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Abstract
Shadowing and reading aloud both involve multiple complex cognitive processes, and both are considered effective methods for
second-language learning. The workingmemory system, particularly the phonological loop, has been suggested to be involved in
shadowing and reading aloud. The purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of a 4-week intensive adaptive training
including shadowing and reading aloud of second language on working-memory capacity, regional gray matter volume (rGMV),
and functional activation related to the n-back working-memory task in young adults. The results showed that compared with the
training groups without speaking (listening to compressed speech and active control involving the second language), the training
groups with speaking (shadowing and reading aloud) showed a tendency for greater test-retest increases in digit-span scores, and
significantly greater test-retest decreases in N-back task reaction time (increase in working memory performance). Imaging
analyses revealed compared with the active control group, shadowing group exhibited decreases in rGMV and brain activity
during the working memory task (2-back task), in the left cerebellum and reading group exhibited decreases in them in the right
anterior insula. These regions are parts of the phonological loop, suggesting the presence of training-induced neural plasticity in
these neurocognitive mechanisms.
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Introduction

Shadowing is defined as a listening act or task in which the
learner tracks the heard speech and repeats it as exactly as
possible while listening attentively to the incoming contextual
information. Shadowing is a complex act involving auditory
input, speech output, repetition, and divided attention.
Particularly, the involvement of the working-memory system,
especially that of the phonological loop, in shadowing has
been widely implicated (Gyselinck et al. 2002; Hamada
2015). The phonological loop is assumed to hold verbal and
acoustic information using a temporary storage and an articu-
latory rehearsal system (A. D. Baddeley 2017).

As for the neural bases of shadowing and the relevant cog-
nitive mechanisms involved, the phonological loop which is
suggested to be important for act of shadowing, was suggested
to include the perisylvian areas, inferior parietal lobule, and
the cerebellum (Osaka and Nishizaki 2000; A. Baddeley
2003; Aboitiz et al. 2010). Previous neuroimaging studies
showed that widespread perisylvian areas and the cerebellum
were activated during the act of shadowing (Peschke et al.
2009; Tommola et al. 2000).

Training of shadowing has gained attention as a tool for
learning a second language. On the other hand, shadowing is
widely accepted as one of the means to improve second-
language learners’ listening skills during interpreter training
(Kurz 1992; Hamada 2012) and foreign-language learning
(Hamada 2016). In addition, interpreters, who are engaged
in shadowing while being trained as interpreters show in-
creased working-memory capacity (Liu et al. 2004;
Signorelli et al. 2012). Furthermore, previous intervention
studies showed that shadowing training led to improved lis-
tening (listening comprehension skills and phoneme percep-
tion) compared with dictation training in low-level second-
language learners, but not in high level-learners (Tamai
2002; Hamada 2016).

Previous studies have not utilized the intensive adaptive
training methods on shadowing training. Intensive adaptive
training involves the adjustment of difficulty of the training
tasks and concentrated training schedules. Here, adaptive
means training is tailored close to the individual’s capacity
by adjusting the difficulty based on the performance. In addi-
tion, intensive training means training is conducted with a
heavy schedule of practice trials. Intensive adaptive training
has been shown to enhance training effects for both perceptual
and motor learning, and to induce cortical plasticity
(Buonomano and Merzenich 1998; Tallal et al. 1996). For
training of working memory, several attempts to improve
working memory, including learning through the use of effec-
tive strategies, generally failed to improve performance on
tasks other than the tasks that the individuals were trained
for (Kristofferson 1972; Phillips and Nettelbeck 1984).
However, intensive adaptive training of working memory

has been shown to induce improved performance in areas
other than the trained and closely-related tasks (Klingberg
et al. 2002; Au et al. 2016). This method has been applied to
training for higher order cognitive functions (Hikaru Takeuchi
et al. 2014). In addition, previous studies have not investigated
the effects of shadowing training on working-memory capac-
ity, brain structures, and neural systems related to working
memory.

Another method shown to improve second-language skills
is reading aloud (Gibson 2008). Reading aloud is a complex
act involving visual input, speech output, and divided atten-
tion. Considering the cognitive model, the commonalities of
reading aloud and shadowing involve divided attention and
fluent speech output. However, the difference is that reading
aloud requires automatic visual phonetic coding and sentence
recognition whereas shadowing requires automatic recogni-
tion of auditory speech. Similar to shadowing, neural systems
of reading aloud include the perisylvian areas and overlap
with the neural system of phonological loop of working mem-
ory (Graves et al. 2010). However, unlike shadowing, reading
aloud involves the visual cortex and left angular gyrus corre-
sponding to the visual input of texts (Miura et al. 2003).
Combined cognitive training, including reading aloud of L1
and other training tasks, is known to enhance some cognitive
functions, such as working memory (Nouchi et al. 2012;
Nouchi et al. 2013). However, the effects of training using
reading aloud alone on working-memory capacity, as well as
on brain structures and neural systems related to working
memory, are unclear.

The purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of
intensive adaptive training of shadowing and reading aloud of
second language on working-memory capacity, brain struc-
tures, and neural systems related to working memory.
Considering the relevance of shadowing and reading aloud
to subsystems of both working memory and second-
language learning, it is important to investigate the extent of
cognitive and neural plasticity caused by these two methods.

Based on the demonstrations of (a) the associations be-
tween shadowing and working memory, (b) the associations
between reading aloud and working memory, and (c) overlap-
ping neural systems of the phonological loop supporting both
reading aloud and shadowing in previous studies as described
above, we hypothesized that training in intensive adaptive
shadowing and reading aloud second language would lead
to improvements in working-memory capacity, functional ac-
tivation, and gray matter structural changes in the neural sys-
tems of the phonological loop, namely in the perisylvian areas
and the cerebellum.

We utilized two representative methods for studying neural
plasticities for investigating use-dependent regions. One is
voxel-based morphometry (VBM), which is a powerful, sen-
sitive, and widely used method that can evaluate structural
plasticities over the entire brain (Draganski et al. 2004). The

1254 Brain Imaging and Behavior (2021) 15:1253–1269



other is a functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) scan
of N-back working memory task, which is the representative
task for tapping brain activity during working memory (Owen
et al. 2005). By utilizing these two approaches, we aimed to
reveal use-dependent neural plasticity in a comprehensive and
sensitive manner.

Methods

Subjects. The study cohort included 119 healthy, right-handed
undergraduate or graduate students (67 men and 52 women;
mean age, 20.6 ± 1.58 years) with normal vision and no his-
tory of neurological or psychiatric illness, as assessed with a
routine questionnaire in which each subject answered ques-
tions about a history of certain illnesses. Handedness was
evaluated using the Edinburgh Handedness Inventory
(Oldfield 1971). In this experiment, the inclusion criteria in-
cluded English skills (EIKEN, an English proficiency assess-
ment that is widely used in Japan), Grade Pre-2 (mid-high-
school level or greater), or a Test of English for International
Communication (TOEIC) score of >400). The criteria can be
considered to be intermediate level of ability used by the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and
Technology (MEXT) as a recommended benchmark for
high-school graduates in Japan. Written informed consent
was obtained from each subject, and the study protocol was
approved by the Ethics Committee of Tohoku University and
performed in accordance with the tenets of the Declaration of
Helsinki (1991).

The data from this experiment was used in another study
that compared the training effects of time-compressed speech
in second language (TCSSL) with the active-control group
(Maruyama et al. 2018). In this previous study (Maruyama
et al. 2018), the effects of listening to time-compressed speech
were examined by comparison with the active control group,
whereas in the present study, the effects of shadowing and
reading aloud, both of which involved speaking (unlike just
listening to compressed speech), were investigated. By utiliz-
ing the data on the training effects of TCSSL, we can exclude
the possibility that the effects seen in the shadowing group in
this study were caused by listening to the faster speed of the
second language.

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four
groups: the training with time-compressed speech of a
second-language group, a shadowing training group, a
reading-aloud training group, or an active-control group.
Four interventions were performed in parallel, and this study
design does not involve a crossover design and participants of
each group were exposed to only one type of training and with
no interventions subsequently. None of the participants in the
active-control group were notified that they belonged to the
“control” group until after the post-magnetic resonance

imaging (MRI) and psychological examinations. The training
for shadowing consisted of 30 participants (20 men and 10
women), with a mean age of 20.3 ± 1.4 years. Training for
reading aloud consisted of 29 participants (19 men and 10
women), with a mean age of 20.7 ± 1.7 years. The training
with time-compressed speech of a second-language group
consisted of 30 participants (12 men and 18 women) with a
mean age of 20.7 ± 1.5 years. The active-control group
consisted of 30 participants (16 men and 14 women) with a
mean age 20.8 ± 1.7 years). Analyses of variance (ANOVA)
revealed no significant differences in the demographics
among the groups (P > 0.05), such as age (P = 0.587, F =
0.647); score of the Raven’s Advanced Progressive Matrix
(Raven 1998), which measures cognitive ability, which is
central to general intelligence (Snow 1989) (P = 0.226, F =
1.472); or scores of the English listening (P = 0.905, F =
0.188) and reading tests (P = 0.946, F = 0.123) (described be-
low). Fisher’s exact test revealed no significant differences in
sex ratio among the four groups (P = 0.135). One participant
from the training with TCSSL group, one participant in the
active-control group, and one participant in the reading-aloud
training group withdrew from the study after the pre-MRI and
psychological experiments, and did not participate in the post-
MRI and psychological experiments. Another participant in
the shadowing training group who could not submit the train-
ing data (for the provision of the training data, see below) was
also excluded from the study. Thus, 29 subjects in the training
with TCSSL group, 29 subjects in the active-control group, 28
subjects in the reading-aloud training group, and 28 subjects
in the shadowing training group successfully completed the
study. Parts of the descriptions in this paragraph were
reproduced from our previous study focusing on TCSSL
(Maruyama et al. 2018).

Procedure

Subjects underwent training for approximately 4 weeks
(27 days) for 30–60 min each day in most cases. The total
training time was not pre-established; however, it was deter-
mined by the amount of tasks the subjects had to complete and
thus was dependent on the level of the task and the time
between trials in the three groups (shadowing, TCSSL, and
active control). In these three groups, the subjects used the
auditory English stimuli files provided to them on their per-
sonal computers, and they were instructed to perform the task
at home every day. The tasks for subjects in these three groups
included listening to each English auditory stimulus and re-
cording their responses to the tasks in their computer files. In
the reading-aloud group, subjects were instructed to read
aloud the given text as fast as possible while doing the
instructed task, and to record their voice for reading aloud
and their responses to the task, in their computer files. Thus,
training duration depended on the speed of the individual
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subject’s reading ability. The subjects were allowed to miss a
session because of computer problems, illness, or other rea-
sons and could complete the task more than once per day. The
details of the task are described below. Almost every day, the
subjects uploaded the logs to the shared folders for compli-
ance verification. The experimenter provided training feed-
back to the subjects as necessary (such as contacting the sub-
jects when there was no upload for a while). MRI and psycho-
logical examinations were performed immediately before and
after the 4-week training course. More specifically, pre-
training MRI scans and psychological tests were performed
on day 1, training was provided from day 2 to day 28, and
post-training MRI scans and psychological tests were per-
formed on day 29. For the actual number of training days
completed by the subjects, see the training data subsection in
the Methods section. Note that the subjects were students who
were exposed to English in classes or other places, at least to
some extent. However, this was a randomized controlled
study and like any other numerous factors that can affect out-
come measures, such points are not supposed to affect group
differences of those outcome measures. Some portions of the
descriptions in this subsection were reproduced from our pre-
vious study comparing the effects of TCSSL with the active-
control group (Maruyama et al. 2018).

Training tasks

Some auditory English stimuli files (for the shadowing,
TCSSL, and active control) and English texts (for the reading
aloud) were provided to each participant based on their initial
English proficiency level. For details, see our Supplemental
Methods.

(a) In the training with TCSSL group, the playing speed was
modulated according to the performance of the task, as
described in our previous study (Maruyama et al. 2018).
In this group, six auditory stimulus files were provided.
Subjects were asked to perform the confirmation task
while listening to the files. Based on confirmation task
performance while listening to each auditory file, the
speed of the next auditory file wasmodulated. The details
are presented in the Supplemental Methods.

(b) In the shadowing training group, 4 auditory stimulus files
were given to subjects each day. The confirmation tasks
were similar to the training tasks of TCSSL. However, in
the shadowing group, in addition to the procedure of the
training tasks of TCSSL, subjects were asked to perform
shadowing (reading aloud the sentences they heard from
the auditory English stimuli). And based on the perfor-
mance of confirmation tasks, and subjective rating of
how much subjects could do shadowing, while listening
to each auditory file, the speed of the next auditory file

was modulated. The details are presented in the
Supplemental Methods.

(c) In the reading-aloud group, subjects were asked to read
aloud the given English text as fast as possible. The given
text was the same as those of the auditory stimuli for the
other three groups. We chose 10 English target sentences
(such as “Smartphones are ruining the concert-going ex-
perience”) from each stimulus and translated each into
Japanese. The subjects were given the text files compris-
ing 10 of these translated Japanese target sentences and
assigned question numbers 1–10, for which the subjects
were instructed to identify the English target sentences
that corresponded to the given 10 Japanese target
sentences, while they read aloud the given English text,
They were then asked to record their voice saying “Yes”
when they found the given Japanese target sentence. If
the subjects were unable to identify the given target sen-
tence, they were asked to ignore the target sentence and
proceed to the next given target sentence. There were 10
target sentences per English file, and each day the sub-
jects in the reading aloud training group had to read aloud
three English texts and were instructed to complete the
associated tasks.

Subjects were asked to read aloud as fast as possible
and to record their voices while maintaining the task per-
formance of the associated task level of at least 50%.
When it became difficult to achieve the required perfor-
mance, they were asked to slow their reading speed so that
they could achieve the performance level of 50% in the
next trial. The rationale for this procedure is the same as
for other training tasks andwas designed to keep the speed
as fast (and demanding) as possible while maintaining
comprehension of the second language. Therefore, sub-
jects were not allowed to read aloud articles so fast that
they could not understand what they were reading.

(d) In the control group, the pitch was modulated according
to the performance of the task such that subjects had to
listen to the English auditory files as high in pitch as
possible while maintaining their task performance.
Three auditory files were given to subjects each day.
The confirmation task was same as those of the TCSSL
group. Based on confirmation task performance while
listening to each auditory file, the speed of the next au-
ditory file was modulated. The details are presented in
the Supplemental Methods.

The rationale for this method was to give subjects of
the control group the adaptive training tasks (the difficul-
ty was modulated based on the performance) using the
second language auditory stimuli. However, in this case
task, difficulty is modulated at the perceptual level rather
than at the level of comprehension (i.e., difficulty in un-
derstanding the auditory second language stimuli when
presented quickly).
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Psychological outcome measures. For the evaluation of
pre-training and post-training, a battery of neuropsychological
tests and questionnaires was administered. The specific bat-
tery of cognitive tests in this study was chosen for this study
for specific and unspecific theoretical and practical reasons.
The theoretical and study-specific reasons included the hy-
potheses described in this study. The practical reasons includ-
ed (a) availability in Japan, (b) ease to administer to several
participants at once, and (c) use of common tests across the
different intervention studies (e.g., H. Takeuchi et al. 2013a
and b) as much as possible to allow possible comparisons
across studies (for reference) as well as for experimenters to
recognize the pitfalls and characteristics of the cognitive tests
before the study. As described in our previous study (Hikaru
Takeuchi et al. 2014a and b), other than the neuropsycholog-
ical tests for the hypothesis, we have administered a wide
range of cognitive tests to investigate the effects of interven-
tions in an exploratory nature. This battery included the fol-
lowing contents: [A] Raven’s Advanced Progressive Matrices
(Raven 1998), which is a nonverbal reasoning task. [B] A
(computerized) digit-span task, a verbal WM task. Subjects
were asked to view a progressively increasing number of ran-
dom digits visually presented one-digit per second on a com-
puter screen. They were then asked to repeat the sequence by
pressing numbered buttons on the screen in the presented or-
der (digit-span forward) or in the reverse order (digit-span
backward), starting from two digits. Three sequences were
given at each level, until the participants responded incorrectly
to all three sequences, at which point the task was ended. The
score of each test is equal to the sum of the number of digits
correctly repeated in the digit span forward and digit span
backward tasks. The descriptions of this task were reproduced
from our previous study (for the detail of this task, seeH.
Takeuchi et al. 2011c).

[C] The Stroop task (Hakoda’s version) (Hakoda and
Sasaki 1990; H. Takeuchi et al. 2012), which measures re-
sponse inhibition and impulsivity. Hakoda’s version is a
matching-type Stroop task that requires the subjects to check
whether the chosen answers are correct, unlike the traditional
oral naming Stroop task. The test consists of two control tasks
(Word-Color task and Color-Word task): a Stroop task and a
reverse-Stroop task. In this study, we used the Word-Color
and Color-Word tasks as measures of simple processing speed
and the Stroop and reverse-Stroop tasks as measures of inhi-
bition. For each task, the subjects were instructed to complete
as many of these exercises as possible in 1 min. For further
details, see our previous work (H. Takeuchi et al. 2012). [D]
Arithmetic tasks, similar to those designed by Grabner et al.
(2007), which measured multiplication performance and
consisted of two forms of one-digit times one-digit multipli-
cation problems (a simple arithmetic task with numbers be-
tween 2 and 9) and two forms of two-digit times two-digit
multiplication problems (a complex arithmetic task with

numbers between 11 and 19). The two forms of each taskwere
the same, but the numbers used in the problems were ordered
differently. Each form of the simple and complex arithmetic
tasks had to be completed in 30 s and 60 s, respectively. [E]
The SA creativity test (Society_For_Creative_Minds 1969),
which measures creativity through divergent thinking, in-
volves three types of tasks (generate unique ways of using
typical objects, imagine desirable functions for ordinary ob-
jects, and imagine the consequences of unimaginable things
happening). The SA test scores the four dimensions of the
creative process (fluency, originality, elaboration, and flexi-
bility) (H. Takeuchi et al. 2010), and the sum of the graded
scores of the four dimensions was used for the analysis. [F] A
Japanese reading comprehension task that was developed by
Kondo et al. (2003), for which the subjects were instructed to
read articles and then answer four questions about the contents
of the article by choosing the correct response from five pos-
sible answers (fore more details, see Hikaru Takeuchi et al.
2015). [G] A listening-span task, for which simple sentences
that state facts are presented successively, and the subjects are
instructed to judge whether the sentences are correct and to
remember the words that were at the start of each sentence.
Each level has three trials, and the levels increase from 2 to 7.
The number of trials in which the subjects remembered all the
words in the correct order and judged the correctness of all
sentences were recorded and used for analyses. [H] the
TOEIC exam (Nakamura et al. 2008) to test English reading
and listening. We used the listening and reading tests of this
practice exam. The listening test consists of four parts that the
subjects can hear only once, and the subjects respond to a total
of 100 questions. The entire listening test lasts for approxi-
mately 45 min. The subjects hear the dialog of the question
and are then instructed to choose the correct answer about the
dialog from several options. The reading test, which takes
approximately 60 min to complete, consists of three parts,
for which the subjects read a short or long text and then choose
an appropriate answer for a total of 100 questions.

Several questionnaires designed to assess the traits or states
of the subjects were collected but are not described in this
study. Other than the self-reported questionnaires, all neuro-
psychological assessments were performed by postgraduate
and undergraduate students who were blinded to the group
membership of the participants. The descriptions in this sub-
section were reproduced from our previous study (Maruyama
et al. 2018).

fMRI tasks To map training-induced changes in brain activity
related to simple cognitive processes and WM, functional
magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) was used. The n-back
task is a typical task for fMRI studies with conditions of 0-
back (simple cognitive processes) and 2-back (working mem-
ory). The n-back task was performed during an fMRI scan-
ning, as described in our previous study (H. Takeuchi et al.
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2011a and 2011b; H. Takeuchi et al. 2014a and b). We used a
simple block design and the n-back WM task (Callicott et al.
1999) to tap brain activities during the WM task. There were
two conditions (0- and 2-back). The subjects were instructed
to recall stimuli [visually presented four types of Japanese
letters of vowels) seen “n” times previously. In the 0-back
task, subjects were instructed to determine whether each pre-
sented letter was the same as the target stimulus. For details
see Supplemental Methods.

Image acquisitionMRI data acquisition was performed using
a 3 T Philips Achieva scanner (Philips Healthcare, Andover,
MA, USA). Forty-two transaxial gradient-echo images (echo
time = 30ms, flip angle = 90°, slice thickness = 3mm, FOV =
192 mm, matrix = 64 × 64) covering the entire brain were ac-
quired at a repetition time of 2.5 s, using an echo planar se-
quence. For the n-back session, 174 functional volumes were
obtained. Diffusion-weighted data were acquired using a spin-
echo planar imaging (EPI) sequence with the following set-
tings: TR = 10,293 ms, TE = 55 ms, FOV = 22.4 cm, 2 × 2 ×
2 mm3 voxels, 60 slices, SENSE reduction factor = 2, and
number of acquisitions = 1. The diffusion weighting was
isotropically distributed along 32 directions (b value =
1000 s/mm2). Additionally, three images with no diffusion
weighting (b value = 0 s/mm2) (b = 0 images) were acquired
using a spin-echo EPI sequence (TR = 10,293 ms, TE =
55 ms, FOV = 22.4 cm, 2 × 2 × 2 mm3 voxels, and 60 slices).
From the collected images, fractional anisotropy and mean
diffusivity maps were calculated. These maps were used for
the normalization of fMRI images in this study.

High-resolution T1-weighted structural images (240 × 240
matrix, TR = 6.5 ms, TE = 3 ms, FOV = 24 cm, slices = 162,
sl ice thickness = 1.0 mm) were collected using a
magnetization-prepared rapid gradient-echo sequence. All
subjects who participated in this study also participated in
other studies or projects, and MRI scans not described in this
study were performed together with those that are described.

Pre-processing and data analysis for functional activation da-
ta Pre-processing and data analysis of functional activation
data were performed using statistical Parametric Mapping
software (SPM8; Wellcome Department of Cognitive
Neurology, London, UK) implemented in Matlab
(Mathworks Inc., Natick, MA, USA). Prior to the analysis,
the BOLD images from the pre-training scan and the BOLD
images from the post-training scan were re-aligned and
resliced to the mean image of the BOLD images from the
pre-training scan. They were then corrected for slice timing,
coregistered, and resliced to voxel space of images of diffu-
sion tensor imaging. Subsequently, using a previously validat-
ed two-step new segmentation algorithm of diffusion images
and the previously validated diffeomorphic anatomical regis-
tration through exponentiated lie algebra (DARTEL)-based

registration process (Hikaru Takeuchi et al. 2013a and b), all
images were normalized. The voxel size of normalized BOLD
images was 3 × 3 × 3 mm3 and taken to the second-level anal-
yses of functional activities. The rationale for using DTI im-
ages in the normalization procedure of BOLD images is pro-
vided in Supplemental Methods.

The following procedures for functional activation data
analysis were mostly reproduced from our previous study
using the exact same methods (H. Takeuchi et al. 2011a). A
design matrix was fitted to each participant with one regressor
for each task condition (0-, 2-back in the n-back task) using
the standard hemodynamic response function. Further, the
motion parameters estimated by the realignment step in
SPM were added as 6 regressors (3 for translation and 3 for
rotation) to represent a linear model for the residual effects of
headmotion after re-alignment (Karl J Friston et al. 1996a and
b). The design matrix weighted each raw image according to
its overall variability to further reduce the impact of move-
ment artifacts (Diedrichsen and Shadmehr 2005). The design
matrix was fit to the data for each participant individually.
After estimation, beta images were smoothed (8 mm full-
width half-maximum) and taken to the second level or sub-
jected to a random effect analysis. We removed low-
frequency fluctuations with a high-pass filter using a cutoff
value of 128 s. The individual-level statistical analyses were
performed using a general linear model. An FWHM of 8 mm
is widely used in the field for smoothing and was used as a
default in our previous fMRI analyses (Takeuchi et al., 2011a,
b; Takeuchi et al., 2014a and b) if there were no reasons to
apply other values.

In the individual analysis we focused on the activation
change and compared activation related to the conditions (0
−/2-back versus rest) before and after the intervention period.
The resulting maps for each participant representing changes
between the pre-measures and post-measures in brain activity
during the corresponding conditions, as well as the brain ac-
tivity during the corresponding conditions in the pre-mea-
sures, were then forwarded to a group analysis.

Due to failures in capturing good-quality imaging data and
to procedural mistakes during obtaining of the behavioral da-
ta, the group-level analyses were performed using data from
28 subjects from the active-control group, 25 subjects from
the TCSSL group, 26 subjects from the reading-aloud group,
and 27 subjects from the shadowing group.

Pre-processing of structural data

Pre-processing of imaging data was performed using SPM12
implemented in Matlab. Using the Pairwise Longitudinal
Registration toolbox (Ashburner and Ridgway 2012), the
midpoint average template images were generated for each
participant as well as maps of differences between the
Jacobian determinants and of pre-intervention and post-
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intervention T1-weighted structural images using default pa-
rameter settings. The midpoint average image of each subject
was then segmented, and the Thorough Clean option was used
to remove any odd voxels. Affine regularization was per-
formed in accordance with the East Asian brain with a sam-
pling distance (the approximate distance between the sampled
points when estimating the model parameters) of 1 mm.
Default parameter settings were used for other parameters in
the segmentation process. Then, by multiplying maps of dif-
ferences between the Jacobian determinants of pre-
intervention and post-intervention images and gray matter
segments of the midpoint average image of each subject, im-
ages of gray matter volume change were generated. Then,
diffeomorphic anatomical registration was performed using
DARTEL processes. Here we used imported DARTEL im-
ages of gray matter and white matter for the processes created
above. The DARTEL template was created from the entire set
of subjects in this experiment, and the default parameter set-
tings were used for the DARTEL process. Then, using the
parameters generated for each participant, the images of gray
matter change were normalized and smoothed by convolving
each with an isotropic Gaussian kernel of 8 mm FWHM.

Statistical thresholds for group-level analysis of imaging and
behavioral data The behavioral data were analyzed using the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 22.0 (IBM-
SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA). In our behavioral analysis,
differences in test–retest changes among the four groups were
investigated, using one-way analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA), with the differences between pre-test and post-
test measures as dependent variables and pre-test scores as
covariates (P < 0.05).

We have employed ANCOVAs instead of repeated mea-
sure ANOVAs to control the effects of pre-test scores in these
kinds of intervention studies. Statistical experts strongly rec-
ommend to use ANCOVA instead of repeated measure
ANOVA in this type of study design (Dimitrov and Rumrill
2003). With randomized designs, the purpose of ANCOVA is
to reduce error variance (Dimitrov and Rumrill 2003). In a
randomized controlled trial, pre-test scores should share no
variance with the group. As a result of direct assignment, the
expected mean values of pre-test scores in each group should
be the same (plus or minus random error) (Miller and
Chapman 2001). When ANCOVAs are used in this way, it
serves as a legitimate and useful noise reduction technique for
evaluating the relationship of the group differences and de-
pendent values. It has been argued that even when group dif-
ferences in covariates (in the case, pre-test scores) are substan-
tive, if the group differences could not have caused the differ-
ences in covariates (pre-test scores), ANCOVA may be legit-
imate (Miller and Chapman 2001). Regardless, in this study,
there were no significant differences in pre-test scores among
the four groups (Table 1).

There were numerous potential contrasts in this study be-
cause there were four groups with two factors (speeded listen-
ing and requirement of speaking). However, we only tested
two contrasts to test our hypothesis. The first was the effect of
the training with speaking (shadowing and reading aloud)
versus training without speaking (TCSSL group, and active-
control group), and the second was the shadowing-specific
effect. In behavioral analyses, this effect was investigated
using ANCOVA and by testing the interaction between the
factor “presence of speaking” (shadowing, reading aloud, or
other groups) and the factor “speeded listening (shadowing,
TCSSL or other groups).” In the imaging analyses, this effect
was investigated using the contrast [(shadowing – reading
aloud) – (TCSSL – active control)] followed by possible
post-hoc analyses. When significant effects were observed in
these analyses, subsequent analyses were performed to see if
there was a significant effect of shadowing training compared
with the active-control group alone or a significant effect of
reading-aloud training comparedwith the active-control group
alone. The effects of TCSSL compared with the active control
group (high-pitch training) were investigated by another study
(the first author was T Maruyama who conducted procedures
involving TCSSL) in the previous study (Maruyama et al.
2018) and there for the contrasts testing effects of TCSSL
compared with the active control group (high-pitch training)
were not investigated in this study. Rather, in the present
study, the TCSSL group was used as one of the control groups
for shadowing training as TCSSL training did not include
simultaneous cognitive activities involving speaking.

When there were hypotheses, one-tailed tests were used as
described previously (H. Takeuchi et al. 2011a; H. Takeuchi
et al. 2011d; Klingberg et al. 2002; Klingberg et al. 2005). We
hypothesized that training groups with speaking (the
shadowing training and reading aloud training groups) would
show greater improvement in their performance of working-
memory tasks, English listening, and reading tests than in
training groups without speaking. We additionally hypothe-
sized that the training groups with speaking (shadowing train-
ing group and reading aloud training group) would show
greater improvement in their performance of these tasks com-
pared with the active control group.

In group-level imaging analyses, we tested for group-wise
differences in changes in brain activity during n-back tasks
and in rGMV across the entire brain.

In the group-level imaging analysis of rGMV, we tested for
group-wise differences in the change in rGMV across the
whole brain. We used the one-way ANOVA option in
SPM8. In the imaging analysis, the effects of training were
estimated by the same contrasts of behavioral analyses at each
voxel. This analysis was limited to areas where the average
rGMV value for the segmented and normalized mean images
of pre-scans and post-scans of all participants was greater than
0.1. A multiple comparison correction was performed using
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the randomized (5000 permutations) nonparametric testing of
the t score, using the distributed toolbox (http://dbm.neuro.
uni-jena.de/tfce/). We applied a threshold of family-wise error
corrected at P < 0.05. The standard cluster size test is inappro-
priate in voxel-based morphometry (Hayasaka et al. 2004),
whereas a permutation-based test is assumed to be correct.
The same principle was applied to our previous study, and
the description of these methods were reproduced from this
study (Maruyama et al. 2018). We used SPM12 for pre-
processing of VBM and SPM8 for statistical analyses of the
permutations because the first author was accustomed to writ-
ing script for statistical analyses. However, as long as the
permutation test is used, the results will not be affected by
the version of SPM.

In the analyses of functional activation, we performed
voxel-wise ANCOVAs, using the changes in value of each
measure from the pre-scans to the post-scans at each voxel as
dependent variables, and the value for the pre-scan at each
voxel as covariates. Under this paradigm, frame-wise dis-
placements, reaction time, and accuracy of the corresponding
task in the pre-scans, and changes of those measures from the
pre-scans to the post-scans, were additionally added as covar-
iates. Then, voxel-wise ANCOVAs were performed using
Biological Parametrical Mapping (BPM) (Casanova et al.
2007) implemented in SPM8. For these analyses, regions with
significance were inferred using cluster-level statistics (K. J.
Friston et al. 1996a and b). Only clusters with P < 0.05 after
correction for multiple comparisons at a cluster size with an
uncorrected voxel-level cluster-determining threshold of
P < 0.001 were considered statistically significant in this anal-
ysis. However, in the voxels of the areas that were regions
with the a priori hypothesis (see Introduction), and in which
significant group differences were found in VBM analyses,
small volume correction was applied in the case of same group
comparisons. Post-hoc analyses were performed to examine if
functional plasticity occurred in areas where structural plastic-
ity was observed. In other words, whole brain analyses and
regions of interest analyses using small volume correction
were conducted for the functional activation analyses of work-
ing memory (2-back) and for all the tested contrasts [speaking
(+) v.s. speaking (−), shadowing vs. active control, reading
aloud vs. active control]. Actual areas of masked regions of
interest can be seen in Fig. 2. For these regions of interest, the

P < 0.05 corrected for false discovery rate (FDR) was applied.
In the analyses of functional activation, we used these statis-
tical methods for corrections of multiple comparisons; this
was because permutation-based corrections for multiple com-
parisons could not be used in BPM.

Results

Training data

During the 27-day intervention period, the mean number of
sessions completed by the subjects in training was 25.97 ±
2.39; the value was 25.48 ± 2.79 in the active control training
group; 25.39 ± 2.44 in the reading-aloud training group; and
25.31 ± 2.74 in the shadowing training group. Given that one
subject could not complete more than 27 sessions, these re-
sults show the subjects were mostly able to perform the task
properly. The level of performance (the highest difficulty level
at which the subjects achieved at least five correct answers to
the 10 problems in each set of auditory stimuli in the three
training groups with auditory stimuli and the fastest speed
with which the subjects could read aloud in the case of the
reading-aloud training group) was significantly increased in
the last three training sessions compared with the first three
training sessions (paired t-test, P < 0.001, Table 1) in all 4
groups. The fact that subjects in the active-control group
(which changed the pitch of the stimuli) faced this limitation
suggests that when the pitch of the stimuli is increased, the
subjects become unable to comprehend the stimuli. The de-
scriptions of and the data from the TCSSL group and the
active-control group in this subsection were reproduced from
our previous study (Maruyama et al. 2018).

Furthermore, according to the questionnaire that was ad-
ministered to the participants after the experiments, there were
no significant differences among the four groups in their mo-
tivation toward the training tasks (P = 0.610, F = 0.609, one-
way ANOVA), fatigue of the subjects after the training tasks
(P = 0.753, F = 0.409), fatigue of the subjects after the training
period (P = 0.699, F = 0.477), satisfaction with the training
tasks (P = 0.190, F = 1.613), enjoyment during the training
tasks (P = 0.551, F = 0.706), expectations of the effects of
training on English reading skills (P = 0.387, F = 1.020),

Table 1 The mean ± SD of the difficulty levels of the most difficult performances of all subjects (the highest difficulty level at which the subjects still
achieved at least five correct answers to the 10 problems in each set of stimuli in the training tasks, between the first three and last three training sessions)

First three sessions Last three sessions

Active-control training (semitones (#) higher than the original pitch) 12.72 ± 2.49 19.36 ± 5.32

Training with TCSSL (× times faster than the original speed) 2.09 ± 0.38 2.97 ± 0.55

Reading-aloud training [time to finish reading the given text (s)] 619 ± 82 549 ± 71

Shadowing training (× times faster than the original speed) 0.92 ± 0.13 1.59 ± 0.30
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performance of the task of n-back working-memory task (P =
0.270, F = 1.324), performance of listening-span task (P =
0.129, F = 1.931), and performance of digit-span task (P =
0.817, F = 0.311). There was a difference in the expectation
of effect of training on English listening (P = 0.017, F = 3.544)
at the level of p < 0.05, uncorrected (the expectation in the
reading-aloud group was smaller than in other groups).

The effect of training with on psychological test
performance

Among subjects who completed the study, those who misun-
derstood the rules of specific tasks or had missing data were
excluded from individual analyses. In the TCSSL training
group, 4 participants had invalid data in the n-back task, while
none had invalid data in the listening span task, English lis-
tening span task, and English reading task. In the activate
control group, 1 had invalid data in the n-back task, 4 in the

listening span task, 1 in the English listening span task, and 2
in the English reading task. In the reading-aloud training
group, 3 participants had invalid data in the n-back task, 2 in
the listening span task, and none in the English listening span
task and English reading task. Finally, in the shadowing train-
ing group, 2 participants had invalid data in the n-back task, 1
in the listening span task, and none in the English listening
span task and English reading task. Data were valid in all other
tasks among groups.

In the behavioral analyses, we first investigated the main
effect of speaking (shadowing and reading aloud versus
TCSSL and active control). The results revealed that com-
pared with the groups without speaking (TCSSL and active
control), the groups trained with speaking (shadowing and
reading aloud) showed a tendency for greater test–retest dif-
ferences in the digit-span scores (Fig. 1a), and significantly
smaller test–retest differences in the reaction time of the 2-
back task (Fig. 1b). There were no other significant results

Fig. 1 (a, b) Pre-training and
post-training test scores of each
training group. Bars show the
mean values for each group. Error
bars represent standard errors.
Compared with the groups with-
out the presence of speaking
(TCSSL and active control), the
groups with the presence of
speaking (shadowing and reading
aloud) showed tendency of great-
er test–retest differences in the
digit-span scores (a) and signifi-
cantly smaller test–retest differ-
ences in reaction time of the 2-
back task (b)
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or tendencies that were congruent with our hypothesis. These
results could not be explained by preexisting differences (if
any) between groups because the pre-test scores were con-
trolled by ANCOVAs in these analyses. There were no
preexisting group differences of these measures among the
four groups (Table 2). For all statistical values obtained for
group differences in pre-to-post changes of psychological
scores, see Table 3. Accuracies of N-back tasks cannot be
used as meaningful measures as they show apparent ceiling
effects.

We next investigated the shadowing-specific effect as de-
scribed inMethods. The results revealed no significant effects.

The post hoc analyses on the 2-back task and the digit-span
task demonstrated that compared with the active-control
group, the shadowing group showed tendency of greater
test–retest differences in digit-span scores [P = 0.08uncorrect-
ed7 (uncorrected), P = 0.174 (Bonferroni corrected within
these two post-hoc analyses of digit-span scores), F = 1.896],
and that the reading-aloud group showed greater but statisti-
cally nonsignificant test–retest differences in digit-span scores
(P = 0.169 (uncorrected), P = 0.338 (Bonferroni corrected
within these two post-hoc analyses of digit-span scores), F =
0.934). In addition, compared with the active-control group,
the shadowing group showed tendency of larger test–retest
decrease in reaction time of the 2-back task (P = 0.088 (uncor-
rected), P = 0.176 (Bonferroni corrected within these two

post-hoc analyses of 2-back task reaction time), F = 1.875),
and the reading-aloud group showed a larger test–retest de-
crease of reaction time of the 2-back task that was statistically
significant (P = 0.020 (uncorrected), P = 0.040 (Bonferroni
corrected within these two post-hoc analyses of the 2-back
task reaction time), F = 4.478).

The effect of training on brain structure (regional gray
matter volume)

In the voxel-based morphometry analysis, we first investigat-
ed the main effect of the presence of speaking (shadowing and
reading aloud versus TCSSL and active control) on brain
structure (rGMV). The results showed that compared with
the groups without the presence of speaking (TCSSL and
the active-control groups), the groups with the presence of
speaking (training of shadowing and the training of reading
aloud) demonstrated a significantly larger training-related de-
crease in the rGMV in the area between the right anterior
insula and the right superior temporal gyrus (Fig. 2; x, y, z =
36, 3, −16.5; t value = 4.40; P = 0.029, corrected for multiple
comparisons using permutation of the t value (family-wise
error), 37.125 mm3,with the threshold of P < 0.05, corrected
for multiple comparisons) as well as in the area of the left
cerebellum (Fig. 2; x, y, z = −24, −61.5, −22.5; t value =

Table 2 Pre-test scores for behvioral measures (mean ± SD) of the subjects whose relevant data was obtained in both the pre-experiments and post-
experiments

Active control TCSSLb Reading aloud Shadowing Group differences(p value)c

0back – accuracy (%) 99.64 ± 1.57 99.93 ± 0.33 99.67 ± 1.05 99.75 ± 0.98 0.783

0back - RT 4486 ± 634 4708 ± 875 4820 ± 1316 4469 ± 722 0.451

2back - accuracy (%) 98.44 ± 4.48 98.75 ± 2.70 98.42 ± 2.84 99.54 ± 1.31 0.525

2back - RT 7183 ± 2137 7073 ± 1916 7792 ± 2673 6565 ± 1259 0.218

Digit span (score) 38.90 ± 7.49 37.17 ± 7.16 36.39 ± 6.09 36.38 ± 6.33 0.473

Listening-span test (score) 12.68 ± 3.34 12.79 ± 2.67 12.54 ± 2.91 12.00 ± 3.03 0.767

English listening test (score) 283.93 ± 47.25 268.1 ± 53.46 273.93 ± 54.96 276.72 ± 48.45 0.710

English reading test (score) 230.00 ± 60.29 232.93 ± 57.98 239.29 ± 59.02 233.28 ± 51.38 0.569

RAPMa (score) 28.79 ± 4.80 26.61 ± 4.43 27.93 ± 3.43 28.14 ± 3.00 0.256

Word-Color task (items) 72.28 ± 6.21 67.69 ± 9.04 68.68 ± 8.66 69.48 ± 7.60 0.168

Color-Word task (items) 53.48 ± 5.65 52.97 ± 5.26 50.93 ± 6.96 53.17 ± 6.08 0.390

Reverse-Stroop task (items) 62.76 ± 5.58 60.90 ± 6.06 59.79 ± 10.31 60.55 ± 7.70 0.518

Stroop task (items) 51.76 ± 6.52 48.72 ± 6.75 47.07 ± 8.58 51.62 ± 5.63 0.013

Simple arithmetic (items) 32.52 ± 5.14 31.93 ± 5.15 31.21 ± 4.95 32.36 ± 5.18 0.784

Complex arithmetic (items) 6.72 ± 2.18 7.55 ± 4.45 6.98 ± 3.85 6.10 ± 2.27 0.439

Japanese reading comprehension (items) 13.66 ± 3.76 14.31 ± 4.42 13.25 ± 4.28 13.79 ± 4.54 0.832

SA creativity test (total grade) 25.34 ± 5.55 25.41 ± 6.12 26.18 ± 5.26 25.41 ± 6.65 0.947

a Raven’s Advanced Progressive Matrices
b Time-compressed speech training
c One-way ANOVA
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4.26; P = 0.045, corrected for multiple comparisons,
20.25 mm3).

We next investigated the shadowing-specific effect
[(shadowing – reading aloud) – (TCSSL – active control)].
The results did not reveal any significant effects.

Further, we investigated the effects of shadowing training
in comparison to active control training. We found that com-
pared with the active control group, the training of shadowing
led to a significantly larger training-related decrease in rGMV
in the area of the left cerebellum (Fig. 2; x, y, z = −25.5, −58.5,
−22.5; t value = 4.98; P = 0.012, corrected for multiple

comparisons, 2450.25 mm3). The peak voxel of this area cor-
responds to lobule VI of the left cerebellum.

Finally, we investigated the effect of training of reading
aloud when compared with the active control training; we
found a significantly larger training-related decrease in
rGMV in the area between the right anterior insula and the
right superior temporal gyrus (Fig. 2; x, y, z = 36, 1.5, −18; t
value = 5.00; P = 0.009, corrected for multiple comparisons,
145.125 mm3).

The effect of training on functional activity

In the analyses of WM-related brain activity (brain activity
during the 2-back task), in the whole brain analysis, there
were no significant effects of the presence of speaking
(shadowing and reading aloud versus TCSSL and active
control), shadowing-specific effect [(shadowing – reading
aloud) – (TCSSL – active control)], the effect of
shadowing (shadowing versus active control), and the ef-
fects of reading aloud (reading aloud versus active con-
trol). The regions of interest analyses of functional activity
within the areas of significant effects of the presence of
speaking on rGMV (right anterior insula and the left cer-
ebellum) demonstrated that there were no significant ef-
fects of the presence of speaking (shadowing and reading
aloud versus TCSSL and active control) or a shadowing-
specific effect [(shadowing – reading aloud) – (TCSSL –
active control)]. However, the regions of interest analysis
revealed there was a significant effect of shadowing train-
ing (shadowing versus active control) on brain activity in
the left cerebellum (where the effect of shadowing training
on rGMV was observed) [Fig. 3; x, y, z = −24, −63, −21;
t = 1.78; P = 0.041, corrected for multiple comparisons
(FDR), 27 mm3], as well as in the right anterior insula
(where the effect of reading aloud training on rGMV was
observed) [x, y, z = 36, 3, −18; t = 2.03; P = 0.041,
corrected for multiple comparisons (FDR), 27 mm3].
Further, analysis on regions of interest revealed a signifi-
cant effect of reading-aloud training (reading aloud versus
active control) on brain activity of the area between the
right anterior insula and right superior temporal gyrus [x,
y, z = 36, 3, −18,; t = 2.43; P = 0.019, corrected for multi-
ple comparisons (FDR), 27 mm3].

In the analyses of brain activity (using whole brain anal-
ysis) of simple cognitive processing (brain activity during
the 0-back, non-WM task), there were no significant effects
of the presence of speaking (shadowing and reading aloud
versus TCSSL and active control), shadowing-specific ef-
fect [(shadowing – reading aloud) – (TCSSL – active con-
trol)], the effect of shadowing (shadowing versus active
control), and the effects of reading aloud (reading aloud
versus active control).

Fig. 2 The effects of training on rGMV. The results shownwere obtained
using a threshold of P < 0.05, corrected for multiple comparisons based
on 5000 permutations using T scores. (The upper panels) There was a
greater decrease in rGMV in the groups with the presence of speaking
compared with the groups without the presence of speaking (TCSSL,
active-control group). This analysis was performed to identify differences
in pre-training to post-training changes between the groups, as described
in theMethods section. Training with the presence of speaking resulted in
a decrease in rGMV in the areas around the area between the right insula
and right superior temporal gyrus, as well as in the area within the left
cerebellum. (The lower left figures) There was a greater decrease in
rGMV in the groups that had training with shadowing compared with
the active-control group. Training with shadowing resulted in a decrease
in rGMV in the area within the left cerebellum. (The lower right figures)
There was a greater decrease in rGMV in the groups that trained with
reading aloud compared with the active-control group. Training with
reading aloud resulted in a decrease in rGMV in the area between the
right insula and right superior temporal gyrus
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Discussion

The present study newly investigated the effects of intensive
adaptive training of shadowing of second language and train-
ing of reading aloud of second language on working-memory
capacity, brain structures, and neural systems related to work-
ing memory. The results were partly congruent with our hy-
pothesis. The results showed that, compared with the groups
without the presence of speaking (TCSSL and active control),
the groups with the presence of speaking (shadowing and
reading aloud) showed tendency of greater increase in
working-memory performance (digit-span scores) and signif-
icantly greater increase in another working-memory perfor-
mance, reduction of the reaction time of 2-back task. These
changes cannot be explained by preexisting group differences
because this is a randomized controlled study. These signifi-
cant changes in psychological metrics are consistent with our
hypothesis, although the differences did not reach significance
in the case of digit span score. Given our hypothesis, we
expect the results may reach significance if the sample size
is increased. On the other hand, the lack of significance or
tendency in the listening span task is contrary to our hypoth-
esis. Imaging analyses revealed that compared with the active-
control group, the shadowing group showed both a decrease in
rGMV (gray matter structure) and in brain activity during the
WM task (2-back task) in the left cerebellum, which is a part
of the phonological loop. In addition, we found that compared
with the active-control group, the reading-aloud group both
showed decreases in rGMV and brain activity during the WM
task (2-back) task in the area between the right anterior insula
and right superior temporal gyrus, which are parts of the
perisylvian areas of the phonological loop. These results are
in accord with our hypothesis, which predicted neural plastic-
ity of functional activation and gray matter structural changes
in neural systems of the phonological loop (perisylvian areas
and the cerebellum) following training with the presence of
speaking (reading aloud and shadowing).

Changes in rGMV andWM-related brain activity that were
related to shadowing were observed in the area of the left
cerebellum, which plays an important role in the articulatory
rehearsal system of the working-memory system. The model
of working memory involves a central executive system and
sub-storage systems, and the phonological loop is one such
sub-storage system (A. D. Baddeley 2017). In the model of
working memory, the phonological loop comprises of a pho-
nological store, which can hold memory traces for a few sec-
onds before they fade, and an articulatory rehearsal process
that is analogous to subvocal speech (A. Baddeley 2003,
2012). The cerebellum is assumed to play a key role in this
articulatory rehearsal process (A. Baddeley 2003; Alderson-
Day and Fernyhough 2015; Marvel and Desmond 2010). It is
possible that shadowing training, which is assumed to engage
this system, might lead to the use-dependent neural plasticity

of this area and to increased neural efficiency that subsequent-
ly result in decreased activity during the task (Neubauer and
Fink 2009). The peak voxel of significant findings on the
cerebellum (x, y, z = −25.5, −58.5, −22.5) corresponds to lob-
ule VI of the left cerebellum. A previous study utilizing the
data of several hundred subjects’ data (Guell et al. 2018) and
meta-analyses (Keren-Happuch et al. 2014; Stoodley and
Schmahmann 2009) revealed the associations between each
subregion of the cerebellum and functional activations. These
studies showed that the areas of lobule VI close to this voxel
showed activation in response to motor action, particularly
tongue movement, language, and working memory.
However, this is a reverse inference; the cerebellum is in-
volved in a wide range of functions other than the articulatory
rehearsal system; thus, other mechanisms are possible.

Changes in rGMV and WM-related brain activity, which
has been associated with shadowing, were observed in the
area between the right anterior insula and the right superior
temporal gyrus, which plays an important role in the phono-
logical loop of the working-memory system. (Schulze et al.
2011). The right anterior insula is suggested to be involved in
the intonation contours of verbal utterances and musical mel-
odies (Ackermann and Riecker 2004; Chang and Kuo 2016),
and it is considered to lead the process of word generation
(Indefrey and Levelt 2000; Oh et al. 2014). It is also hypoth-
esized that the right anterior insula/medial frontal operculum
provides linkage across systems, supporting task demands and
attention systems during word recognition. Thus, this area can
be regarded as one of the articulatory rehearsal systems.
However, it has been shown that the right anterior insula/
medial frontal operculum are functionally connected with oth-
er frontal regions implicated in executive function, and not
just with brain regions responsive to stimulus salience.
Furthermore, this area exhibits significantly correlated activity
with other brain regions specifically engaged during tasks
with varying perceptual and behavioral demands (Eckert
et al. 2009). Therefore, the involvement of this area with other
functions is also possible. Perhaps, shadowing training, which
was assumed to engage this system, might have led to the use-
dependent neural plasticity of this area and led to increased
neural efficiency, which led to decreased activity during the
task (Neubauer and Fink 2009).

The present results demonstrated that training with speak-
ing (shadowing and reading aloud) both led to a decrease in
rGMV of the relevant areas, similar to what was observed for
the training of TCSSL in our previous study, but the reason for
this change remains unclear. As described in our previous
study (Maruyama et al. 2018), we speculated that the usage-
dependent adaptive selective elimination of synapses (P. R.
Huttenlocher and Dabholkar 1997; Bastrikova et al. 2008),
which sculpt neural circuitry (Hensch 2004; Peter R
Huttenlocher 2013), underlies the training-mediated decreases
in rGMV. Consistent with this idea, a decrease in rGMV after
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cognitive training or other interventions that have either been
shown or were assumed to be associated with preferable cog-
nitive changes or learning, have been occasionally observed
(H. Takeuchi et al. 2011a; H. Takeuchi et al. 2011d; Quallo
et al. 2009; May et al. 2007). However, other studies reported
that mild mid-term trainingmainly led to an increase in rGMV
(Ilg et al. 2008; Driemeyer et al. 2008; Boyke et al. 2008; H.
Takeuchi et al. 2013; Hikaru Takeuchi et al. 2014). On the
basis of observations from a number of studies, we previously
proposed that these differences could be explained by nonlin-
ear changes in rGMV (an initial increase followed by a de-
crease), which were affected by the length and intensity of
training (H. Takeuchi et al. 2011d). Consistently, it has been
shown that learning new processes can lead to a transient
increase in spine formation and that this rapid spinogenesis
is followed by enhanced spine elimination (Xu et al. 2009).
Further, in this case, the elimination of spines during subse-
quent training has largely been restricted to spines that existed
before training (Xu et al. 2009). It is possible that second-
language training by those well-experienced in the second
language largely employed the spines that existed before train-
ing, which may have led to a phase where elimination became
dominant. These theories are, however, purely speculative and
should be verified in future animal studies.

This study had a few limitations, which have been ad-
dressed below and also in our previous study (some

descriptions in this paragraph were reproduced from our pre-
vious study). First, this study did not include a passive control
group due to the practical limitation of research resources; we
thus set the active-control training group. Although the active-
control training was designed to be ineffective, it has not been
established whether this was truly the case. However, the ef-
fect on working memory in the high pitch active control train-
ing group may be unlikely. This is due to the fact that in our
previous study, which utilized a very much similar trial design
(2 outcome measures were divided by 4-week intervals), the
passive control group improved by a score of 1.1 in the com-
puterized digit-span performance (H. Takeuchi et al. 2013) as
opposed to improvement of −0.1 score in the high pitch active
control training group in the present study. Furthermore, we
could not control for the amount of English the subjects in
each group received in this experiment. This type of interven-
tion study requires many resources, and it is difficult to create
control groups for all confounding factors. In our experimen-
tal design, we attempted to control the training time as much
as possible (though the training time should depend on the
eagerness and skills of the subjects), but the amount of ex-
posed English stimuli could not be controlled (the active-
control group received the least stimuli, whereas the TCSSL
group received the most stimuli). However, we believe that
like other factors that we could not control (such as the pitch of
the stimuli), the amount of English stimuli was not as

Fig. 3 The effect of training on working-memory-related activity. The
results shown were obtained using a threshold of uncorrected P < 0.05.
(The left figures) There was a greater decrease in WM-related activity
(activation during the 2-back task) in the group that received training with
shadowing compared with the active-control group (this analysis was
performed to identify differences in pre-training to post-training changes
between groups, as described in the Methods section). Training with
shadowing resulted in a decrease in WM-related activity in the area of
the left cerebellum, where the effect of training on rGMVwas found (P <

0.05, corrected for multiple comparisons within the areas of the signifi-
cant effect). (The right figures) There was a greater decrease in WM-
related activity (activation during the 2-back task) in the training with
reading-aloud group compared with the active-control group. Training
with reading aloud resulted in a decrease in WM-related activity in the
area between the right anterior insula and right superior temporal gyrus,
where the effect of training in rGMV was found (P < 0.05, corrected for
multiple comparisons within the areas of the significant effect)

1266 Brain Imaging and Behavior (2021) 15:1253–1269



important in this study because only subjects with relatively
high levels of English skills and who studied the language for
at least 6 years were eligible to participate in this study.
Therefore, it would not be likely that receiving normal
English auditory stimuli that were easy enough to comprehend
at a normal speed for a short period of time, would substan-
tially affect neural mechanisms. However, other training
methods for higher order cognitive functions have been shown
to improve cognitive functions even after training for 1–
5 weeks (H. Takeuchi et al. 2011d; Jaeggi et al. 2011). In
addition, meta-analysis showed only small associations of
training sessions with effect sizes for far transfer effects
among the conducted working memory studies (Au et al.
2014). We, along with other researchers, used representative
groups of working memory training utilizing the 3–5 week
training paradigms (Jaeggi et al. 2011; Klingberg et al.
2002; Westerberg et al. 2004; H. Takeuchi et al. 2013).
Thus, 4-week training was considered sufficient to detect the
far transfer effects of unexperienced cognitive training toward
working memory measures. In terms of sample size, larger
sample sizes tend to increase the statistical strength of true
positive results. The statistical significance in this study was
marginal. Additionally, the effect sizes of far transfer effects
of cognitive training in normal young individuals are limited
even in cases of established training regimes (Au et al. 2014),
hence; larger sample sizes are desired. In this study, we re-
cruited 119 participants. Enormous amounts of human re-
sources (due to the instruction and measurement procedures)
and economic resources (mainly monetary rewards for partic-
ipations of 1-month intervention studies) were required for
each participant. As such, it is difficult to find working mem-
ory training studies, especially using MRI, with this sample
size. Due to multiple control groups, dividing the effects of
fast listening and fast reading led the creation of four groups.
Recruiting more individuals to increase the sample size was
not possible for this interventional study. Future studies or
meta-analyses may need to utilize a larger bulk of data.

In summary, the present study investigated the effects of
training involving shadowing and reading aloud of text in a
second language on language skills, working memory, and
neural mechanisms in young adults. Partly consistent with
our hypotheses, these training methods showed main effects
on some working-memory performances. They did not show
effects on second-language skills. Shadowing training led to
the change of brain structure (rGMV) and neural activity re-
lated to working memory in the cerebellum, which play an
important role in the phonological loop. Reading-aloud train-
ing led to the change of rGMV and neural activity related to
working memory in the right insula, which also play an im-
portant role in the phonological loop. The observed neural
changes caused by these training methods may offer new in-
sights into how these training could lead to working-memory
performance changes.
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