ABSTRACT

Lexical tone has a significant role in differentiating words that share the same

syllable in tonal languages. However, the time course and mechanism of lexical tone

processing compared to segmental information in speech perception is unclear.

Behavioral studies were inconclusive on whether tonal information was processed

slower and retrieved later, or perceptually less salient and hard to differentiate when

compared to segmental information. Therefore this study utilized a mismatch

negativity (MMN) enhancement paradigm that demonstrated activation of memory

traces related to words and syllables at the pre-attentive stage of processing of speech

sound. Three ERP experiments were conducted and the MMN enhancement patterns

triggered by segmental and suprasegmental information were investigated. Overall,

enhancement effects were found for both segmental change and tonal change, which

the enhancement effect for tonal change was significantly stronger than that of

segmental change. No time course differences were observed between segmental

change and tonal change. This indicated that tonal information is not processed at a

later time course and less salient when compared to segmental information at the early

pre-attentive stage of speech perception. The stronger enhancement found in tonal

change than segmental change supported the argument that tone processing is more

beneficial from top-down information in speech perception than segment.
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