
 

 

 

 

This article was originally published in printed form. The journal began in 1973 and was 
titled The Aboriginal Child at School. In 1996 the journal was transformed to an internationally 
peer-reviewed publication and renamed The Australian Journal of Indigenous Education.  

In 2022 The Australian Journal of Indigenous Education transitioned to fully Open Access and 
this article is available for use under the license conditions below. 

 

 

 

 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. To view a 
copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/  or send a letter to Creative 
Commons, PO Box 1866, Mountain View, CA 94042, USA. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


- 3 -

ACROSS AUSTRALIA 

FROM TEACHER TO TEACHER 

TRANSFERRING TO ENGLISH : 
GRADE 3-4-5 AT LAJAMANU SCHOOL 

*Sandra Roche 
*Ron Watt 
*Lee Cataldi 

In this paper we wish to examine some of the issues raised by 
the situation in a Bilingual program when the children transfer from 
literacy in the vernacular to literacy in English, and to outline 
what we consider to be some of the reasons for the success of the 
Lajamanu program in this area. 

Theoretically, the virtue of education for children in their 
first language first is that they develop a surer grasp of new 
concepts and skills taught and greater confidence in using them. It 
follows that, if children can read and write confidently in their 
first language and they have a sufficient knowledge of a second 
language, they will learn to read and write in the second language 
quickly and without undue effort on their part. 

Lajamanu school has a Bilingual program in Warlpiri and English. 
The program has been in existence at Lajamanu School since April 1982. 
For the purpose of this paper we are using samples of writing from 
children of different abilities, all in the grade 3-4-5 class in 1986. 
Two of these children have not been in the Bilingual program at all; 
that is, their language of instruction has been only English. We 
think that the samples show the following: 

• that the use of English as the language of instruction for 
Warlpiri children does not lead to either a better grasp of 
the English language, nor to better English writing than the 
use of Warlpiri as the language of instruction, but rather the 
reverse; 

• that where children do write confidently in their first 
language (Warlpiri) and do have a good grounding in oral 
English and English reading, they do transfer from writing 
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in their first language to writing in both languages, when 
they are ready, quickly and apparently without undue effort. 

! The samples of writing we have are from the following pupils 
| of Lajamanu School in the following groups: 
I 
j Student A, 

Student B, 
Student C, 
Student D, 
Student E, 
Student F, 
Student G, 
Student H, 

Students A and B began school in 1980 when Lajamanu School had 
j no bilingual Program. Their education has been entirely with 
[ English as the means of instruction except for Warlpiri insertion 

classes 2 to 3 times a week in 1985 and 1986. 

| Student C was in the first class to have Warlpiri as the means 
of instruction. These students formally transferred to English as 
the means of instruction in March 1985. We do not believe this first 
class in our Warlpiri program was entirely successful as their 
education was somewhat experimental and inconsistent. Some students 
in the class in 1985 were not sufficiently literate in Warlpiri to 
deal with learning in a second language. However, Student C was 

j ready, and his writing is a good example of how proficiency in one 
language leads to ambitious work in a second. 

i 

| Students D, E, F and G have all been in the Bilingual program 
j since they began school. As can be seen from the Grade 3-4-5 

writing program, none of these students (all in the Grade 3 group) 
have had any formal program for transferring from writing in Warlpiri 

| to writing in both languages. They have simply done so when they 
were ready. 

i 

The samples are generally first drafts, and are arranged in 
chronological order. It is noticeable that in the case of each 
student in the Bilingual program, the student writes fluently and 
confidently in Warlpiri. In only one case, that of sample Fl, are 
there more than the most trivial spelling mistakes. Even this 
student, however, has the confidence to attempt to write a quite 
coherent piece in English, F2. The other point that emerges from 
comparing Fl and F2 is that the student's vocabulary is very limited 
in English, and if the student only wrote in the second language 
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progress would be hampered, whereas despite the difficulties with 
spelling, the Warlpiri vocabulary is quite adequate for the purpose 
of the narrative. 

In the cases of samples G 1, 2 and 3, and C 1, 2, 3 and 4 
range and complexity of the students' abilities to write in their 
first language, in terms of vocabulary, content and grammar, is 
reflected in the ambition of their writing in English where, despite 
their less certain grasp of the second language, they are trying to 
do as well in that as they do in their first. This contrasts very 
sharply with the way the child in sample B restricts himself to 
those words and phrases in English which he seems to know. 

Samples A and B demonstrate no greater understanding of 
English than do samples C and G although the writers are older and 
have spent more time in the classroom formally using English. 

If we look at samples D 1, 2, 3 and 4 and E 1, 2 and 3, we 
can see that in both cases each writer's ability to write fluently 
and correctly in Warlpiri can be compared to their being able to 
write short, quite correct pieces in English. The understanding of 
the nature of writing and the potential length of their own pieces 
of writing that they have gained from learning to write in Warlpiri 
first should eventually carry over into more ambitious attempts in 
English, as we find in samples C 1 and 4, and G 3. 

Certainly we can say that without the understanding that they 
can and should write fluently and at length that students gain from 
learning to do so in a language they know well, they are unlikely to 
suddenly begin doing so when taught solely in a language that is 
largely unknown. 

We will compare samples B 1, E 2 and G 1 in more detail, 
including content, grammatical structures, vocabulary and spelling. 

E 2 is a coherent narrative about a group of kangaroos who are 
hunted and as a result those who escape grieve for the others. Those 
who escaped did so because they were warned and because they could 
follow others. The two who weep are two mothers whose families do 
not return. The content in this is the most complex of all the 
samples. 

B 1 and G 1 are from the children's daily diaries. Apart from 
some trivial spelling mistakes {palnu for palangu, partija for 
pardija, yunu for yungu ) G 1 is perfectly correct except for the 
end, which is not quite finished. B 1 on the other hand shows all 
the problems a Warlpiri speaking child has in dealing with English 
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grammar and spelling (the inability to distinguish between voiced 
and unvoiced consonants, difficulties with prepositions, difficulties 
with diphtongs). Student B can only write in English. 

The structures used in E2, the correct use of tense, prepos­
ition and number, contrast with the inability of all the students 
to write as well in English. This is not surprising. However, if 
a child is unable to achieve fluency, the results are seen in the 
tendency to stick resolutely to the known, shown by students such 
as A and B, who have been taught only in a language they are unsure 
of. 

When we look at CI, C4 and G3 we can see how, despite diffic­
ulties with grammar and spelling, these students are much more 
willing to use a variety of English words and expressions. The 
speed with which their English expression improves is consequently 
much greater, and their progress much more rapid. Students A and 
B are 13 and 12 years old. Student H is 9 years old. It is the 
premise of Bilingual education that literacy in one's first language 
leads to the rapid acquisition of literacy in any second language 
one might learn. We think that the performance of Grade 3-4-5 at 
Lajamanu School, as shown in these samples demonstrates this. 

In the grade 3-4-5 writing program, the children are given 
the opportunity to write every day on a topic of their choice, e.g. 
from class brainstorming, the current theme, their personal exper­
ience etc. They are encouraged to talk to another child or a 
teacher before, during and after their writing in order to extend 
their ideas. The children are given the option of writing in either 
English or Warlpiri. 

The Grade 3 students have not yet formally transferred from 
Warlpiri to English reading and writing, and yet they are enthus­
iastic and are attempting to write in English as well as in Warlpiri. 

In the writing time the children are encouraged to get their 
ideas down on paper rather than concentrating on correct spelling. 
They use a variety of strategies to assist their spelling: 
dictionaries, other children, "have a go" cards, classroom word 
lists etc. As part of the writing process they are encouraged to 
re-read their finished stories to themselves or other children 
before they confer with the teacher to see if the story makes sense, 
or they would like to add more. The children then read their stories 
to the teacher and the discussion which follows will include meaning, 
extension of ideas, spelling, etc. The child then decides whether 
she or he wishes to publish the story or not, and in which way it is 
to be presented. 
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We believe the samples of writing we have here show first, 
the correctness in the theoretical basis of Bilingual education: 
that if a child fully develops her/his mastery of the first language, 
including literacy, that child is in a much better position for 
learning a second language than one who never becomes literate in 
the first language. 

Secondly, we believe that the success of the Bilingual program 
at Lajamanu School is due to the following features of the literacy 
program followed at the school -

1. The literacy program in both languages is based on 
the principle that people read for meaning, and 
that reading is only acquired when it is understood 
as a meaningful activity. 

2. We believe that children learn to read by reading. 

Therefore in the Warlpiri literacy program, from pre-school 
children have books read to them, both through the Lap-reading 
program and through Shared Book Experience with big books. This 
continues right through to Grade 3-4-5, and where the human 
resources are available, e.g. visitors, we try to extend the lap-
reading program to give older children lap-reading in English. 

By the time children reach Grade 3, they have had many Warlpiri 
books read to them, in at least one session per day. In Grade 1, 
the children get their own reading folder, in which they place 
books they are learning to read, and they read these to a Warlpiri 
adult also once per day. At present we are extending this to a 
program in which children take books home to read to their parents 
for all classes from Transition up. 

In both cases, in the children's reading folders and in Shared 
Book Experience, the emphasis is on the children reading the book 
for themselves. The books for the folder are chosen by the child 
from the class library, the books for Shared Book Experience relate 
to the theme the class is investigating. Other activities such as 
cloze, sight words, scrambled sentence etc., relate to the Shared 
Book and the theme. Thus in both cases the books the children read 
are ones they find meaningful. 

The second part of the Lajamanu program which we believe 
contributes to success is the way in which the school approaches 
writing. We believe writing and reading are not separate activities. 
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Therefore, from Transition (even in a very informal way in Pre­
school) children are encouraged to attempt to write their stories 
for themselves first (a technique known as Process Writing). We 
have found that the greater the input in terms of conversation in 
Warlpiri by the Aboriginal teacher and a second Warlpiri adult to 
assist, and by the children themselves, the more eager the children 
are to try to write. The more we can get the children to talk about 
their subject, the more they will write. From this it is clear that 
in a second, imperfectly known language, it will take children far 
longer to learn how to read and write, and they will never have as 
much to say as they do in their first language. As is routine in 
Process Writing, the child's work is rewritten and corrected for 
publication or for re-reading by others; that is, in order to 
improve it as communication. 

The child's writing is published in as many ways as possible. 
Contributions are regularly sent to local newspapers by different 
classes, letters are written to children who are away at school or 
hospital, and we now have a school post-box for letters to be 
written to different classes. We also publish class magazines, 
read stories out at assembly, put writing up in classes and other 
display areas such as the Library. Recently we sent a large 
exhibition of children's work to the Katherine Show. We have at 
least two Open nights per year at the school where parents come to 
look at children's work. These are very enthsiastically attended. 

The third part of the program which we think contributes to 
a successful transfer from writing in one language to writing in 
two languages is our oral English and English reading program. 
Children who have come through the Bilingual program are beginning 
to read and write in English with apparently very little difficulty. 
This is happening before they have formally begun lessons in English 
literacy. We may conclude that the method the school has adopted 
for its T.E.S.L. program has contributed greatly to this very 
pleasing development. 

Starting in Transition and continuing through to Grades 7 and 8, 
the TrE.S.L. program includes an increasingly intensive oral English 
component, based on the Concentrated Language Encounters approach 
established by Brian Grey at Traeger Park. This approach incorporates 
and organises such activities as Shared Book Experience, story 
telling, themes, Process Writing, oral cloze, role playing etc., to 
develop a language learning environment that accepts the child's 
attempts and approximations when using the new, foreign language. 
Effective communication is developed by the encouragement of 
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spontaneous conversation in planned learning situations which are 
repeated often in order to allow the children the opportunity to 
develop the necessary confidence to use the new language encountered. 

Starting in Transition, written texts which have been negotiated 
with the children are made into Big Books and these are used for 
Shared Book Experience. The children also encounter English texts 
in commercial Big Books and other reading sessions. No formal 
pressure is put on the children to read the English, but by the 
time they reach Grade 3-4 they have had a great deal of experience 
of the English written word in contexts where it is meaningful. We 
believe that this contributes to a painless and natural transfer to 
English literacy. 

In conclusion, it seems clear to us that without these three 
features of a Bilingual program, the children will not be able to 
move readily from writing in one language to writing in two : 

• they must be able to read confidently in the first 
language; 

• they must be able to write confidently in the first 
language; 

and • they must have a reasonably good grasp of the vocabulary 
and grammar of the second language. 

As we have seen, if the children can do all these things 
and, as in Grade 3-4-5, perceive these activities as meaningful and 
worth doing in their own right, when the children are ready they 
will, with no undue effort and very quickly, move from reading and 
writing in one language to reading and writing in two. It also 
follows from this that continuing success in the second language 
will be enhanced if the children continue to make good progress 
in their first. It would be a mistake to drop the work in vernac­
ular because of lack of Aboriginal staff (as often happens) or for 
some other external reason. The vernacular is the leading edge of 
the Warlpiri child's education, and it would be needlessly wasteful 
and disruptive to abandon it. The principle holds for the whole of 
the child's school life that concepts grasped first in the first 
language are better understood. 

(See Appendices) 
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APPENDIX 1 - SAMPLES OF GRADE 3 - 4 - 5 WRITING 
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