


West Arnhem Land Languages – sounds and spelling systems

Alphabets for west Arnhem Land Languages: 
Mawng
	a
	e
	g
	i
	j
	k
	l
	m
	n
	ng
	ny
	o
	p
	q
	r
	rd
	rl
	rn
	rr
	t
	rt
	u
	w
	y



Kunbarlang 
	a
	b
	bb
	d
	dd
	dj
	djdj
	e
	h
	i
	k
	kk
	l
	m
	n
	ng
	nj
	o
	r
	rd
	rdd
	rl
	rn
	rr
	u
	w
	y



Ndjébbana  
	a
	b
	bb
	d
	dd
	dj
	ddj
	e
	i
	k
	kk
	l
	m
	n
	ng
	nj
	o
	r
	rd
	rdd
	rl
	rn
	rr
	u
	w
	y



Na-kara  
	a
	b
	bb
	d
	dd
	dj
	ddj
	e
	i
	k
	kk
	l
	m
	n
	ng
	nj
	r
	rd
	rdd
	rl
	rn
	rr
	w
	y



Gurr-goni 
	a
	b
	d
	dj
	e
	g
	h
	i
	k
	l
	m
	n
	ng
	nj
	o
	p
	r
	rd
	rl
	rn
	rr
	rt
	t
	tj
	u
	w
	y



Burarra, Gun-nartpa 
	a
	b
	ch
	d
	e
	g
	i
	j
	k
	l
	m
	n
	ng
	ny
	o
	p
	r
	rd
	rl
	rn
	rr
	rt
	t
	u
	w
	y



Djinang, Wurlaki
	a
	b
	d
	e
	g
	i
	k
	l
	m
	n
	ng
	ny
	o
	p
	r
	rd
	rl
	rn
	rr
	rt
	t
	tj
	u
	w
	y
	‘



Bininj Kunwok 
	a
	b
	bb
	d
	dd
	dj
	djdj
	e
	h
	i
	k
	kk
	l
	m
	n
	ng
	nj
	o
	r
	rd
	rdd
	rl
	rn
	rr
	u
	w
	y



Rembarrnga
	a
	b
	bb
	d
	dd
	dj
	djdj
	e
	h
	i
	k
	kk
	l
	m
	n
	ng
	nj
	œ
	o
	r
	rd
	rdd
	rl
	rn
	rr
	u
	w
	y



Dalabon
	a
	b
	bb
	d
	dd
	dj
	djdj
	e
	h
	i
	k
	kk
	l
	m
	n
	ng
	nj
	o
	r
	rd
	rdd
	rl
	rn
	rr
	u
	û
	w
	y






Writing west Arnhem Land languages:
We write west Arnhem Land languages using the letters of the Latin alphabet, on a standard ASCII keyboard.
Alphabet letters are just visual symbols that represent sounds. The letters can be assigned different sound values for different languages. The Latin alphabet letters have been used to write many different languages, and they are pronounced differently for each language. 
West Arnhem Land languages have sound systems that are different from the sound system of English. We write west Arnhem Land languages using the same alphabet letters that are used to write English, but the letters have different sound values. The letters (and letter combinations) represent the sounds of west Arnhem Land languages, not the sounds of English. 
Linguists and native speakers have developed their own way of spelling each west Arnhem Land language. The spelling systems for different languages are similar but not the same.
Graphemes (single letters, digraphs, trigraphs and quadrigraphs) are presented above in the order used in print (hard copy) dictionaries. For each language, some sounds don’t occur at the start of a word, they only occur in the middle or at the end of a word, so there are some letters and letter combinations that we don’t see at the start of witten words.

We write west Arnhem Land languages using the same punctuation marks that we use when we write English.
· Use a capital letter at the start of a sentence, a full stop at the end.
· Use a capital letter at the start of a word which is a proper noun (the paticular name of an individual human, creature, spirit or place).
· Use a comma in the middle of a sentence to show a pause.
· Use a comma between items in a list.
· A semicolon joins two sentences when the second sentence repeats the first sentence in different words, or adds more information about the thing we’re talking about. (A semicolon goes before an explanation or an elaboration).
· A colon introduces a list. 
· Quote marks “ ” and ‘ ’ highlight words and phrases. 
· Double quote marks  “ ” indicate direct speech quotes. 
· Single quote marks ‘ ’ indicate examples of how sounds or words are spoken and written, or the meaning of a word in translation.


The sounds of west Arnhem Land languages:

We speak by making sounds with our throats and mouths. We turn our voice on or off in the glottis (voice box) and move our lips, tongue and velum about to shape the sound. Each spoken language uses a system in which different speech sounds contrast with one another to make meaning.

Linguists write speech sounds using symbols developed by the International Phonetics Association (IPA):
https://www.internationalphoneticassociation.org/IPAcharts/IPA_charts_EI/IPA_charts_EI.html   © 2026 International Phonetic Association

When linguists talk about a ‘phoneme’, that’s actually a category or group of sounds. 
There is often some variation in the way we pronounce a phoneme, depending on where it is in the word, and which other sounds come before and after it. We can have a few variations in how we pronounce that phoneme without the variation resulting in a loss or change of meaning. 
For example, the phoneme /n/ in English. When we say the words ‘noon, not, nut, net, neat’ the tip of the tongue goes up and touches the alveolar ridge behind the top teeth. But when we say the words ‘news, anew, nuisance’ the blade of the tongue goes up and touches the alveolar ridge behind the top teeth. Say these words aloud – feel which part of your tongue is touching your alveolar ridge. Say these words again – listen to the difference between the two pronunciations. Linguists use IPA symbols to write these two slightly different sounds: n and ɲ. In English, the difference between these two sounds (n, ɲ) never signals a difference in meaning, so for English speakers they belong to the same category of sounds – the same phoneme. 
In other languages the difference between a nasal sound made using the tip of the tongue and a nasal sound made using the blade of the tongue is significant – changing from one to the other can change the meaning or result in a loss of meaning. In Spanish, the nasal sound ɲ in which the blade of the tongue touches the alveolar ridge is written with a modified letter, ‘ñ’: mañana ‘tomorrow’, piña colada ‘a kind of alcoholic cocktail’. In Spanish the difference between the two sounds (n, ɲ) is significant because it can signal a different meaning. In Spanish language the two sounds belong to different categories, or phonemes. 
When we write a phoneme, we put the symbol between two forward slashes: //  When we write a variation of pronunciation within a phoneme, we put the symbol between two square brackets: []
In English, there is one phoneme /n/ with variant pronunciations [n] and [ɲ]. In Spanish there are two contrasting phonemes /n/ and /ɲ/.



Vowels are open-mouth sounds. Air flows unobstructed through the mouth.
We describe the open sounds as high or ‘close’ (jaw is up), low (jaw is down), or mid (jaw is in the middle - half up, half down)
and as front, central or back (lips are spread, relaxed or pursed).
[image: Examples in World Languages | The International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA)]		[image: Diagram

Description automatically generated] 				[image: ]
Tongue positions of the cardinal front vowels, 			X-ray photos show the sounds [i, u, a, ɑ].
with highest point of tongue indicated. 
The position of the highest point is used to determine 
vowel height and backness. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Phonetic_Alphabet 	  last edited on 3 September 2026, accessed 9 September 2026

Vowel phonemes in west Arnhem Land languages:
	/PHONEMES/
[variations in pronunciation]
	High (or close) front 
/i/
[i~ɪ]
	mid front 
/e/
[e~ɛ]
	low central 
/a/
[a~ɐ]
	mid back 
/o/
[o~ɔ]
	High (or close) back
 /u/
[u~ʊ]
	High (or close) central 
/ ʉ /
[ʉ~ɵ]

	SPELLINGS
The alphabet letters used
To write these sounds:
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Mawng, Iwaidja
	i
	e
	a
	o
	u
	--

	Kunbarlang
	i
	e
	a
	o
	u
	--

	Ndjébbana
	i
	e
	a
	o
	u
	--

	Na-kara
	i
	e
	a
	o
	u
	--

	Gurr-goni
	i
	e
	a
	o
	u
	--

	Burarra, Gun-nartpa
	i
	e
	a
	o
	u
	--

	Djinang, Wurlaki
	i, e
	e
	a
	o
	o, u
	--

	Rembarrnga
	i
	e
	a
	o
	u
	œ

	Dalabon
	i
	e
	a
	o
	u
	û

	Bininj Kunwok
	i
	e
	a
	o
	u
	--




Consonants are sounds where a part of the mouth (the lips, tongue or velum) obstruct the flow of air through the mouth. 
[image: A picture containing text

Description automatically generated]   This is a STOP sound.					  [image: Logo

Description automatically generated with low confidence]   This is a NASAL sound.
Air flow through the mouth is closed off, air pressure builds up, 							Air flow through the mouth is closed off, 
then there is a ‘pop’ when the stop is released. 									but the velum remains open, and air keeps flowing out through the nose.
							
http://udel.edu/~dlarsen/ling203/Slides/Phonetics%20Overview.pdf 	as at 10/10/2021, downloaded 10/10/2021

West Arnhem Land languages have stop phonemes, plus a nasal phoneme, at five places of articulation: /p/, /t/, / ʈ /, / ʧ /, /k/.
Most west Arnhem Land languages have two stop phonemes at each place of articulation. Linguists describe these as short stops and long stops. 
The IPA symbols for long stop sounds use a colon, like this: /p:/, /t:/, /ʈ:/, /ʧ:/, /k:/. With long stops, the air flow is held closed off for a millisecond or so longer than it is for a short stop. Long stops always end up being pronounced as voiceless. Short stops are pronounced as voiced or voiceless depending on where they are in the word, and which other sounds come before and after them.[endnoteRef:1] The short and long stop phonemes are written using different alphabet letters in different west Arnhem Land languages. [1:  Evans, B., & Merlan, F. (2004). Stop contrasts in languages of Arnhem Land: From the perspective of Jawoyn, Southern Arnhem Land. Australian Journal of Linguistics, 24(2), 185–224. https://doi.org/10.1080/0726860042000271825] 

Most west Arnhem Land languages also have a glottal stop phoneme. The glottal stop is actually no sound at all; it is made by momentarily turning off the voice in the glottis (voice box). It sounds like the momentary ‘voice off’ sound in the English expression that is written ‘uh-oh’ (meaning ‘oops’ or ‘oh dear’).
Approximant sounds: laterals, rhotics and semivowels:
Linguists call the ‘l’ sounds lateral sounds. Lateral sounds are made by holding the sides of the tongue down against the lower teeth and lifting the middle part of the tongue up to touch the top of the mouth, so that air passes out of the mouth over the sides of the tongue. 
Linguists call the ‘r’ sounds rhotic sounds. Rhotic sounds are made by lifting the sides of the tongue up against the top teeth and allowing air to pass out of the mouth over the top of the tongue. 
Semivowels are like vowels in that they are open-mouth sounds. With semivowels, the tongue and lips are in motion; they are moving from one open-mouth position to another.  
Each west Arnhem Land language also has two lateral phonemes or ‘l’ sounds, two rhotic phonemes or ‘r’ sounds and two semivowel phonemes, ‘y’ and ‘w’.
The two lateral phonemes are /l/ and retroflexed /ɭ/. We spell them using the alphabet letters ‘l’ and ‘rl’. The first is the same as the /l/ phoneme in English lit, let, latte, lot, loot, tool, hold, tail. The second, /ɭ/ is pronounced by curling the tip of the tongue further back in the mouth to make it sound like the American English pronunciation of the letters ‘rl’ in the name Karl.
The two rhotic phonemes are an approximant /ɹ/, spelt with the letter ‘r’ and a flap or short trill /ɾ/, spelt ‘rr’. The first, phoneme /ɹ/,  is pronounced by curling up the tip of the tongue. It is written with the alphabet letter ‘r’. It sounds like the American English pronunciation of the letter ‘r’ in the words rat, tar, story. The second is a flap or short trill /r/ and is written with a digraph, ‘rr’. It sounds like the pronunciation of the /r/ phoneme in Spanish and Italian. In Spanish the /r/ phoneme is spelt using a digraph ‘rr’, as in arriba! ‘hooray!’. In Italian the /r/ phoneme is spelt with just one letter ‘r’, as in Roma ‘Rome’, riccio ‘curly’, volare ‘to fly’, rotondo ‘round’, mostro ‘monster’, monastero ‘monastery’, imbrigliato ‘harnessed’.
The ‘y’ semivowel is like the sound written with the letter ‘y’ in English: yes, say or yay! The ‘w’ semivowel is like the sound written with the letter ‘w’ in English: stew, we or wow!

Consonant phonemes in west Arnhem Land languages:
	Place of articulation
(the place where where the sound is made)
	[image: ]

two lips
	[image: ]

tip of tongue goes up behind the teeth
	[image: ]
retroflex
tip of tongue curls back
	[image: ]

blade of tongue goes up behind the teeth
	[image: ]

body of tongue goes up to the velum (back of the mouth)
	

[image: PlacesArticulation]

glottal

sounds made in the glottis (voice box). 

	Mawng, Iwaidja
/PHONEMES/
[variations in pronunciation]
	/p/
[b~p]
	/m/
[m]
	/w/
[u]
	/t/
[t~d]
	/n/
[n]
	/l/
[l]
	/ɾ/
[ɾ]
	/ ʈ /
[ʈ~ɖ]
	/ɳ/
[ɳ]
	/Ɩ/
[Ɩ]
	/ɹ/
[ɹ]
	/ ʧ /
[ʤ~ʧ]
	/ɲ/
[ɲ]
	/y/
[j]
	/ ɣ /
[ɣ]
	/k/
	/ŋ/
[ŋ]
	/w/
[u]
	/ʔ/
[ʔ]

	Mawng SPELLING
Alphabet letters used to write these sounds:
	p
	m
	w
	t
	n
	l
	rr
	rd, rt
	rn
	rl
	r
	j, tj
	ny
	y
	g
	k
	ng
	w
	q

	/PHONEMES/
[variations in pronunciation]
	/p/
[b~p]
	/p:/
[p:]
	/m/
[m]
	/w/
[u]
	/t/
[t~d]
	/t:/
[t:]
	/n/
[n]
	/l/
[l]
	/ɾ/
[ɾ~r]
	/ ʈ /
[ʈ~ɖ]
	/ ʈ:/
[ʈ:]
	/ɳ/
[ɳ]
	/Ɩ/
[Ɩ]
	/ɹ/
[ɹ]
	/ ʧ /
[ʤ~ʧ]
	/ ʧ:/
[ʧ:]
	/ɲ/
[ɲ]
	/y/
[j]
	/k/
[g~k]
	/k:/
[k]
	/ŋ/
[ŋ]
	/w/
[u]
	/ʔ/
[ʔ]

	[languages that have a ‘soft’ style of speaking]
	[b~β~p]
	
	
	
	[t~ɾ~d]
	
	
	
	
	[ʈ~ɽ~ɖ]
	
	
	
	
	[ʤ~ʒ~ʧ]
	
	
	
	[g~ɣ~k]
	
	
	
	

	SPELLING
Alphabet letters used to write these sounds: 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Kunbarlang
	b
	bb
	m
	w
	d
	dd
	n
	l
	rr
	rd
	rdd
	rn
	rl
	r
	dj
	djdj
	nj
	y
	k
	kk
	ng
	w
	h

	Ndjébbana
(spell the ‘soft’ sounds)
	b, w
	bb
	m
	w
	d
	dd
	n
	l
	rr
	rd
	rdd
	rn
	rl
	r
	dj, y
	ddj
	nj
	y
	k, w
	kk
	ng
	w
	--

	Na-kara
	b
	bb
	m
	w
	d
	dd
	n
	l
	rr
	rd
	rdd
	rn
	rl
	r
	dj
	ddj
	nj
	y
	k
	kk
	ng
	w
	--

	Gurr-goni
	b, p
	p
	m
	w
	d, t
	t
	n
	l
	rr
	rd
	rt
	rn
	rl
	r
	dj, tj
	tj
	nj
	y
	g, k
	k
	ng
	w
	h

	Burarra, 
Gun-nartpa
	b, p
	p
	m
	w
	d, t
	t
	n
	l
	rr
	rd, rt
	rt
	rn
	rl
	r
	j, ch
	ch
	ny
	y
	g, k
	k
	ng
	w
	--

	Djinang, Wurlaki
	b, p
	p
	m
	w
	d, t
	t
	n
	l
	rr
	rd, rt
	rt
	rn
	rl
	r
	dj, tj
	tj
	ny
	y
	g, k
	k
	ng
	w
	‘

	Rembarrnga
	b
	bb
	m
	w
	d
	dd
	n
	l
	rr
	rd
	rdd
	rn
	rl
	r
	dj
	djdj
	nj
	y
	k
	kk
	ng
	w
	h

	Dalabon
	b
	bb
	m
	w
	d
	dd
	n
	l
	rr
	rd
	rdd
	rn
	rl
	r
	dj
	djdj
	nj
	y
	k
	kk
	ng
	w
	h

	Bininj Kunwok 
	b
	bb
	m
	w
	d, rr
	dd
	n
	l
	rr
	rd
	rdd
	rn
	rl
	r
	dj
	djdj
	nj
	y
	k
	kk
	ng
	w
	h






Mawng and Iwaidja belong to the Iwaidjan language family.
Iwaidjan languages are, or were spoken by landowners of the Goulburn Islands, Croker Island, the far western coastline of Arnhem Land and Garig Peninsula. 
Iwaidja is the language of Croker Island, Amurdak is the language of the Garig Peninsula. Today, very few people speak Iwaidja or Amurdak. People with Iwadja and Amurdak language heritage speak Bininj Kunwok and English instead. Goulburn Island landowners still speak Mawng.
Sound patterns in Iwaidjan languages are different to sound patterns in Kunwinjkuan languages. Iwaidjan languages have five vowel phonemes, like the Kunwinjkuan languages. They have stop  and nasal phonemes at five places of articulation, like the Kunwinjkuan languages. They have two lateral phonemes, two rhotic phonemes and two semivowels, like the Kunwinjkuan languages. But there is no contrast between long and short stop phonemes. 
Learn about sounds and spelling in Mawng:  https://www.mawngngaralk.org.au/mawng-spelling/
Most west Arnhem Land languages belong to the Kunwinjkuan language family. 
The Kunwinjkuan language family includes Bininj Kunwok, Kunbarlang, Rembarrnga and Dalabon. 
Today, few people speak Kunbarlang, Dalabon or Rembarrnga. Older people still speak Kunbarlang but most people with Kunbarlang language heritage speak Bininj Kunwok, Mawng or Ndjébbana (depending on where they live). People with Dalabon language heritage speak Bininj Kunwok, or Kriol and English (depending on where they live). Older people still speak Rembarrnga, but most young people with Rembarrnga language heritage speak Bininj Kunwok, or Kriol and English (depending on where they live). Rembarrnga speakers, working together with linguists, schools and ranger groups, have started a Rembarrnga language revitalisation program.
The Kunwinjkuan languages have nasal phonemes plus short and long stop phonemes at five places of articulation. They have a glottal stop phoneme. They have two lateral sounds, two rhotic phonemes, two semivowels. Kunbarlang and Bininj Kunwok have five vowel phonemes. Dalabon and Rembarrnga have the same five vowel phonemes, plus a sixth high central vowel phoneme /ʉ/. For Rembarrnga, the sixth vowel phoneme is spelt with the modified letter ‘œ’. For Dalabon, the sixth vowel phoneme is spelt with the modified letter ‘û’.
Across the Kunwinjkuan languages there are regional variations in pronunciation. 
The Maningrida languages are distantly related to Kunwinjkuan languages. 
Linguists describe the Maningrida languages as distantly related to Kunwinjkuan languages, descended from a separate offshoot of the Proto-Arnhem language family.[endnoteRef:2]  [2:  Green, R. (2003). Proto Maningrida within Proto Arnhem: evidence from verbal inflectional suffixes. In N. Evans (Ed.), The non-Pama-Nyungan languages of northern Australia: comparative studies of the continent's most linguistically complex region (pp. 369-421). Canberra: Pacific Linguistics.] 

The Maningrida languages include Ndjébbana, Na-kara, Gurr-goni, Burarra and Gun-nartpa. They have grammar patterns that are different to those in the Kunwinjkuan languages. 
Today, older people speak Na-kara and Gurr-goni. Most young people with Na-kara and Gurr-goni language heritage speak Ndjébbana and Burarra or Gun-nartpa.
Sound patterns in the Maningrida languages are almost the same as the Kunwinjkuan languages: five vowel phonemes, five nasal phonemes plus long and short stop phonemes at five places of articulation, with two lateral sounds, two rhotic phonemes, two semivowels. The only difference is that the Maningrida languages do not have a glottal stop phoneme.
Among the Maningrida languages there are variations in pronunciation. 
Learn about sounds and spelling in Burarra and Gun-nartpa: Burarra and Gun-nartpa Pronunciation Guide in the ‘About > for language learners’ section of the Burarra and Gun-nartpa online dictionary, https://www.janguny.com/

Djinang and Wurlaki belong to the Yolngu Matha language family.
Yolngu Matha languages are spoken across east Arnhem Land. They are very different to west Arnhem Land languages. They have different grammar patterns and sound systems. 
Yolngu Matha languages have two stop phonemes, also nasal phonemes, at six places of articulation. Linguists who work on Yolngu Matha languages use the words Lenis (‘soft’) and Fortis (‘hard’) to describe the contrast between the stop phonemes. (Linguists debate whether the stop phonemes of Yolngu Matha languages are best described as ‘soft’ versus ‘hard’ or ‘short’ versus ‘long’. Either way, there’s a contrast between two stop phonemes at each place of articulation.) They also have a glottal stop.
All of the Yolngu Matha languages have vowel phonemes at three places of articulation: /i/, /a/, /u/. Across the east Arnhem Land region, among the Yolngu Matha languages there is lots of variation in how the vowel sounds are pronounced. Variations in pronunciation produce vowel sounds at five places of articulation: [i], [e], [a], [o], [u], and differences in vowel length: [i] and [i:], [e] and [e:], [a] and [a:], [o] and [o:], [u] and [u:].
In the eastern Yolngu Matha languages, there is a phonemic contrast between short and long vowels, but only in stressed syllables: /i/ and /i:/, /a/ and /a:/, /u/ and /u:/. 
In the western Yolngu Matha languages, there is a phonemic contrast between vowels at five places of articulation, but only in stressed syllables: /i/, /e/, /a/, /o/, /u/.
For some Yolngu Matha languages, the written alphabet uses special modified letters. The digraph ‘ng’ is replaced by a single modified letter ‘ŋ’, as in Yolŋu. The digraph ‘rl’ is replaced by a single modified letter ‘l̠’. (That is why we see variations in how the word ‘man, person, people’ is spelt: yulngu, yolngu, yu:lŋu, yo:lŋu.)[endnoteRef:3] [3:  Wikipedia article: Yolŋu languages. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yol%C5%8Bu_languages (edited 21 June 2026, accessed 12 September 2026)] 

Djinang and Wurlaki are the westernmost languages in the Yolngu Matha language family. Most Djinang and Wurlaki speakers now live in the east Arnhem Land community of Ramingining. At Ramingining, older people with Djinang or Wurlaki language heritage still speak Djinang or Wurlaki, but most young people speak Djambarrpuyngu instead. 
Djinang and Wurlaki have contrasting long and short stop phonemes, but only at five places of articulation. They have a glottal stop. They have two lateral phonemes, two rhotic phonemes and two semivowels. They have vowel phonemes at five places of articulation, but only in stressed syllables: /i/, /e/, /a/, /o/, /u/. Djinang and Wurlaki speakers don’t pronounce the vowel contrast in unstressed syllables. In unstressed syllables the five-way phonemic distinction is lost; the variations in pronunciation sound like [ɪ~e], [ɐ], [ʊ~o] and are written with the alphabet letters ‘e’, ‘a’, ‘u’.
There are no special modified letters in the Djinang and Wurlaki alphabet; the writing system uses letter combinations like the writing systems of west Arnhem Land languages. 
Learn about sounds and spelling in Djinang and Wurlaki: Djinang ga Wurlaki Pronunciation and Spelling Guide, in the ‘About > for language learners’ section of the Djinang and Wurlaki online dictionary, https://yidjipiligalngi.com/

Regional variations in pronunciation and spelling:
In central Arnhem Land, the westernmost east Arnhem Land languages meet up with the easternmost west Arnhem Land languages. 
Most of the people who still speak Djinang and Wurlaki live right next to Burarra and Gun-nartpa speakers at Maningrida and on Maningrida homelands. Local people are bilingual in Burarra or Gun-nartpa and Djinang or Wurlaki. 
Djinang and Wurlaki have a sound system that is in some ways unlike that of other east Arnhem Land languages, it’s more like the sound system of west Arnhem Land languages. The sound system is a western variation on the sound system of east Arnhem Land languages.
Burarra and Gun-nartpa have a sound system that is in some ways like unlike other west Arnhem Land languages, it’s more like the sound system of east Arnhem Land languages. The sound system is an eastern variation on the sound system of west Arnhem Land languages.
The consonant sounds of Djinang and Wurlaki match up with the consonant sounds of Burarra and Gun-nartpa. The only difference is that Burarra/Gun-nartpa has no glottal stop phoneme.
Djinang and Wurlaki have nasal sounds and contrasting long and short stop phonemes at five places of articulation. They also have two lateral, two rhotic and two semivowel phonemes. 
The vowel sounds of Djinang/Wurlaki also match up with the vowel sounds of Burarra/Gun-nartpa.
Djinang and Wurlaki have vowel phonemes at five places of articulation, but only in stressed syllables: /i/, /e/, /a/, /o/, /u/. Djinang and Wurlaki speakers don’t pronounce the contrast in unstressed syllables. In unstressed syllables the five-way phonemic distinction is lost; the variations in pronunciation sound like [ɪ~e], [ɐ], [ʊ~o].
Burarra and Gun-nartpa also have vowel phonemes at five places or articulation:  /i/, /e/, /a/, /o/, /u/. Burarra and Gun-nartpa speakers also don’t pronounce the contrast in unstressed syllables. The vowels in unstressed syllables sound like [ɪ~e], [ɐ], [ʊ~o]. 
For both Djinang/Wurlaki and Burarra/Gun-nartpa, vowel sounds are written using the alphabet letters i, e, a, o, u. 




People who live along the western Arnhem Land coast have a ‘soft’ style of speaking. 
In the ‘soft’ coastal style of speaking, short stops are lenited. This means that the lips or tongue almost close off the airflow through the mouth, but not quite. Air keeps moving through the narrow gap. The lenited (‘softened’) stop is pronounced as a voiced fricative or an approximant. Speakers often lenite the short stops intervocalically, in the middle of a word between two vowel sounds. Sometimes they lenite short stops at the start of a word as well. 
For some languages we spell the ‘soft’ sound variations, for other languages we don’t.
· For Mawng language, we spell the ‘soft’ sounds. 
· Stop phoneme /p/ is often pronounced as [β] or [w] and we spell the ‘soft’ sound using the letter ‘w’.
· Stop phoneme / ʈ / is sometimes pronounced as [ɹ] (a retroflex approximant) and we spell it using the letter ‘r’.
· Stop phoneme / ʧ / is often pronounced as [ʑ] or [j] and we spell the ‘soft’ sound using the letter ‘y’.
· Stop phoneme /g/ is often pronounced as [ɣ] or [u] and we spell the ‘soft’ sound using the letters ‘g’ or ‘w’.
· For Kunbarlang language, we do not spell the ‘soft’ sounds. 
· Short stop phoneme /p/ is sometimes pronounced as [β] but we do not spell the ‘soft’ sound, we still use the letter ‘b’. 
· Short stop phoneme /t/ is sometimes pronounced as [ɾ] (an alveolar flap) but we still use the letter ‘d’.
· Short stop phoneme / ʈ / is sometimes pronounced as [ɽ] (a retroflex alveolar flap) but we still use the digraph ‘rd’.
· Short stop phoneme / ʧ / is sometimes pronounced as [ʑ] but we do not spell the ‘soft’ sound, we still use the digraph ‘dj’. 
· Short stop phoneme /k/ is sometimes pronounced as [ɣ], but we do not spell the ‘soft’ sound, we still use the letter ‘k’.
· For Ndjébbana language, we spell the ‘soft’ sounds.  
· Short stop phoneme /p/ is sometimes pronounced as [β] or [w] and we spell the ‘soft’ sound using the letter ‘w’.
· Short stop phoneme  /ʧ/ is sometimes pronounced as [ʑ] or [i] and we spell the ‘soft’ sound using the letter ‘y’.
· Short stop phoneme /k/ is sometimes pronounced as [ɣ] or [u] and we spell the ‘soft’ sound using the letter ‘w’.
(That’s why the direction marker ‘this way, towards here’ is sometimes spelt -bala- and sometimes spelt -wala-: ka-bala-yírriya ‘he comes’, ka-wala-béna ‘he came’. 
That’s why the word ‘already, long ago’ is sometimes spelt babakúyakka, and sometimes spelt babawúyakka.) 

Further inland, Bininj Kunwok and Dalabon speakers lenite some sounds.
· Bininj Kunwok speakers lenite two short stop phonemes, /t/ and /k/. For Bininj Kunwok, we spell the ‘soft’ sounds.  
· Short stop phoneme /k/ is sometimes pronounced as [ɣ] or [w] and we spell the ‘soft’ sound using the letter ‘w’. 
· Short stop phoneme /t/ is lenited intervocalically to [ɾ] (an alveolar flap) and we spell it using the digraph ‘rr’. 
(That’s why there are two ways to spell ‘dugout canoe’: kubbunj and wubbunj, and why the spelling of the verb ‘stand’ sometimes changes from -di to -rri.)
· Dalabon speakers lenited sounds made with the blade and back part of the tongue. For Dalabon language, we do not spell the ‘soft’ sounds.
· Short stop phoneme  /ʧ/ was sometimes pronounced as [ʑ] but we still spell it using the digraph ‘dj’.
· The nasal phoneme /ɲ/ was sometimes pronounced as [ʝ], bur we still spell it using the digraph ‘nj’.
· The nasal phoneme /ŋ/ was sometimes pronounced as [ɣ], but we still spell it using the digraph ‘ng’.


Voiced and unvoiced pronunciation of short stop sounds: do we spell the variations?
In west Arnhem Land languages, short stop phonemes are pronounced as voiced in some parts of a word, unvoiced in others. Voiced or unvoiced variation depends on where the stop sound occurs in the word, and what other sounds come before and after it.
For some languages, we spell the variation in voiced versus unvoiced pronunciation. For other languages, we don’t:
· For Na-kara, Bininj Kunwok and Rembarrnga the spelling of voicing in short stops does not change. The voiced and unvoiced variations in pronunciation are always spelt the same way, using the letters b, d, dj, rd and k. 
· For Gurr-goni, Burarra and Gun-nartpa, Djinang and Wurlaki the spelling of short stops changes to show the voiced and unvoiced variations in pronunciation. 
· Gurr-goni short stops are spelt (voiced variation) b, d, dj, rd and g; (unvoiced variation) p, t, tj, rt and k. 
· Burarra and Gun-nartpa short stops are spelt (voiced variation) b, d, j, rd and g;  (unvoiced variation) p, t, ch, rt and k. 
· Djinang and Wurlaki short stops are spelt (voiced variation) b, d, dj, rd and g; (unvoiced variation) p, t, tj, rt and k. 
· In the coastal languages which have a ‘soft’ style of speaking - Mawng, Kunbarlang, Ndjébbana - there are three ways to pronounce short stop phonemes: voiced stop, unvoiced stop and voiced fricative or approximant. The variation depends on where the stop phoneme occurs in the word, and what other sounds come before and after it. 
· For Mawng, the spelling changes, but only to show variations in which the stop is pronounced as a fricative or approximant. For a fricative or approximant pronunciation, we use the alphabet letters w, y, r, g.  When short stops are pronounced as a stop, either voiced or unvoiced, they are always spelt using alphabet letters p, t, j, rt and k. 
· For Kunbarlang, the spelling does not change. Short stops, no matter how they are pronounced, are always spelt b, d, dj, rd and k. 
· For Ndjébbana, the spelling changes, but only to show variations in which the short stop is pronounced as a fricative or approximant. The variations which are pronounced as a fricative or approximant are spelt w, y.  When short stops are pronounced as a stop, either voiced or unvoiced, they are always spelt using alphabet letters b, d, dj, rd and k. 

Some west Arnhem Land spelling systems use a full stop in the middle of a word.
For Gurr-goni, Burarra and Gun-nartpa, Djinang and Wurlaki we use a full stop between the alphabet letters ‘n’ and ‘g’ to show the difference between a digraph ‘ng’ and two single letters, ‘n’ followed by ‘g’. When there is no full stop between the ‘n’ and ‘g’, the digraph ‘ng’ represents the velar nasal phoneme /ŋ/. 
The proper language name for Crab Creek, a place on the coast east of Maningrida, has a velar nasal phoneme /ŋ/ which is written with a digraph ‘ng’: Namangorra. 
The word that means ‘bamboo’ has an alveolar nasal /n/, spelt with the letter ‘n’ followed by a velar short stop /k/ (voiced variation [g]), spelt with the letter ‘g’. We write a full stop in between the letters that represent those two different phonemes: Gurr-goni man.gole, Burarra man.goli.  

Many west Arnhem Land writing systems use hyphens to break up long words. 
We use hyphens to write Kunbarlang, Ndjébbana, Na-kara, Gurr-goni, Burarra and Gun-nartpa, also Rembarrnga and Dalabon. 
(We also sometimes use hyphens to help learners when we are teaching Bininj Kunwok.)
· The hyphen shows when a word stem is reduplicated, or ‘doubled up’. For example, the Kunbarlang bird name ‘willie wagtail’: djikkirridj-djikkirridj.
· The hyphen shows the boundary between a prefix (or a combination of prefixes) and the main word stem. For example, a hyphen separates prefix from word stem in the language names Na-kara, Gurr-goni and Gun-nartpa. In this Ndjébbana sentence the hyphens show the boundary between a prefix and a verb stem: Malamalárra ka-ngúddjeya ka-nóra, wékkana karrabba djadjírra. ‘Terns keep on calling out, night and day.’



Do we spell word stress?
Maningrida languages - Ndjébbana, Na-kara, Gurr-goni, Burarra and Gun-nartpa - have phonemic word stress. Moving the stress to a different syllable can change the meaning of a word, or render the different-sounding word meaningless. 
The stressed syllable often comes straight after a prefix, on the first syllable of a word root. In long words the stressed syllable can occur near the end of the word. In many Ndjébbana words, variations in the way that sounds are pronounced causes the main word stress to occur on a prefix at the start of the word. 
Other languages, including English, have phonemic word stress but for other languages we do not spell the word stress; it is not part of the writing system.
We do not spell word stress in Gurr-goni, Burarra or Gun-nartpa.
We spell the word stress in Ndjébbana and Na-kara. 
For Ndjébbana and Na-kara we place a diacritic mark [ ’] over a vowel symbol (á, é, í, ó, ú) in the syllable that carries the main word stress.
(There are two ways to type the stress mark using a word processing program. Go to the tab called ‘insert’, choose ‘symbol’ then select the symbol that you want. Alternately, use the keyboard. Hold down the keys Ctrl and ’ while you type the vowel letter that you want.)
· For Na-kara we only spell word stress in long compound words, where the main word stress is near the end of the word.
· For Ndjébbana we spell the word stress. The stress mark goes on all words that are more than one syllable long.
The stress mark is a part of the Na-kara and Ndjébbana writing systems. Dictionary entries show where the stress mark goes. However, for many Ndjébbana and Na-kara speakers the stress mark is confusing and a nuisance to write. Some people get so stressed about the stress mark that they lose confidence and give up on writing. 
If you get confused or stressed by the stress mark, leave it out. Just keep on writing.

In Na-kara and Ndjébbana, some words begin with a stop sound that alternates between short and long pronunciation.
Long stops do not occur at the start of a word, nor following another stop or a nasal phoneme. They only occur following vowels and approximants.
It can be difficult to know whether a word-initial stop which alternates between short and long pronunciation is really a long stop phoneme that is sometimes shortened, or a short stop phoneme that is sometimes lengthened. 
· For Na-kára, we say that it’s really a short stop phoneme which gets ‘lengthened’ after a prefix that ends in a vowel. We do not spell the change in pronunciation from short to long. 
For example, the word which is a demonstrative meaning ‘that’. The word root begins with a short stop when a prefix ends in a nasal sound and with a long stop when the prefix ends in a vowel. ‘that (masculine one)’: pronounced [nkˈaɹa], spelt n-kara. ‘in/using that (one): pronounced [nak:ˈaɹa], spelt na-kara. The language name ‘Na-kara’ is a lexicalised second meaning of ‘using that (one)’: pronounced [nak:ˈaɹa], spelt ‘Na-kara’. 
Another example: the word that means ‘skin, hide, bark, crust’. On its own, the word stem is pronounced [pˈala], spelt bala. With a prefix, the word stem begins with a short stop when the prefix ends in a nasal sound and with a long stop when the prefix ends in a vowel.  ‘its/the (masculine) skin’, pronounced [nbˈala], spelt n-bala. ‘its/the (feminine) skin, pronounced [ginbˈala], spelt kin-bala. ‘on, using, having skin’, pronounced pronounced [nap:ˈala], spelt na-bala. The word ‘small school prawns’ is a lexicalised second meaning of ‘on, using, having skin’: pronounced [nap:ˈala], spelt na-bala.
· For Ndjébbana, we say that it’s really a long stop phoneme that gets shortened at the start of the word, or after a prefix that ends in a nasal. We spell the alternation between long and short pronunciation. 
For example, the word that means ‘skin, hide, bark, crust’. On its own, the word stem is pronounced [kˈot:a], spelt kódda.  With a prefix, the word stem begins with a short stop when the prefix ends in a nasal sound and with a long stop when the prefix ends in a vowel. ‘its/the (masculine) skin’, pronounced [ngˈot:a], spelt n-kódda. ‘on, using, having skin’: pronounced [nak:ˈot:a], spelt na-kkódda. ‘its/the (feminine) skin’ and ‘on, using, having (feminine) skin’: pronounced [ ɲak:ˈot:a ], spelt nja-kkódda. The word ‘small school prawns’ is a lexicalised second meaning of ‘its/the (feminine) skin’: pronounced [ ɲak:ˈot:a ], spelt nja-kkódda.
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