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This paper describes the addition of Luxembourgish to the language versions of MAIN, 

the adaption process and the use of MAIN in Luxembourg. A short description of 

Luxembourg’s multilingual society and trilingual school system as well as an overview 

of selected morphosyntactic and syntactic features of Luxembourgish introduce the 

Luxembourgish version of MAIN. 

 

 

1 Introduction 

 

This chapter introduces briefly the addition of Luxembourgish to the language version of the 

Multilingual Assessment Instrument for Narratives (LITMUS-MAIN, hereafter MAIN; 

Gagarina et al., 2019). It describes the adaption process and the use of MAIN in Luxembourg. 

Due to intensive language contact of Luxembourgish to French, productive borrowing of 

French lexicon into Luxembourgish as well as lexical doublets, the Luxembourgish version will 

widen the empirical coverage of MAIN to a multilingual setting. Although intensive contact 

with German also exists, the productive borrowing from German is more difficult to identify as 

Luxembourgish is part of the West Germanic dialect continuum. 

 

 

2 A short description of the Luxembourgish language 

 

Luxembourg is a small state (around 600,000 inhabitants) and bordered by France, Germany 

and Belgium. A distinct feature of Luxembourg is its high percentage of foreign residents. 

Around half of Luxembourg’s population (around 322,000) has the Luxembourgish citizenship 

(STATEC, 2019) and only around 40% of the primary school children grow up speaking 

Luxembourgish at home (Lenz & Heinz, 2018). Being a small state, Luxembourg puts forward 
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strong identity-forming elements to differentiate from the neighboring countries. The 

Luxembourgish language and multilingualism play a central role in this policy.  

 Luxembourgish is a Mosel-Franconian language variety and part of the West Germanic 

dialect continuum. Sociolinguistically, Luxembourgish can be considered an Ausbausprache 

because, although an official Standard Luxembourgish with certain sociopolitical functions in 

Luxembourg exists, it only plays a limited role in certain official domains (Kloss, 1978). For 

example, children are not alphabetized in Luxembourgish but in German (see point 2.1) and the 

language of legislation in Luxembourg is French. Politically, Luxembourgish is the national 

language of the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg and acts in addition to French and German as an 

official language in Luxembourg. The status of Luxembourgish as a language as well as 

Luxembourg’s official trilingual language situation were formally recognized by 

Luxembourgish law in 1984 (24 February, 1984 loi sur le régime des langues ‘1984 language 

law’). 

 

2.1 Multilingualism in Luxembourg 

 

Multilingualism is an essential feature of the Luxembourgish society. One of its key elements 

is the trilingual school system (MENFP 2011; Lenz & Bertemes, 2015). While Luxembourgish 

is the main language of instruction in preschool education (age 4-6), preschool children are also 

introduced to oral French in short playful teaching activities (e.g. singing songs, being read 

stories). However, although an official orthographic system exists for Luxembourgish, 

Luxembourgish is not the language of literacy instruction in Luxembourg. Children are 

formally introduced to literacy in German in Grade 1 (age 6-7) and German also constitutes the 

main language of instruction throughout primary school. French is added as a taught subject to 

the curriculum from Grade 2 (age 7-8) onwards. In addition to the trilingual school system, 

Luxembourg’s school population is one of the most culturally and linguistically heterogeneous 

in Europe (OECD, 2010). The language abilities in the school languages of the children are 

extremely heterogeneous. The National Report of Education reports that less than 40% of four-

year-old’s grow up speaking Luxembourgish, the language of preschool, at home (Lenz & 

Heinz, 2018).  

 Although German might be present in television and picture books in Luxembourgish 

households, almost no pupils actively practice German (> 2%) in family- or other non-formal 

education settings before they enter Grade 1 (MENJE, 2019). The largest foreign community 

in Luxembourg is of Portuguese nationality. Portuguese-speaking students represent around 

21% of the school population in Luxembourg (MENJE, 2019). 

 

2.2 Linguistic characteristics 

 

Although Luxembourgish and German show structural overlaps, they are considered two 

different language systems (Gilles & Moulin, 2003). For the adaptation of MAIN into 

Luxembourgish, morphosyntax and syntax as well as the lexicon are of most interest. For an 

overview of the phonetics of Luxembourgish, see Gilles & Trouvain (2013). 
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 Luxembourgish morphosyntax overlaps largely with German Moselle Franconian 

dialects, but differs from Standard German (G) (Döhmer, 2017; Gilles, 2017). The following 

sections highlight three linguistic features of Luxembourgish that contrast to G and, in some 

cases, are in accordance with French. The sections address aspects of morphosyntax, syntax 

and lexical doublets in Luxembourgish 

 

2.2.1 Selected aspects of morphosyntax 

As well as in G, nouns in Luxembourgish are categorized according to the three genders 

masculine, feminine and neuter. Although all three genders are productive, masculine seems to 

be the default gender, as most new lexical items are masculine. In addition, French loan words 

tend to keep their gender (Gilles, 2017). 

 As well as in G, case (nominative, dative, accusative) marking is realized through 

articles and adjectives. The genitive case has almost disappeared and possessive constructions 

are expressed with dative (Döhmer, 2017). However, case is less marked than in G, as 

nominative and accusative overlap in general. This formal syncretism holds for all inflecting 

nominal word classes, except some personal pronouns.   

 Verbs in Luxembourgish are structurally in line with G, but inflection forms differ from 

G. Yet preterit has almost vanished except for the high frequency verb soen (‘to say’). Instead, 

the present perfect is used. Except for the present tense, all verbal forms split into the inflected 

auxiliary and the verb, emphasizing a structure typical for Germanic varieties (Weth, 2020). 

 

2.2.2 Selected aspect of syntax 

The typical split verb structure in G puts the inflected form at the second syntactic position in 

a sentence and the uninflected form at the last position. This structure is also highly productive 

in Luxembourgish (Ech kann dat verstoen, ‘I can understand this’, verbs are underlined). The 

inflected verb positions at the end of the sentence in subordinate clauses in German. This 

structure also applies to Luxembourgish, except for one specific type of subordinate clause 

(Döhmer, 2017; Gilles, 2017). While in the G paradigm the inflected verb shifts at the 

sentence’s last position (…fir datt dir mech verstoe géift, ‘… so that you could understand me’), 

the majority of Luxembourgish speakers would produce instead …fir datt dir mech géift 

verstoen. The inflected verb is underlined in the examples.  

 One other striking syntactic feature of Luxembourgish is the inflection of the 

complementizer position in dependent clauses. The conjunction takes inflectional markers for 

the second person singular …fir datt s du mech géifs verstoen (Gilles, 2017).  

 

2.2.3 Lexical doublets in Luxembourgish  

Due to intensive language contact to French, Luxembourgish contains many loans from French, 

which are often integrated into Luxembourgish on phonological, orthographic and morphologic 

levels (Gilles, 2017). In addition, Luxembourgish allows for the alternation of lexical doublets, 

synonymous words from French and Luxembourgish such as Poubelle/Dreckskëscht ‘bin’, 

decidéieren/entscheeden ‘to decide’. The actual choice of a French or a Luxembourgish word 

depends on sociolinguistic variables as well as language competence. Lexical doublets also 
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exist in German. However, their detection is more difficult as Luxembourgish is part of the 

Germanic dialect continuum. 

 

 

3 Adapting MAIN to Luxembourgish 

 

This Luxembourgish version was adapted from the revised English version of the MAIN 

(Gagarina et al., 2019), following the guidelines for adapting MAIN to other languages 

(Bohnacker & Gagarina, 2019). Together, the authors of this paper translated and adapted the 

protocol into Luxembourgish.  

 The MAIN narratives did not require any cultural adaptation. Neither the lexicon nor the 

syntactic structure caused any difficulties for translation. However, as doublets exist in 

Luxembourgish, it is useful to assess the way in which children use one or the other word form. 

The documentation of doublets allows for a more fine-grained analysis of Luxembourgish 

language use and its correlation with language biographies. In the long term, it will be 

interesting to observe the evolution of language use in children’s narratives. 

 

 

4 The use of MAIN in Luxembourg 

 

A first, unpublished, version of the Luxembourgish MAIN assessing telling has been used in 

the research project Oral Language Development and its Predictors in Language-Minority 

Children from Low Income Families (Loff, 2018-2020; OLAP-C17/SC/11622484). In this 

project, the telling version of the Luxembourgish MAIN was used. The project investigated the 

role of the home language and literacy environment in the development of oral language skills 

in three languages (Portuguese, French and Luxembourgish) in Portuguese language-minority 

children (age 3-4 years) who are growing up in multilingual Luxembourg. A first publication 

is currently in preparation (Loff, Nikaedo, Wealer & Leseman, in preparation). 

 The Luxembourgish MAIN will be piloted in the three different elicitation modes, 

telling, retelling and model story, at the end of the 2020. 
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