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• 2006 Census:
– 455,000 Australians identified as indigenous
– 47,000 Australians (12 % of indigenous 

population) claimed to speak an Aboriginal 
language

– as many as 30,000 could be creole (NILS)
• 78% of these were also “proficient English 

speakers”
• Thus great majority of Aboriginal population 

speak some form of Australian Aboriginal 
English (AAE) at least some of the time

Australian Aboriginal English
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• AAE is the first (and only) language of most 
Aboriginal children

• Somewhere on continuum from very close to 
Standard Australian English (SAE) through to 
very close to creole

Australian Aboriginal English

CREOLE S.A.E.

A.A.E.

BASILECTAL ACROLECTAL

• AAE shares number of features with other 
non-standard varieties of English (particularly 
at grammatical level)

• Has other features (particularly at lexical & 
phonological levels, but also at pragmatic 
level) which derive from traditional Aboriginal 
languages and culture

• Some of these features quite widely 
distributed across the country; others 
restricted to particular areas

Australian Aboriginal English
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Consonants of SAE

jɹwapproxi
mant

llateral

ŋnmnasal

ʒzðvvoiced 
fricative

hʃsθfvoicelss
fricative

gdbvoiced 
stop

ktpvoicelss
stop

Consonants of Australian Languages

jɹrwapproxi
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ʎɭll ̪lateral

ŋɲɳnn̪mnasal

kcʈtt ̪pvoicelss
stop
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• Areas of difference from SAE entirely within 
obstruent class

• AAE does not distinguish between voiced and 
voiceless stops

• Strong tendency to voice intervocalic 
obstruents and devoice word-final ones 

• Initial stops generally identified as voiced (no 
glottal pulsing, but unaspirated)

Consonants of basilectal AAE

Consonants of 
basilectal AAE

[ˈlɛɾɐ][ˈlæɾə]ladder

[ˈwɔɾɐ][ˈwoːɾə]water

[ˈpɪgɐ][ˈbɪgə]bigger

[ˈɛbi][ˈhæpi]happy

[kʊt][gʊd]good

[kɐt][kʰɐt]cut

[pɔt][boːd]board

[pɔt][boːt]bought

[pɔl][boːɫ]ball

[pɔl][pʰoːɫ]Paul
AAESAE



OzPhon2007                                                      La Trobe University, 3-4 December 2007

5

• AAE does not distinguish between stops and 
fricatives 

• /f, v/ typically replaced by [p] 
• /s, z, ʃ, ʒ, ʧ/ & /ʤ/:

– in lighter varieties /s/ & /ʃ/ may be interchangeabe 
(with [s] appearing to predominate)

– /ʧ/ and /ʤ/ often pronounced as [ʃ] in initial position 
but as [ʦ] word finally in heavy accents appear as 
stops, especially in final position (e.g. both ‘catch’
and ‘cadge’ = [kɛt])

– in heaviest varieties all six phonemes may be 
represented by alveopalatal stop [t ̡]

Consonants of basilectal AAE

[wɪt ̪][wɪð]with

[d̪ɛt][ðæt]that

[t ̪ɪŋ][θɪŋ]thing

[ˈɐd̪ɐ][ˈɐðə]other

[pɔl ˈobɐ][foːɫ ˈəʉvə]fall over

[lip][liːf]leaf

[ˈbɛɹi][ˈveɹi]very

[ˈbɛɹi][ˈbeɹi]berry

AAESAE
Consonants of 
basilectal AAE



OzPhon2007                                                      La Trobe University, 3-4 December 2007

6

[t ɕ̻ɐt ̻ɕ][dɐs] [ʤɐst]just

[ˈpɪt ̻ɕɐ][ˈpɪʦɐ][ˈpʰɪʧə]picture

[kɛt ̻ɕ][kɛʦ][kʰæʧ]catch

[ˈt ̻ɕɪgɪ][ˈʃɪkɪ][ˈʧiːki]cheeky

[pɛt ̻ɕ][fæɪs] or 
[fæɪʃ]

[fæɪs]face

[pɪt ̻ɕ][fɪs][fɪʃ]fish

[t ̻ɕɛm][sæɪm][ʃæɪm]shame

[t ̻ɕɛm][sæɪm][sæɪm]same

basilectal 
AAE

acrolectal 
AAE

SAEConsonants of 
basilectal AAE

• /h/ generally omitted in AAE, but 
hypercorrection common – e.g.:
– hard→ [ɐd], happy → [ˈɛpi] 
– uncle → [ˈhɐŋkəl], angry → [ˈhɛŋgɹi]

• complex syllable onsets liable to reduction or 
simplification – e.g.:
– stopping ➙ [ˈtɔpɪn]; driving ➙ [ˈdɐbɪn]
– sleeping ➙ [səˈlipɪn] (or [t ̻ɕəˈlipɪn]); splashing ➙

[pəˈlɐʃɪn] (or [pəˈlɛt ̻ɕɪn])
• medial liquid+stop and nasal+stop sequences 

unchanged – e.g.:
– bumper, under, helping

Consonants of basilectal AAE
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• complex codas with more than one obstruent 
reduced – e.g.:
– fast ➙[fɐs] or [pɐs]; soft ➙[sɔf] or [sɔp]; cask ➙[kɐs]

• many indigenous languages allow only open 
syllables - reflected in forms of English words 
passing into language and hence into AAE -
particularly names of introduced animals – e.g.:
– bullock ➙ [ˈpʊlɪkɪ]; pig’ is [ˈpɪkɪpɪkɪ]; sheep ➙ [ˈsɪpɪ] 

( [ˈjɪpɪjɪpɪ] in 19th century)

Consonants of basilectal AAE

• At phonetic level one particular consonantal 
allophone strikingly different from SAE:

– / l / is realised as ‘clear’ alveolar lateral in all 
positions

– does not become velarised (or vocalised) in coda 
position

– thus wall always [wɔl], rarely [wɔɫ], and never [wɔʊ]
(as in South Australian and other varieties of SAE). 

Consonants of AAE
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Vowels in indigenous languages

æɔmouth
ɑeprice

ɐɐːpalm
ɐɐstrut

ɜːnurse
ætrap

ɛeːsquare
edress

æɪface
ɪɪənear

ɪɪkit
iːfleece

AAE 
(3V)

AAE 
(5V)

SAEkey 
word

Vowels in 
basilectal
AAE

phonological 
differences
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oɪchoice

ʉːgoose

ʊʊfoot

ʊəʉgoat

ɔoːthought

ɔlot

AAE 
(3V)

AAE 
(5V)

SAEkey 
word

Vowels in 
basilectal
AAE

phonological 
differences

Vowels in indigenous languages
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Vowels in acrolectal AAE phonetic 
differences

AAE speakers use 
somewhat smaller 
overall vowel space

lower boundaries of 
AAE and indigenous 
language spaces are 
very similar

AAE (A/Springs)
SAE (Adelaide)

• AAE speakers use somewhat smaller overall 
vowel space

• lower boundaries of AAE and indigenous 
language spaces are very similar
– /ɐː, ɐ/ in AAE very close to /ɐ/ of indigenous 

languages 
– /e/ & /oː/ of AAE are close to indigenous /ɪ/ & /ʊ/

• compared with indigenous vowel space
– SAE space represents expansion in all directions 
– AAE space represents expansion in ‘upward’

direction only. 

Vowels in acrolectal AAE
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Vowels in acrolectal AAE phonetic 
differences

/æ/ somewhat 
closer

/oː/ somewhat 
lower

/ʉ/ and /ɜ/ 
further back

AAE (A/Springs)
SAE (Adelaide)

• AAE /æ/ is rather closer and /oː/ rather more 
open relative to neighbours than in SAE

• AAE /ʉː/ and /ɜː/ are slightly further back than 
in SAE

• these differences can be viewed as more 
conservative features – i.e. lowering of /æ/, 
raising of /oː/, fronting of /ʉː/ and /ɜː/ have 
occurred comparatively recently in SAE. 

Vowels in acrolectal AAE
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Vowels in acrolectal AAE phonetic 
differences

/ɑe/ & /æɔ/ 
shorter 
trajectories: 
phonetically 
more like 
[ɑə] and [æɞ]AAE (A/Springs)

SAE (Adelaide)
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Vowels in acrolectal AAE phonetic 
differences

/ɑe/ & /æɔ/ 
shorter 
trajectories: 
phonetically 
more like 
[ɑə] and [æɞ]AAE (A/Springs)

SAE (Adelaide)
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Vowels in acrolectal AAE phonetic 
differences

/əʉ/ also has 
shorter trajectory: 
T1 more open 
and centralised; 
T2 further back

in both accents 
T2 is near /ʉ//ʉ/

/ʉ/

T1 is around [ʌ] -
different from 
Adelaide [ɔʉ]; more 
similar to NSW [ɐʉ]?

AAE (A/Springs)
SAE (Adelaide)

• /ɑe/ and /æɔ/ have somewhat shorter 
trajectories than SAE. Phonetically more like 
[ɑə] and [æɞ] in AAE. 

• /əʉ/ looks more different than it actually is!
– second target much further back than in SAE, 

nevertheless corresponds closely to monophthong
/ʉ/ target in both speaker sets 

– first target lower and more centralised, but probably 
typical of most accents of SAE (see e.g. Cox 2006); 
it is the more retracted and rounded target of the 
South Australian accent which is the less typical 
pronunciation 

– symbol sequence /əʉ/ now used for SAE is 
reasonably accurate phonetic representation of 
AAE sound, but SA equivalent more accurately [ɔʉ]

Vowels in acrolectal AAE


