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In the present ERP study, age-related changes in lexical processing of monolingual German-speaking

children were investigated during the third year of life, a central period for lexical development. It is

assumed that the underlying representation of lexical entries becomes more and more differentiated

within this period, depending on language experience, vocabulary growth, and age-related changes in

brain activity. However, little is known about how lexical units are represented in the brain in early

childhood, in particular, how phonological, prosodic and semantic information is represented. 

Therefore, we investigated whether 24, 30 and 36 months old children are sensitive to form and

meaning violations. Do they show effects of stable, adult-like representations of words, or do their

representations allow for variability in form and meaning? To test this, a longitudinal ERP study was

performed. 20 children were tested with a picture-word matching task in semiannual assessments.

The children were confronted with pictures of objects and a simultaneous presentation of congruent

or incongruent words. In the incongruent conditions, words consisted of either a substitution of the

word-initial sound, a violation of word stress or a semantic violation. 

Incongruency effects were reflected by N400-like components, which were found for all age groups.

Violations of word-initial sounds evoked enhanced N400 effects in all age groups, effects for semantic

violations increased from 24 to 30 months, and word-stress violations consistently produced the

weakest N400 effects.

The present findings suggest that segmental information seems to be stable and represented in an

adult-like manner, while the semantic representation becomes more differentiated between 24 and

30 months. In contrast, word stress information does not seem to contribute to the process of lexical

access as much as the other factors in children of this age. The findings are discussed with respect to

age-related changes in early word representation and processing.


