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On the acquisition of ethnolectal features and their social meaning by Swiss-German-
speaking children in urban and rural areas 

 
The present paper reports on a project that investigates how children aged 6 to 12 acquire the 
social meaning attached to the use of ethnolectal features of Swiss-German and examines how 
their acquisition of such features might contribute to the reported changes in traditional Swiss-
German dialects.  
Features of ethnolectal Swiss-German, e.g. (1), have often been discussed in connection with 
adolescents with a migrant background (see, e.g., Tissot et al. 2011). While these features are 
reportedly also used by non-migrant adolescents for stylistic and indexical purposes (Auer 
2002; Schmid 2017), little is known about their usage and the social meaning attached to them 
within the youngest speech group, i.e. children. By studying language use and attitudes of 
children, we will not only address this gap but will also focus on the innovators of language 
change (cf. Cheshire et al. 2011) and thus gain new insights in ongoing restructuring processes 
in Swiss-German. 
 

(1) Omission of prepositions, articles, pronouns or auxiliaries, as in Gömmer Bahnhof? 
<Shall we go train station?> for Gömmer an/zum Bahnhof ? <Shall we go to the train 
station?>  
 

In order to investigate children’s production and perception of these linguistic features, the 
project takes stock of the linguistic repertoire available to children and – in the experimental 
track of the project – measures social meaning attached to the use of ethnolectal features. To 
identify the linguistic features, the project investigates earlier anecdotal claims about the usage 
of ethnolectal features as defined by Auer (2002; see also Tissot, Schmid & Galliker 2011) by 
tapping into spoken data collected through free storytelling. The social meaning that children 
attach to these features will be assessed in a second, experimental, step (see Rosseel, Zenner & 
Speelman 2019): Using a between-subject design, children are shown a video where the hero 
speaks either ethnolectal Swiss-German or traditional Swiss-German. Attitudes are then 
measured with the child-friendly versions of a social meaning questionnaire and 7-point Likert-
scale. 
For the first part of the project, children’s production, two pilot studies have already been 
conducted in and around the city of Winterthur with one urban and one rural class of primary 
school children aged 7 to 12. Preliminary analysis of the spoken language sampled indicates 
that the use of ethnolectal features is already common among children younger than 12. The 
most frequently attested ethnolectal features are change of genus of nouns and omission of 
definite articles. Regarding regional differences, children in both areas make use of ethnolectal 
features; this usage, however, seems to be restricted to migrant children in the rural area while 
also being used among non-migrant children in the urban areas. The experimental part of the 
project then gauges the social meaning that children from urban and rural areas attach to these 
features. In doing so the project enables us to chart ongoing language change and enhances our 
understanding of the dynamics involved in the acquisition of social meaning. 
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