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Readers often encounter novel words for which they have no previous experience and no 
semantic reference. The availability of previous knowledge has been found to be a 
critical factor in the formation of memory traces for novel written words, allowing 
faster reading automatisation. Here, we investigate neural correlates of this advantage 
and the extent to which novel word lexicalisation depends on availability of previous 
knowledge. We used EEG to record brain activity during visual exposure to 24 novel 
orthographic Spanish word-forms, repeated in six different trials each. Participants were 
sub-divided into three equal groups which, prior to EEG recordings, received either 
training on (1) just phonology of novel words, (2) both phonology and meaning, or (3) 
received no training. The results showed an advantage in early orthographic processing 
when both phonological and semantic information about words was available, as 
indicated by a P200 enhancement already during the first visual exposure to these 
stimuli, as opposed to those that were not trained or trained only phonologically. 
However, lexico-semantic acquisition seems to benefit from previous exposure 
independently of its type, as similar N400 reduction was found during the first visual 
encounter with stimuli trained in phonology and with phonology-meaning combination. 
Stimuli whose phonology had been experienced prior to EEG recording showed a higher 
change in the amplitude of both P200 and N400 components through visual repetitions. 
Overall, these results reflect the key role of phonology in the build-up of new 
orthographic representations, at least for a phonologically transparent writing system. 
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