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Implicit knowledge of the rules governing music structure in any given culture is acquired through
exposure to a particular music system and seems to follow a developmental trajectory from infancy to
early adolescence. The course of acquisition of this knowledge in preschool children has been
understudied and existing findings are somewhat inconsistent, largely depending on the use of either
explicit or implicit tasks. Even though 2.5 to 5-year-old children have been shown to possess
knowledge of harmonic rules when tested with implicit measures such as electroencephalography
(EEG; Corrigall & Trainor, 2013; Jentschke, Friederici, & Koelsch, 2014) and a harmonic priming
paradigm (Marin, 2009) they did not seem to perform above chance level in an explicit task which
requested them to make judgments about the “goodness” of melodies (Corrigall & Trainor, 2013). In
this study we presented 4-year-old children with simple and engaging explicit tasks. We compared
their performance to that of 3-year old children, an age group which has not yet been consistently
tested with respect to their understanding of Western tonal structure. Pilot results showed that 4-
year-olds (but not 3-year-olds) performed above chance level in one of the tasks, suggesting that
their knowledge of Western tonal structure can be expressed through explicit judgments if suitable
measures are used. A more sensitive implicit task is also being developed (harmonic priming
paradigm; Schellenberg, Bigand, Poulin-Charronnat, Garnier, & Stevens, 2005) to be administered to
the same age groups. This investigation sheds light on the developmental acquisition of Western tonal
knowledge and discusses methodological considerations in the assessment of preschool children.
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