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     This study shows that the spread of the urban features [ʔ] and [a] in place of the rural 
features [q] and [e] respectively in the Arabic of rural, non-migrant children and adolescents in 
the village of Oyoun A-Wadi in Syria is not only gender-related but also age-related (Eckert 
1988, 1991; Kerswill 1996). Language variation is salient and linguistic change is moving in 
two opposing directions: girls use the urban features; boys use the village features.   
      Fifty speakers ages 6-18 constitute the data set, equally divided into four age groups: 6-8, 9-
12, 13-15, and 16-18. Groups are equally divided into girls and boys. Direct and indirect 
external factors are considered: origin of mother, contact with external members, commuting, 
and influence of friends, classmates, or relatives in the village. Results show wide spread of the 
urban features, particularly in the two younger age groups. In the two older age groups, the 
spread is retained in the girls’ speech but overturned towards the rural features in the boys’ 
speech.   
      Further investigation shows that both boys and girls ages 6-8 use urban features like their 
mothers. Towards the fourth grade, boys start switching to the village features because they 
carry meanings of vigor, masculinity, and a sense of belonging to the village (i.e., traditional 
values of males in the village). Girls are encouraged and continue to use the urban features 
because they carry meanings of femininity, softness, delicateness, and refinement. Older boys 
conceptualize the various meanings and refuse to identify with the latter meanings, abandoning 
the urban features after the age of 8.   
      Thus, the children’s social and psychological development and the social meanings 
development of sounds are concurrent. These social meanings are both gender- and age-related, 
leading to variation and acquisition of different features and to two linguistic trends within the 
same community.   
  
 


