
Revisiting word shape effects: The role of ascender letters in visual 
word recognition 

Andrew Kelly, Walter van Heuven, Nicola Pitchford and Timothy Ledgeway 
University of Nottingham 

Contact: lpxak@nottingham.ac.uk 
 

Most current models of visual word recognition are based on the notion that words are 
recognised via their constituent letters (e.g., Davis, 2010; Whitney, 2001; Grainger & van 
Heuven, 2003). Although the weight of current evidence suggests that the identification 
of a word’s constituent letters is critical to word recognition, many studies also suggest 
that, at some level at least, the overall shape of a word plays a role in the recognition 
process (e.g., Allen, Wallace, & Weber, 1995; Healy & Cunningham, 1992; Perea & 
Rosa, 2002). However, the evidence for a word shape effects is inconsistent and the locus 
of these effects is still unclear. Furthermore, many of the findings are based on methods 
that aim to disrupt the shape of the words by presenting them, for example, in alternating 
case (e.g. AlTeRnAtInG) or visually degrading the words. This makes it difficult to 
isolate other factors whether lexical or sublexical in nature, which may be contributing to 
the word shape effect. 
 
The present study investigated the influence of word shape on lexical decision task 
performance, in which five-letter words and nonwords, each containing one ascender in 
one of the five possible positions (e.g., ‘frame’, ‘charm’, ‘eaten’, ‘scale’ or ‘ranch’), or 
control words and nonwords containing no ascenders or descenders (e.g., ‘manor’) were 
presented. Results showed no overall advantage for words containing an ascender 
compared to the control words (with no ascenders), however there was a significant effect 
of the ascender position, which revealed a facilitatory effect for ascenders in the central 
position. This effect of ascender position within words was further investigated across a 
number of different lexical and sublexical measures (e.g. word shape uniqueness, bigram, 
and letter frequency). The results have important implications for models that assume that 
sublexical processes modulate visual word recognition. 
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