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This volume is dedicated to all the children who have to learn a new 
language when they begin school.
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1
Going to School in a Different World

Gillian Wigglesworth and Jane Simpson

 Introduction

Every year across the world, at around the age of five, children move from 
home, preschool or kindergarten to the whole new world of school where 
they will, for the next 10–12 years, be engaged in education. Their fami-
lies and societies hope that this will provide them with the skills to 
become fully functioning adults and to enter the world of work. Many of 
these children will have spent their early years in communities where only 
one language is spoken, in ‘monolingual contexts’. Others will have 
grown up in communities where more than one language is spoken, in 
‘multilingual contexts’. In many cases children will nonetheless have 
learned to communicate proficiently in the language they will encounter 

G. Wigglesworth 
University of Melbourne, Melbourne, VIC, Australia 

J. Simpson (*) 
Australian National University, Canberra, ACT, Australia



2

once they enter the school system. For other children, however, this will 
not be the case. Young children from migrant backgrounds may well not 
speak the language of their first school experience, even though they may 
be living in a community where the dominant language is also the lan-
guage of education. In rich countries like Australia, the USA and Canada, 
such children will often receive additional support for learning the lan-
guage of education, and migrant children will often be very successful in 
their adult lives. Another group of children for whom the language of 
schooling may present linguistic challenges are the children of the origi-
nal inhabitants of the land, but for whom colonization, in its many 
forms, has frequently resulted in dispossession of their land, their culture 
and their languages.1 Where this has occurred, it has often been at the 
expense of local indigenous languages and cultures, often in contexts of 
language change and loss, where new mixed languages or creoles may 
have developed, but where the language of schooling is generally the 
colonially imposed language.

Compared to migrant children living in communities where the lan-
guage of education is widely used, Indigenous children often face an 
additional challenge in their education because they live in remote com-
munities where the language of education is not spoken widely and where 
there are often limited resources in the school context to support their 
language development. The very notion of formal classroom-based teach-
ing and of a specialised role of ‘teacher’ may place constraints on those 
communities as they attempt to maintain their social values and knowl-
edge in the context of the impact of the dominant society’s values (Hermes 
and Haskins, Chap. 5, this volume). It is these Indigenous children’s 
experiences and challenges that we focus on in this book as we explore 
what it means for Indigenous children to move from home to school 
under these circumstances.

To put this into a wider context, the 20th edition of the Ethnologue 
catalogue—published each year on International Mother Language 
Day—lists 7099 languages spoken across the world (www.ethnologue.
com). However, while many have large numbers of speakers, about half 
of these have fewer than 5000 speakers (Harrison 2008). Many of these 
small languages are the indigenous languages of subsequently colonised 
lands, including, among others, Australia, Canada, the USA, China, the 
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Russian Federation, Brazil, Chile and the other colonised nations of 
South America. In these countries, the Indigenous children may speak 
one of these small languages, but the language of the country is one of the 
major languages—as in the contexts of the countries mentioned above 
where English, French, Mandarin, Russian, Portuguese or Spanish have 
become the national languages. Where this is the case, Indigenous chil-
dren may be growing up in a community which speaks a language differ-
ent from the mainstream language (e.g. English or Spanish), as a result of 
which they may begin in the local school system without a good knowl-
edge, or indeed any knowledge, of the language of education and may 
come from a society that differs significantly from the mainstream.

In addition, the languages the children speak are often highly endan-
gered (see Jung et al.’s account of rapid shift in Dene-speaking communi-
ties, Chap. 3, this volume). This presents particular challenges, in terms 
of both linguistic and cultural differences: Nicholas, Chap. 12 (this vol-
ume), gives moving testimonies from people growing up in Hopi- speaking 
families who found the transition to school difficult and puzzling, and 
switched to speaking English. It also raises issues around whether or not 
schools should maintain the children’s first language and to what extent. 
This is because it is crucial to also note that these children are the future 
custodians of the languages they speak—if children are not learning the 
language, the strong likelihood is that the language will cease to be spoken 
within a generation or two. This also has profound effects on the chil-
dren’s ability to engage in their cultural community: Nicholas notes the 
‘sense of vulnerability as non-speakers of Hopi’ that her participants felt.

The linguistic ecologies in these contexts, which were frequently tradi-
tionally multilingual, are often made complex in different ways as a result 
of contact with the colonizer languages. Chapters in this volume cover a 
range of these complex situations, from traditional and endangered lan-
guages such as Dene communities in Canada (Jung et al, Chap. 3 and 
Meek, Chap. 13, this volume), Ojibwe (Hermes and Haskins, Chap. 5, 
this volume) and Hopi in the USA (Nicholas, Chap. 12, this volume), 
Semai in Malaysia (Kral and Renganathan, Chap. 14, this volume) and 
Warlpiri (Disbray and Martin, Chap. 2, this volume) and Arrernte in 
Central Australia (Poetsch, Chap. 7, this volume) to the new languages 
which have developed in the contact situation, arising from the need for 
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communication in early contact days (Wilson et  al, Chap. 6, Dixon, 
Chap. 11, Angelo and Hudson, Chap. 9, and Fraser et al, Chap. 10, this 
volume). This discussion of new languages is a particular feature of this 
volume. These range from new lingua francas, to creoles (languages which 
have developed from the contact between a local language and a language 
of wider communication which typically provides much of the lexicon), 
to mixed languages (where both languages contribute to the grammar 
and lexicon) (e.g. modern Tiwi, Wilson et al, Chap. 6, this volume), to 
non-standard varieties of the language of wider communication or of the 
local language (e.g. ‘broken Dene’ or ‘Chiplish’, Jung et al, Chap. 3, this 
volume) or some indeterminate variety (Angelo and Hudson, Chap. 9, 
this volume, Fraser et al, Chap. 10, this volume). What type of contact 
language is spoken will depend on local circumstances. Mixed languages 
are more likely to arise in remote settlements, often emerging through the 
children’s language (see, e.g. O’Shannessy 2012, 2013) or through perva-
sive code-switching (Meakins 2011, 2013). Non-standard varieties of the 
national language are more likely to be used in more urban areas. The 
situations are often made even more complex by the multilingualism 
which occurs in these communities (see Dixon, Chap. 11, this volume; 
Wilson et al, Chap. 6, this volume), with children using the resources of 
various languages in communication, blurring the distinctions between 
the languages, as currently discussed in the translanguaging literature 
(Garcia and Li Wei 2014; McSwan 2017).

 The Classroom

When a child enters a classroom for the first time, they are embarking on 
a new interactional venture. The classroom is probably quite different 
from their home; it is filled with strangers: a group of strange children 
and one or more strange adults. These strangers have different roles and 
responsibilities, different reasons for being in the classroom and different 
expectations of the child. The child has to learn how the teacher expects 
them to behave and how other children expect them to behave. This takes 
place against a background of what their families expect them to learn 
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