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Abstract

English-speaking adults demonstrate a strong bias toward processing the beginning of a word when learning to read
novel words. This study exploredwhen in literacy development this onset bias emerges. English-speaking pre- and early-
readers (4-6-year-olds) were tasked with matching known spoken words (boat) to text presented with three competitors:
a nonword that shared the target’s onset (baot), an English word that shared its offset (goat), and a nonword that shared
an onset with the real-word foil (gaot). We then analyzed participants’ accuracy, and false alarm rates to the different
competitors. Both groups were above chance in matching known spoken words to their written counterparts. Like
adults, children in both groups false alarmed to onset foils significantly more than any other foil. Onset biases were
stronger in early-readers than pre-readers, and in children with better word matching skills. The onset bias emerges
early in reading development, as children start mapping text-to-speech.
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