
Linguistic Glossary 
 
 
Aboriginal English A non-standard form of English spoken by Indigenous people. Can be 
   different in each town or district. Often influenced by the vocabulary 
   and grammar of the local Indigenous languages. See 'lingua franca' and 
   'Kriol' for further information. 
 
adjective  A word used to describe something about a noun. E.g.: 'A small dog'. 
   The word 'small' describes the dog and is therefore an adjective. 
 
agent   In a sentence, the thing or person who is 'doing' an action. 
 
agreement  In a sentence where using one word means another word must also be 
   used to show correct grammar. The two words have to agree. 
 
borrowed word A word taken and used from another language e.g.: kartiya 'white 
   person' has been borrowed widely through the Kimberley region. See 
   ‘loan word’ for further information. 
 
bound pronoun A pronoun that is added to a word as a suffix or prefix e.g.: attached to 
   a verb in Pilbara Indigenous languages. The pronoun is bound to 
   another word. See ‘pronoun’ and ‘free pronoun’ for further 
   information. 
 
conjugation  The way the verbs in a language change i.e.: to show the tense. 
 
consonant  Letters of the alphabet that are not vowels. 
 
dialect   A version of the same language. Each dialect has differences but they 
   belong to the same language. See ‘language’ for further information. 
 
direct object  The person or thing being talked about in a sentence. See ‘indirect 
   object’ for further information. 
 
ergative  In Aboriginal languages, a particle indicating the subject e.g.: 'I'. 
 
exclusive  A pronoun that is used to refer to people, but not the person who is 
   being spoken to. E.g.: we= 'me and another, but not you'. In Aboriginal 
   languages, this is a pronoun and pronoun verbal ending. See ‘pronoun’ 
   and ‘inclusive’ for further information. 
 
first person  A word or part of a word that a speaker uses to refer to themselves e.g.: 
   I, me, and myself. The speaker is the subject. See ‘second person’ and 
   ‘third person’ for further information. 
 
free pronoun  A pronoun that is not attached to another word but can stand by itself  
   in a sentence. E.g.: 'I will give it to you.’ In this sentence, pronouns 'I' 
   and 'you' are free pronouns. See ‘pronoun’, ‘bound pronoun’, 
   ‘inclusive’ and ‘exclusive’ for further information. 



 
grammar  The ways words are put together in a sentence to make meaning. 
 
hyphen  A short stroke used to join words together e.g.: 'take-away', 'pick-me- 
   up'. 
 
idioms   Sayings that are interesting, a form of expression peculiar to a 
   particular language. 
 
inclusive  A pronoun that is used to refer to people, including the person being 
   spoken to e.g.: 'us', 'we'. See ‘pronoun’ and ‘exclusive’ for further  
   information. 
 
Indigenous  People who originated from that country or area. The word is often 
   used as a proper noun 'Indigenous' to refer to people who are 
   aboriginal to Australia. 
 
indirect object Not the direct object that a verb in a sentence refers, to but a second 
   object in the sentence e.g.: 'He gave the boy a book'. The indirect 
   object is the book. See ‘direct object’ for further information. 
 
language  A communication system used by a group of people. There may be two 
   or more dialects to a language or a number of versions. See ‘dialect’ 
   for further information. 
 
lingua franca  A language used by speakers to communicate when they have no 
   common language. May develop into a pidgin. English is often used as 
   the lingua franca around the world. Bazar Malay was the lingua franca 
   for the lugger crews and Nyangumarta was the lingua franca used 
   between Aboriginal people before 1967 in the Pilbara region. See 
   'Kriol' and ‘Aboriginal English’ for further information. 
 
loan word  A word taken from one language and used in a second language. It 
   may sound different when used in the second language as it takes the 
   sounds of the language it is being loaned into. e.g.: The English word 
   'Roebuck' from the Broome area has been loaned to Nyangumarta and 
   is said as 'Rubibi'. See ‘borrowed word’ for further information. 
 
locative  A word or part of a word which indicates the place in or at. In W.A. 
   Indigenous languages, is a particle attached to the last sound on a 
   word. 
 
negative  A word or group of words that indicate the opposite or a contradiction 
   e.g.: 'don't', 'not', 'no'. 
 
nominal  A noun. A noun is a thing- an object, person, place, feeling e.g.: 'dog', 
   'hand', and ‘helper’. These are common nouns and names are proper 
   nouns such as 'Bidyadanga', 'Broome', and ‘Mr. Jones.' There are other 
   forms of nouns as well such as collective nouns, e.g.: a 'swarm of 
   bees.' 



 
orthography  The letters used to write words of a language. For example, a language 
   may use 'b' instead of 'p' and 'd' instead of 't', when writing down 
   Indigenous languages. 
 
person marker The words or parts of words used in sentences to say whom the 
   sentence is about, and whether other people are being referred to as  
   well. 
 
phonetic  The sounds in the speech of a language. A symbol or word that 
   represents the sound is the graphophoneme. 
 
plural   More than one. When a word shows there is more than one e.g.: 'trees', 
   'children'. One object or thing is referred to as singular. See ‘singular’ 
   for more information. 
 
possessive personal pronoun  A pronoun that shows who something belongs to, e.g.:  
   'mine', 'yours' and ‘theirs’. See ‘pronoun’ for further information. 
 
prepositions  Words in a sentence, which usually go in front of nouns to explain 
   direction, place, ownership etc. e.g. 'in', 'the' and ‘at’. 
 
pronoun  Words or parts of words used instead of a noun e.g.: 'I', 'me', 'you', 
   'they' and ‘it’. Pronouns in WA Aboriginal languages may be ‘free  
   pronouns’, that is they stand alone as a word, or ‘bound pronouns’, that 
   is they are bound to another word and can’t stand alone. See 
   ‘exclusive’, ‘inclusive’, ‘free pronoun’ and ‘bound pronoun’ for  
   further information. 
 
pronunciation The way words and sounds are said aloud, how they are pronounced. 
 
proper noun  A noun which refers to a name, place, day, etc. Has a capital letter at 
   the start of the word. E.g.: 'Monday', 'Ben' and 'Africa'. 
 
proto Australian  The language that is thought to be the ancestor of current day 
   Australian languages. The theory about this language explains how 
   today's languages are similar and different. It suggests there was an 
   original Indigenous language from which other languages developed. 
   Some linguists say this did not exist, some say it did. 
 
reflexives  A part of a sentence which shows the subject and object referring to 
   the same thing. E.g.: 'He kicked himself.' The subject of the sentence is 
   'he' and the object of the sentence is 'he/himself' as well. 
 
root   The base form of a word before suffixes or prefixes are added to it, 
   e.g.: 'child', 'dog'. 
 
second person A word or part of a word that a speaker uses to refer to the person they 
   are talking to e.g.: 'you' or 'yourself'. The person being spoken to is the 
   subject of the sentence. See ‘first person’ and ‘third person’ for further 



   information. 
 
sign language  Hand signs with specific meanings or gesturing: using hands to express 
   words. Many Australian Indigenous cultures had, or have, an extensive 
   sign language. The sign language was used during hunting so as not to 
   scare away game, during ceremonial times to maintain silence, to send 
   messages over distances without shouting, and to talk privately in 
   groups of people without the conversation being overheard. See 
    'gesturing' for further information. 
 
singular  A single item. Talking about one thing, one person, one category etc. 
   See ‘plural’ for more information. 
 
spelling system The alphabet and combinations of letters used to spell words. See 
   ‘orthography’ for further information. 
 
Standard Australian English A form of English used in Australia, with some local 
   variations. 
 
stem   The basic form of a word which can have bits added to it e.g.: 'child' is 
   the ‘root’ but becomes a ‘stem’ when ‘-ren’ is added to make the word 
   ‘children’. See ‘root’ for more information. 
 
suffix   A sound added to the end of a word to give sense and meaning, e.g.: 
    '-ed' can be added to 'cook' to make 'cooked'. 
 
syllable  Unit of pronunciation said without interruption with one vowel sound 
   in it such as a,e,i,o,u. In Indigenous languages, a syllable is said with 
   or without a consonant e.g.: ka, ki, ku or nga, ngi, ngu. Words are 
   made up of one or more syllables for example, the word ‘computer’  
   contains three syllables as in com-pu-ter.  
 
tense   Words or parts of words in a sentence that say what time the actions  
   will take place e.g.: past, present and future tense. 
 
third person  A word or part of a word that a speaker uses to refer to the person  
   being talked about e.g.: 'he', 'she', 'it', and ‘they’. Another person, not  
   the speaker or the one being spoken to, is the subject. See ‘first person’  
   and ‘second person’ for further information. 
 
verb   A 'doing' word; a word that states the action that is happening. E.g.:  
   'He ran to the shop.' The word 'ran' indicates the action so is a verb. 
 
verbal stem  A word or the part of a word that states the action that is happening.  
   E.g.: To the stem yana 'went', a suffix can be added indicating who  
   went as in yana + n = yanan 'he/she went.' 
 
vernacular  A language used by the indigenous speakers of a specified area. 
 
vocabulary  The words in a language. The words are written into a dictionary in  



   alphabetical order. 
 
vowel   Letters of the alphabet that are not consonants i.e.: In English the  
   vowels are a,e,i,o,u. See ‘consonants’ for further information. 
 
vowel euphony Vowel sounds that are changed in words to make the word easier to  
   say or make it sound pleasant to the ear. In Nyangumarta, if a word  
   ends in a vowel, the preposition sequence has the same sound e.g.:  
   ngapanga 'water in', yartingi 'later in', wirtungu 'big in'. Comes from  
   'good phony', 'good sound'. 
 
 
 


