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Skilled deaf and hearing readers have distinct neural profiles
Introduction: The N170 is an early brain response that reflects neural ”tuning” to printed words. In hearing 
people, the N170 is larger in the left hemisphere because words are linked to left-brain auditory regions, 
according to the Phonological Mapping Hypothesis. Is this true for deaf readers? NO
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Results: Skilled deaf readers show a bilateral N170 
response when recognizing words, unlike reading-
matched hearing adults who show a larger left N170. 
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A right hemisphere N170 response is NOT maladaptive for deaf 
readers – better deaf readers show a larger right N170; in 
contrast, better hearing readers show a smaller right N170.

Introduction: The Visual Word Form System (VWFS) is a brain region that is tuned to printed words and 
may generate the N170. In hearing readers, only the left VWFS is tuned so that the posterior (back) part 
responds to words/letters and the anterior (front) part only responds to words. True for deaf readers? NO
Results: Skilled deaf readers show tuning in both the 
left and right hemisphere, while matched hearing 
readers only show tuning in the left hemisphere.
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BOTTOM LINE: The neural end-state for skilled 
reading differs for deaf and hearing populations.
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