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    Summary
During speech perception, a central task of the auditory cortex is to analyze complex acoustic patterns to allow detection of the words that encode a linguistic message. It is generally thought that this process includes at least one intermediate, phonetic, level of representations [1–6], localized bilaterally in the superior temporal lobe [7–10]. Phonetic representations reflect a transition from acoustic to linguistic information, classifying acoustic patterns into linguistically meaningful units, which can serve as input to mechanisms that access abstract word representations [11–13]. While recent research has identified neural signals arising from successful recognition of individual words in continuous speech [14–17], no explicit neurophysiological signal has been found demonstrating the transition from acoustic/phonetic to symbolic, lexical representations. Here we report a response reflecting the incremental integration of phonetic information for word identification, dominantly localized to the left temporal lobe. The short response latency, approximately 110 ms relative to phoneme onset, suggests that phonetic information is used for lexical processing as soon as it becomes available. Responses also tracked word boundaries, confirming previous reports of immediate lexical segmentation [18,19]. These new results were further investigated using a cocktail-party paradigm [20,21] in which participants listened to a mix of two talkers, attending to one and ignoring the other. Analysis indicates neural lexical processing of only the attended, but not the unattended, speech stream. Thus, while responses to acoustic features reflect attention through selective amplification of attended speech, responses consistent with a lexical processing model reveal categorically selective processing.
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