a r g ' r e t , � . 
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T ha t ' s  t h e  b l u e o n e , � . 

Y o u  d o  r ea l l y ,  �. 

M . C .  SHARPE 

It i s  safe t o  assume that the SE tag forms are hardly ever used by 
AbE speakers , although children may we ll respond correctly to them 
when used by whit e s ,  part icularly if the intonat ion is falling , as 
it is on the eh tag in AbE . 

Many mas s  nouns in SE occurred in the AbE samp le as count nouns . 
Enough examples oc cur t o  be reasonab ly sure thi s is  a general patt ern 
for such nouns . 

(white adult ) :  Wha t a r e t h e y  t a k i n g ?  

( reply ) :  Wood s ,  a n ' a g a s  t a n k . 

T h e y  m u s t  be p l c k i n '  u p  wood , 1 i t t l e  wood s .  

H e r  wood i s  b i g g e r  t h a n  m i n e ( her piece of wood ) . 

I g o t  t wo wood s o v e r  t h e r e . 

T h e y  g o t  p a i n t s  o n  t h e i r  f a c e s .  

A n ' t h e y  ma d e  l o t s  o f  d u s t s  ( from danc ing ) . 

- mo b  and - two are p luralisers , and as well as suffixing these to t h e m , 
y o u , we , they can be suffixed to other words , inc luding SE mas s  nouns , 
which must therefore function as count nouns in AbE . 

C l e a n  wa t e r - mob  M a r g ' re t .  ' S  d ee p  i n s i d e .  
( followed b y  comment from another ) :  L i ke q u i c k s a n d -mob . 

Compare also : 

We l i k e e a t i n '  g r e e n  o n e s  (pieces  of grass ) ,  re a l l y  
d a r k  g r e en s . 

3 . 2 .  C o n t ra c t i o n s  

Aboriginal Engl ish in Alice Springs allows a broader spectrum o f  
contractions of the standard forms than does standard English . The 
evidence sugge sts  all chi ldren are fami liar with SE uncontracted forms , 
SE contract ed forms , and some further contract ions . The mo st obvious 
example of this is  in the use of the present continuous forms like 
I am g o i n g , I ' m g o i n g .  SE speakers use and recognise these . Some SE 
speakers will even intermittent ly omit the copula in casual speech , 
and produce forms I g o i n g or I g o i n '  ( and I g o n n a for I a m  g o i n g t o  
with following verb ) , though most are unaware of their omi ss ion o f  the 
copula and would deny it . 
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AbE speakers use all forms 1 a m  9 0 I n ( 9 ) , 1 ' m  9 0 I n ( 9 ) , and 1 9 0 I n ( 9 )  
( and the ir equivalent s for other persons and numbers ) .  They also use 
1 ' m  g o n n a , 1 g o n n a  and a further contract ion 1 n g ' n a before another 
verb . The non-standard we w a s  9 0 i n ( 9 )  can also be contracted by loss 
o f  /w/ and neutrali sation of vowel t o  we ' a z 9 0 i n ( 9 ) . Enough o f  the 
children used the copula and forms in - I n g to be reasonab ly confident 
all knew the standard forms . I have no figures on white chi ldren other 
than those I recorded in Alice Springs in interact ion with Aboroginal 
children , but the Alice  Springs evidence sugge sted town Aboriginal 
children and white chi ldren ( including one recent arrival from Bri sbane 
who would not have been heavily influenced by Alice  Springs usage ) 
used forms in - l n 9 and - I n '  in equivalent proporti ons . Tab le 1 shows 
the proportions of usage . The data sugge st s , for Aboriginal speakers , 
a very slight preference for the use of the form in - i n '  when the 
copula is omitted,  and for - i n g when the c opula is used . 

Tab le 1 :  Proport ions of - i n '  to - i n g 

Town 
Aboriginal 

2 : 1  

White  

2 : 1  

Camp 
Aboriginal 

6 : 1  

Lutheran 
Home s 

l� : l  

Anglican 
Homes 

5 : 1  

Just as the copula can be omitted in cont inuous aspect verb s , so  it 
can be omitted when it stands alone , and most children used forms with 
and without a copula . They also would use forms with or without third 
person singular verb agreement , as in : 

A p p l e  d o e s n ' t ,  a p p l e  d o n ' t .  
( and in a game o f  school , succ e s sive quest ions from the one 

' te acher ' ) : W h a t ' s  c ome a f t e r  f o u r ?  

( another 

Wha t come s a f t e r  f i ve ?  
W h a t  c ome s a f t e r  s i x ? 
W h a t c ome a f t e r  e i g h t , 1 me a n  s e v e n ?  
W h a t  c o m e s  a f t e r  u n , s e v - , e i g h t ?  
Wha t come a f t e r  n i n e ?  
Wha t c o m e s  a f t e r  t e n ? 
Wha t c ome s a f t e r  e l e v e n ?  
W h a t  c om e s  a f t e r  twe l v e ?  

girl ) : 1 k n ow w h a t  come s a f t e r  twe l ve .  

( ' teacher ' ) :  Wh a t ' s  c ome a f t e r  twe l ve ?  

Wha t c ome a f t e r  t h i r t e e n ?  

There i s  n o  obvious triggering mechani sm t o  cause pre sence o f  ab sence 
of copula or third person singular verb agreement ( or o f  misplacement 
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o f  the latter ) .  at least when children are at ease . There i s . 
however . evidence in the data o f  the deliberate use of some formal 
uncontracted use of English in ' formal ' situat ions from camp children , 
for example when deliberate ly recording on a taperecorder .  

Just as third person singular verb agreement can b e  omitted , s o  can 
the homophonous morphemes for plural and posses sive . other p lural 
morphemes ,  and the past .  tense morpheme . Again there i s  no obvious 
triggering mechanism for presence or absence of these inflections . 
except that they somet imes are present or ab sent together , e . g .  

T h a t s o m e o n e  e l s e h o u s e , a n ' t h i s  I s  s o m e o n e  e l s e ' s  
h o u s e , a n ' t h i s  I s  my  h o u s e . 

In negative clauses using the copula in SE . there i s  a pre ference 
in AbE for copula omi ssion and the use of the full negative form n o t  
rather than n ' t .  Thi s is  shown i n  Tab le 2 .  But i n  negative clauses 
with other auxi liaries in AbE , with the one exception o f  d i d  n o t  oc cur­
ring once , the negative is contracted to n ' t  or n ' .  e . g .  c a n ' ( t ) , 
c o u l d n ' { t } , d on ' { t ) , d i d n ' { t ) , ( h ) a v e n ' { t ) , won ' { t ) , wou l d n ' { t } . 

n o t  

( copula 
omitted)  

9 

Table  2 :  Use o f  negative with copula 

n o t  
( after 
contracted 
copula) 

9 

( ' s  n o t  6 )  
( ' re n o t  2 )  
( ' m  n o t  1 )  

n o t  
( after 
uncontracted 
copula . I s n o t ) 

1 

n ' t  

( after uncontracted 
copula . i s ,  wa s )  

2 

Brisbane white children and Alice Springs Aboriginal children all 
used the following forms for future tense : ' s  g o i n { g )  t o , ' s  g o n n a  
( and other persons and numbers . with omis sion o f  copula allowed in 
AbE ) . w i l l  and ' 1 1 ,  except that camp children never used the ful l  
form w i l l .  S h a l l ,  which occurred with low frequency in the white  
samp le . only occurred in que stion invers ion form in the  AbE sample , 
and from camp chi ldren . who used s h a l l rather than w i l l  for que stions : 

S ha 1 1  sw i t c h  i t  o n /o f f ?  

AbE speakers used g o n n a  more frequent ly for future tense . while 
Bri sbane white chi ldren used ' 1 1  more frequently . G o t t a  was also used 
for future tense in AbE . 

Another phrase which can be contracted i s  wa n t  t o . Most SE adult 
speakers are familiar with the cont ractions wa n n a  and wa n t a ,  and young 
SE speakers o ften contract wa n t  to to - n a  after the pronoun I .  AbE 
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speakers i n  Alice Springs , j ust a s  did AbE speakers i n  Queens land , 
could and did cont ract wa n t  t o  t o  - n a  after any pronoun ; wa n t  t o  was 
also contracted to a n a  after we , but no examples of a n a  occurred after 
other pronouns . After d o n ' t ,  only the contract ions wa n n a  and wa n t a  
occur . 

3 . 3 .  P a s s i ve s  

Passives are comparatively rare i n  children ' s  speech , o r  even in 
mature SE speech , as opposed to written and formal Engli sh . In 
passives used by younger white children ( six and a half year-o lds ) ,  
according t o  the evidence colle ct ed by Mt Gravatt C . A . E .  Language 
Research Unit , the b eing undergoing the act ion is always first person , 
e . g .  

wa s b i t t e n  b y  a b e e . 

a m  b e i n g e a t e n  b y  a l i o n . 

Older children use the pass ive with other subj ect s ,  e . g .  h e .  
The AbE samp le contains a number o f  ' agent less  passives ' ,  which it  

is  unwise t o  clas s i fy as passives , as they parallel the  structure o f  
adj ect ival predicate constructions such a s  I ' m h o t , H e ' s  n o t  d e a d , e . g .  

I ' m a l l owed  t o  d o  t h a t . 

Y o u ' re n o t  a l l owe d . 

. • .  s o  I g e t  p a i d  t o mo r r ow .  

I g e t t l n '  p a i d  t omo r row ' co s  b i n  wo r k i n g .  

I ' m s ' p o s e d  t o  g o  o v e r t he re . 

Only two examples o f  passives with stated agent occur in the Alice 
Springs sample , and got  is  used rather than b e /wa s as the auxiliary 
verb . The same use of g e t / g o t  oc curred in the data collected at Palm 
Island in Queensland by the Van Leer Proj ect team .  The Alice Springs 
examples  are : 

' E  g o t  b i t t e n  b y  a s n a k e . 

' E  g o t  h i t w i t h  a boome r a n g .  

It i s  worth noting here that children with signifi cant hearing 
losses  rarely acquire understanding of the passive construct ion . 
Although only one of the children recorded in the Alice Springs sample 
had severe and current hearing los s ,  the undisputab le fact  that there 
is a higher proportion of children with hearing losses  among 
Aboriginal children would lessen the possibility of the use of the 
pas sive by Aboriginal children even with normal hearing . 
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4 .  COMM E N T S  

Argument has waxed hot over recent years o n  whether the English of  
such groups as urban Negroes in the  U . S .  and urban and fringe 
dwelling Aborigines is an adequate language of it self . Bernstein 
( 197 2 ) , at least as commonly interpreted , regarded the language of 
such groups as ' re stricted ' .  Bereiter and Enge lmann ( 19 6 6 )  are often 
quoted as suggest ing some chi ldren had virtually no language . As 
Labov convinc ingly showed « 19 6 9 )  1 9 7 2 , 1 9 7 3 ) ,  evidence to support 
the se  ideas was often ob tained by white  inve st igators ( and even 
coloured inve stigators ) in situat ions which , as we see with more 
sociological ins ight now , put the child on the defensive . The child 
there fore was uncommunicat ive as a defensive act ion . When the chi ldren 
were at ease , they became mo st communicat ive . Similar responses have 
been noted in Australia with Aborigines . During research in the 
Van Leer Proj ect  in Queens land , teachers reported on chi ldren being 
shy and uncommunicat ive , though they were very talkat ive with 
Julia Koppe and myse l f .  Koppe and myself used differing techniques 
whi ch were equally e ffective in putt ing chi ldren at ease . In 
Alice Springs I found a mo st communicative camp child who was regarded 
as shy by a senior teacher . After implementation of the Van Leer 
Program in Queensland , teachers found children to be much more 
communicative and forward with them and with vi sit ing V . I . P .  ' s o  I 
attribute thi s t o  the change of  at titude of the teachers to the 
chi ldren ' s  Engl i sh ,  from one of exasperation at what appeared to be 
a random bunch of errors , to  one of acceptance of Aboriginal English 
as a language with its own rule s .  

When AbE i s  compared with SE , we see a number of di fferences . AbE 
probably has a more limit ed vocabulary ( although it does have some 
words not used in SE ) ,  lacks some complex verb phrases pre sent in SE , 
used subs idiary clauses le s s ,  and a more limited range of  conj unct ions . 
Based , no doubt , on these differenc e s , and ob servat ions of  researchers 
such as  Bernstein , Bere iter and Engelmann on the communicat ivene s s  of 
lower c lass and coloured children , educators and the general pub lic , 
as a recent writer pointed out (Fi sher 1977 : 1 8 ) , favour a deficit mode l 
for these dialects , whereas linguists lean heavily on the di fference 
side . As the linguistic  evidence for Alice Springs AbE at first 
glance favours the deficit mode l ,  it is up to the lingui st to present 
a case against the defic it model . How the linguist is going to 
convince educators and the general public to accept thi s , or how 
soc iety is to be changed so that linguistic difference is not a 
handicap t o  s ome groups i s  another matter . 
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First ly l e t  u s  consider the matter of vocabulary . I am sure other 
linguists have had , as I have , the experience of  endeavouring to 
communicate an idea in a language they are j ust learning . Even with 
only the basic grammar , and a limited vocabulary , ideas can be 
conveyed and often conveyed quite well . A short fall in vocabulary of 
the t ype exist ing in AbE when compared with that of the average SE 
speaker is no great han�icap . 

In verb phrases , Alice Springs Aboriginal children ' s  Engli sh lacks 
some of  the more comp lex phrases which at least some e ight and a hal f 
year-old Bri sbane white  children use . Most phrases which are lacking 
from the AbE data involve the auxiliary h a v e . H a v e  i s  only used in 
the AbE data as an auxiliary with g o t  and h a d , and reduced to  - a  in 
other case s , e . g . : 

( S h e )  m i g h t  ' a v e  ' a d a f r i g h t .  
I ' ve g o t  a l i t t l e  o r a n g e  t e l e v i s i on .  

' a ve g o t  a c l i c k s t i c k .  

J e n n y ' s  g o t  a - . 
. . .  o n e  g i r l h a s  g o t  h e r  h a n d  ove r ' e r  f a c e . 
Some o f  t h e m  a d ro p p e d  o u t .  
I t  mu s t - a  f e l l  o f f . 

AbE also uses the phrase h a v e  t o :  

I t  h a s  t o  h a ve w a t e r .  
Y ' a f t a  p u t  a t  o n  ' e r e .  
Y o u  d o n ' ' a ve - t o .  
Y o u  a f t a  h a v e  r e a l p o i n t y  s t i c k t o  ma k e  f i r e .  

In addition to  all use s  of verb phrases oc curring in AbE , eight and 
a half year-old SE uses both h a v e  and h a d  with verb part iciple s , e . g . : 

h a v e  b e e n / go n e / g i ve n  ( etc . )  
h a v e n ' t  . . .  e d  
h a v e n ' t  n e v e r u s e d  
I t ho u g h t  y o u ' d  g o n e  
I f  s he ' d  g o n e , 

The e i ght and a hal f y ear-old SE data also has , in addit ion to  the s e : 

c o u l d  ( ha ) ve h a d  
m i g h t  h a v e  b e e n  
s h ou l d  h a v e  
wou l d  h a v e  b e e n  t e r r i b l e  
wo u l d  h a v e  b e e n  m u c k i n g u p  
w 1 1  1 h a v e  ( t o b e )  
m a y  
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The SE sample also has the negat ive forms h a s n ' t  ( AbE data inc lude s 

' a v e n ' ( t » , h a d n ' t ,  m i g h t n ' t  and m u s t n ' t .  M u s t  only occurs once in 

the AbE dat a ,  in the combinat ion m u s t - a quoted above . 

M a y  and m i g h t  di ffer little in most English usage today , so the 
ab sence of  may is no los s . Regarding h a v e , not all languages have a 
perfect tense , and we do not regard such language s as inadequate .  
There are other ways of , indicating c omp leted act ion if  required . 

Of  twenty-four conj unct ions , inc luding relative conj unctions , used 
by chi ldren in the e ight and a half year-old Brisbane white children ' s  
samp le , the Alice Springs AbE sample lacks ten . Conj unct ions used in 
both are : a n d , a s , b e c a u s e , b u t . i f ,  o r , s o ,  t h a n , t i l l / u n t i  1 ,  h ow , 
t h a t , w ha t , wh e re , wh i l e /wh i l s t .  Conj unctions used only in the white 
s ample  are : e x c e p t ,  I n s t e a d , s i n c e , t h o u g h ,  u n l e s s , wha t e ve r ,  w h e n e ve r 
( not in Brisbane sample , but used b y  one wh ite six year-old in Alice 
Springs , a Bri sbane child ) , wh i c h ,  who . 

Where SE uses wh i c h or who  as conj unct ions , AbE gets by with no 
overt conj uncti on ,  or with t h a t ,  following patterns of  re lat ive 
c lause s  in some Aboriginal language s ,  and the meaning is  quite clear . 
C ircumlocut ions with wha t or w h e n  can cover wha t e v e r and w h e n e v e r .  
I n s t e a d  can be handled by a c ircumlocut ion . S i n c e can b e  replaced by 
b e c a u s e  or a f t e r depending on meaning . T h o u g h  can be deleted from one 
clause and b u t  prefixed to the assoc iated c lause , e . g . : 

T ho u g h  he c ame  I d i d n ' t  s e e  h i m .  
He  c ame b u t  I d i d n ' t  s e e  h i m .  

E x c e p t  and u n l e s s  can be replaced by other conj unct ions and a negative 
part i c le , e . g . : 

Yo u ' l l  m i s s  t h e b u s  u n l e s s  y o u  h u r r y .  
Yo u ' l l  m i s s t h e  b u s  i f  y o u  d o n ' t  h u r r y .  
We s a w  e v e r y o n e  e x c e p t  B i l l .  
We d i d n ' t  s e e  B i l l ,  b u t  we d i d  s e e  a l l t h e o t h e r s . 

Hence I would sugge st the ab sence of such conj unct ions causes no great 
problems in c ommunication . Problems can arise of course , when AbE 
speakers ,  unfamiliar with these alternative way s  of expressing c ertain 
sentences  in SE , come up against words they do not know . 

Teachers , oddly to  the linguist , are mo st prone to cite  the ab sence 
of the copula in equat ional clauses ( e . g . , ' E  b i g  o n e . )  or in the 
pre sent continuous tense ( I  g o i n '  now ) as the most compelling evidence 
of  language defic it , whereas there is  no shred of  meaning difference 
between the SE and non-standard forms in such phrases , and there fore 
such forms are no evidenc e at all for a language defic it . In any case , 
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a s  I have shown above , these forms are opt i onal contract ions of  
standard forms for Aboriginal speakers ,  and are therefore no evidence 
of di ffering basi c forms of  Engli sh . 

Further detail on Alice Springs Aboriginal English may be obt ained 
from report s I prepared for Traeger Park Primary School , and are 
obtainable from the school . 

My own impres sion in interact ion with the chi ldren was that their 
language was a full and flexible one , well ab le to b e  a vehicle for 
comp lex thought and reasoning . I do not feel  the differences between 

AbE and SE are of themselves handicapping to  Aboriginal chi ldre n .  
Any language handicap suffered by the children would be due to  the 
interact ion b etween AbE and SE and the relative values p laced on these 
dialects by the dominant white  society . Fortunately teachers at 
Traeger Park School had a generally accept ing att itude towards the 
di fferent dialect of  the children , and a creat ive way of introduc ing 
children to the skills of reading and writing , which le s sened potent ial 
prob lems fac ed by the se c hi ldren . However , they would b e  the first to 
admit they do not have the full answe r ,  and perhaps that they were not 
asking the right que s tion . The prob lem, i f  problem we must call it , 
that these children face , i s  more a sociological one than a lingui stic  
one . 
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