
How the word length effect develops with age: comparing English and Italian
Cayla Bergman1, Marialuisa Martelli2,3, Cristina Burani4, Denis Pelli5,  Pierluigi Zoccolotti2,3 

1 Plainview Old Bethpage John F. Kennedy High School, 2 Dipartimento di Psicologia, Università La Sapienza di Roma,  3 IRCCS Fondazione Santa Lucia, Roma, 4 Istituto di Scienze e Tecnologie della Cognizione, CNR Roma, 5 Psychology and Neural Science, New York University

INTRODUCTION: In the word length effect, more time is needed at the onset of pronuncia-
tion to read longer words. The length effect is believed to be perceptual rather than linguistic 
(1), and is interpreted as the signature of a reading strategy based on letter by letter decoding. 
Reading development in regular (transparent) languages is characterized by a reduction in the 
word length effect as a function of age (2). However, little is known about the development of 
the word length effect in readers of English, an opaque language (with highly irregular rules 
for pronunciation). Due to its many irregular words, mastering English may require greater lexi-
cal activation. We wondered whether children reading English show a word length effect.

METHODS: Two groups of  third-grade (n=8) and fifth-grade (n=8) readers were selected us-
ing the WIAT-II test. All participants had normal reading comprehension and pseudo-word de-
coding abilities, and had normal or corrected to normal visual acuity. We measured the effect 
of word length (4 to 7 letters) on word naming latency. Word lists were balanced for initial pho-
neme, frequency, imageability, and morphological complexity. We compare English readers to 
Italian readers (2,3) tested under similar, though not identical, conditions.

RESULTS: We found that the word length effect for English readers is present for both third 
and fifth graders (60 ms and 28 ms per letter, respectively). The effect declines with age, and 
the interaction is statistically significant (p< 0.05). Our results for English readers are similar to 
previously reported results for Italian readers. Thus, alphabetic decoding, as assessed by the 
word length effect, plays a similar role in childhood reading of transparent and opaque lan-
guages.

CONCLUSIONS: Contrary to the conjecture that childhood English reading is dominated by 
lexical activation, our results show a marked word length effect of similar size to that found in 
transparent languages. The effect halves from 3rd to 5th grade. Though the English and Italian 
languages have very different rules of pronunciation, the word length effect is remarkably simi-
lar, suggesting that children read English like Italian: letter by letter.
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ence and reading deficit in italian readers. Developmental Neuropsychology, 27(2), 217-235.Figure 1. Vocal reaction time as a function of word length for third-grade (blue) and fifth-grade (red) English 

readers. The gray lines are for Italian readers (2, 3).

SUMMARY: Transparent languages such as Italian and opaque languages 
such as English are supposedly acquired through different reading strategies: 
alphabetical and lexical, respectively. The word length effect is a marker of al-
phabetic decoding. In transparent languages, this effect is initially large but de-
clines with age. Surprisingly, we find exactly the same in English, indicating that 
both English and Italian children read letter by letter.

Bergman, C . , Mar te l l i , M. , Burani , C . , Pe l l i , D. G. , & Zoccolott i , P. (2006) . How the word length ef fect  develops with age . Journa l  o f  V i s ion , 6(6) .  
http : / / journa lofv is ion.org/6/6/          http : / /psych.nyu.edu/pel l i /posters .html

1st

2nd

3rd

6th
600

700

800

900

1000

1100

1200

1300

1400

2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Italian readers

English 3rd graders
English 5th graders

Word length (letters)

Vo
ca

l r
ea

ct
io

n 
tim

e 
(m

s)

http://journalofvision.org/6/6/
http://psych.nyu.edu/pelli/posters.html

