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Are We Listening? Student Reflections on the Use

of Music in the English Language Classroom
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I Introduction

Using music as a teaching tool in the foreign language classroom remains a debatable topic
in second language acquisition pedagogy. Some teachers remain hesitant about including
music in the English as a foreign language (EFL) classroom since they tend to associate it with
cloze activities which solely focus on listening comprehension. However, other language
educators utilize music during class to develop vocabulary, make efforts to improve students’
pronunciation, and create better strategies for listening comprehension. These teachers use
both pre-listening and post-listening strategies to help usher students into the musical content.
In this qualitative study, the primary purpose was to determine the efficacy of using music in

the EFL classroom based on students’ perspective and insight. In particular, the key
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components this study attempted to ascertain were: 1) How do students feel about using music
as a learning tool? In other words, did it motivate them to want to learn more English? 2) Does
music improve students listening? 3) How much class time should teachers devote toward
using music in an EFL class?

Also, this study looked at whether or not songs helped improve students’ pronunciation.
Additionally, the survey asked students if they were more apt to practice classroom songs
outside of class. This is cogent because using songs in class that are somewhat known by
students likely raises motivation to practice English beyond the walls of the classroom. Since
this study was conducted in Japan—where karaoke is so prevalent—choosing songs that
students can then find when they get together to sing songs with friends is also a major
consideration.

Whether the reader uses music in class or not, EFL educators will benefit from the seeing
the results of this study. It will help those using music in the classroom better pinpoint the
ideal times to introduce songs and determine how long of a time students prefer to study songs
in class. For those English language teachers that are reluctant about using songs in class,
perhaps this paper will shed a more positive light on the subject. The results of the study
undeniably support the notion that English language students have a very strong desire to learn

from songs during class.

I Background

What is it about music that makes us tap a toe or clap our hands? This could be predicated
on an innate ability by human beings to simultaneously comprehend and produce language
(Patel, 2010). We have a capacity to process music through rhythm or a beat and then do our
best to recreate it. Murphey (1992) noted that one of the reasons music has such a profound
effect on us is that it is highly memorable. Also, music can possess a strong emotional
component for humans. This is likely a heightened phenomenon for young people who also
happen to be pop music fans (Moi, 2003). Gugliemino’s (1986) research mirrored Krashen’s
(1982) thesis which postulated that using music in class helped lower students’ anxiety level,
created more self-confidence, and increased students’ motivation. This state of relaxed
receptivity while listening to music is in tune with students’ emotional state and helps put them
in a better mood. For language teachers based in Japan, who are often confronted with students
that are beaten down from years of grammar-translation, creating an environment that
promotes a relaxed atmosphere where students are more receptive to learning is indeed music
to our ears.

Music as a medium offers a means to both enhance and reinforce communication in the

EFL classroom (Israel, 2013). Songs provide a sense of variety in class and are usually viewed



Har<2Y2A0 1) 150

as an enjoyable activity. Singing songs together in class promotes a sense of harmony with
classmates and also puts everyone on task aiming for a common goal. While listening to
music, students strive to stay on key while keeping up with the rhythm of the song. For a
group-oriented culture such as Japan, music presents itself as an ideal classroom activity.

More recent discoveries by Chobert and Besson (2013) found there is growing evidence
that music and language share neural resources for processing prosody. Therefore, educators
can surmise that using music to teach stress and intonation are symbiotic for brain activity and
learning. By incorporating music into the foreign language classroom, students are placed in a
more relaxed state of consciousness so pronunciation techniques can be learned more readily.
Another positive aspect of music training is that it encourages sustained attention control and
fosters use of memory to recall words and lyrics (Ludke, Ferreira, and Overy, 2014). This
emphasis to increase verbal working memory is believed to correlate into students having
higher concentration levels in the L2 classroom. In today’s classroom where students
surreptitiously check their smartphones during class, employing music in the language
classroom appears to be an effective way to counteract this growing social phenomenon of
multitasking.

On a macro level, Tani-Fukuchi (2005) revealed that Japanese students exhibited a positive
overall learning experience when teachers used music in the foreign language classroom.
Students walked away from the classroom with a more favorable attitude toward English.
Zeromskaite (2014) concluded that both phonological and reading ability improved in research
groups when examining the effects of subjects exposed to music in class. In this case,
participants that used music in class simultaneously improved their reading levels. Based on
these findings, we can see an obvious pattern here. Using songs in class places students in a

better mental state which raises their ability to process and learn a foreign language.

I Research Method

For this paper, a bilingual student questionnaire was used during the penultimate lesson of
a 15-week semester occurring at the end of the academic school year. In the case of the
Japanese university system, the research for this study was conducted in mid-January. As a
result, students that participated were quite familiar with the teachers’ preferred method of
using music for the final 15 minutes of class time. Based on teacher log notes, music was used
for approximately sixty-five percent of the classes throughout each semester. Some lessons
music was not used at all while other times music was used for several weeks in a row at the
end of English language class.

Subjects were comprised from two groups at two different universities located in central

Japan. Lessons for all participants were for 90 minutes and each class met once a week. All of
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the classes were titled as communicative English courses. The first group consisted of two
classes of first year university students studying business management at a women’s
university. The second group also consisted of two classes, however, these students were first
and second year university English education majors. Class sizes for the business management
majors were numbered at approximately 21 and 25 students respectively while the first-year
English education majors consisted of 19 students and the second-year students totaled 33
students. All together, the business English students at the women’s university equaled 46
students (N=46) and the English education majors were slightly higher with 52 students
(N=52).

A series of 10 questions using a Likert scale were used for this research project to better
gauge students’ feelings, motivation, and perceived efficacy of utilizing music in the EFL
classroom. A complete list of the survey questions used for this study appears in appendix A at
the end of this paper. Also, upon completion of the student survey, space was provided for
students to write open-ended comments regarding using music in the EFL classroom. A class-
by-class list for this open-ended question is labeled as groups A, B, C, and D and appears in

Appendix B at the end of this paper.

I Results

For this section, a pair of graphs will show the results for the two female business
management students along with the two coeducational English education majors. Question

number one asked if students enjoyed using music and song lyrics to learn English in class.

The two business management classes

Enjoyed Using Music in Class
produced the exact same mean score

of 5.2 for this question while the first- English Education Year Two

year English education majors report-

. English Education Year One
ed a mean of 5.9 with the second-year

|
students lower at 5.3. Clearly the first- Business Mgmt. Class Two ‘
1

year English education majors over- Business Mgmt, Class One
whelmingly enjoyed using music and
0 5 6

song lyrics in class. Their scores were

very close to 6.0 which correlated to the category of strongly agree in the questionnaire.
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The second question asked if using
songs in class improved students lis-
tening ability. Results for this question
were as follows: The two business
management classes had a mean score
of 5.1 and 5.3 for this question while
the first-year English education majors
had a mean score of 5.4 with the
students

second-year producing a

mean of 5.1. It was notable to see that

Music Improved my Listening

English Education Year Two

English Education Year One

Business Mgmt. Class One

|
Business Mgmt. Class Two ‘
1

second-year students did not feel as strongly as the freshmen class.

For the third question which asked if
using music to study English in class
improved students’ motivation, the
business management classes had a
mean of 5.1 and 5.4. Meanwhile, the
first-year English education majors
ranked this question higher with a
mean of 5.6 while the second-year
students did not feel that music was
quite so important regarding their mo-

tivation as the class mean hovered at 5.1.

The fourth question inquired whether
learning music in class caused stu-
dents to practice songs outside of
class. Here, the business management
participants ranked this higher with
mean scores of 4.9 and 4.7 respective-
ly. The first-year English education
majors ranked this higher with at a 5.1
mean with the second-year students
paralleling the business management

majors with a mean of 4.7.

Music Improved my Motivation
English Education Year Two
English Education Year One

Business Mgmt. Class Two

|
Business Mgmt. Class One ‘
5

4.8 52 54 56 58

Practice Songs Outside of Class

English Education Year Two
English Education Year One

Business Mgmt. Class Two

Business Mgmt. Class One

|
44 46 4.8 5 52

After practicing listening and pronunciation activities using music in class, students sing

the song together as part of the classroom activity. Therefore, question number five tried to
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ascertain whether students actually enjoy singing songs together in class with their classmates.

Results for the women business man-
agement majors yielded mean scores
of 4.7 and 4.3. The English education
majors reported much different results.
These participants produced means
scores of 5.6 for the freshmen and 4.9
for the second-year students. Educa-
tion majors appear to have less inhibi-
tions singing along with classmates

than the female non-English majors.

Enjoyed Singing with Classmates

English Education Year Two

English Education Year One

Business Mgmt. Class One

|
Business Mgmt. Class Two ‘
1

One complaint I have often fielded from teachers who are reluctant to include music into

EFL lessons is that songs are unable to recycle classroom vocabulary and phrases. Although

this seems to be a valid point, the next question addressed this issue. It queried students’

opinions on this subject by asking if it is important that songs used in language classroom

include vocabulary learned in class.

For question six, student results were
rather high for all participants in the
study. The business management ma-
jors displayed mean scores of 4.9 and
5.0 while the English education major
averages were 5.0 and 5.3.

Question seven asked students if
learning songs in class helped improve

their pronunciation. Results for this

Songs Should Include Class
Vocabulary

English Education Year Two
English Education Year One
Business Mgmt. Class Two

Business Mgmt. Class One

|
4.6 4.8 5 52 5.4

question showed a wide degree of variance.

The business management students
showed an average of 4.0 with one
class mean at 4.1 and the other at 3.9.
For the English education majors,
these students felt more strongly that
using songs in class improved their
pronunciation with mean scores of 5.2
for the freshmen class and 4.7 for the

sophomore class.

Songs Improved my
Pronunciation

English Education Year Two

English Education Year One

Business Mgmt. Class One

|
Business Mgmt. Class Two ‘
1
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Question eight asked students if songs
helped them better understand foreign
culture. The business management
participants showed a lower average
for this question with scores of 4.7
and 4.3 compared to the English edu-
cation majors that came in higher with

averages of 5.2 and 4.9.

Question nine asked students which
part of the 90-minute period is the best
time to study music in class. This
graph shows the results for the female
business management students. For
this set of data, the first class showed
a more even distribution with four re-
spondents choosing the middle of
class for music. However, the second

class had only one student choose that

Songs Helped me Learn About
Foreign Culture

English Education Year Two

English Education Year One

Business Mgmt. Class One

|
Business Mgmt. Class Two ‘
1

Best Time to Use Music in Class

20

15 —

10

5 |
e | |

Start of class Middle of class End of Class

Anytime

M Bus. Mgmt. One Bus. Mgmt. Two

time slot. More students overall chose the category of anytime with eight from the first class

and 17 in the second class. This represented a total of 25 respondents or 53% of the business

management students who felt that anytime is suitable for using music during class.

For the first-year English education
majors, the averages were even higher
with 63%—or 12 out of 19 respon-
dents—reporting that anytime is fine
to use music in class. The second-year
students were even higher with 14 stu-
dents choosing anytime. As a result,
26—or exactly half—of the English
education majors reported that any-

time is suitable for using music in

Best Time to Use Music in Class

|
Start of class Middle of class End of Class

Anytime

® Eng. Educ. 1st Eng. Educ. 2nd

class. More than the other three groups in this study, these second-year students displayed a

higher percentage of utilizing music at the beginning of class at 27%—9 out of 33 respon-

21



@ Steven E. QUASHA  Are We Listening? Student Reflections on the Use of Music in the English Language Classroom

22

dents—which will be discussed in the next section of the paper.
The last question asked students how much time out of a 90-minute class should be
dedicated to learning English with music. The female business management students chose a

total of 19 minutes for one class with the other class slightly lower at 16 minutes.

As a group, the business manage-
Classroom Minutes Dedicated to

ment students produced an average of . . .
P & Learning with Music

17.5 minutes. With the English educa-
tion majors, the results were higher as Eng. Educ. 2nd
first-year students chose 20 minutes of Eng. Educ. 1st

classroom time and the second-year | Bus-Mgmt Two

students selected 21 minutes of a | Bus-Mgmt One

90-minute lesson. This data indicates

0 5 10 15 20 25

that the English education majors pre-

fer that 22% of a 90-minute lesson utilize music as a learning tool in class. Some EFL teachers
may he surprised with these results, but education majors for these two classes would like
lessons to have at least 20 minutes of music activities.

The open-ended question produced many positive comments about using music and
classroom feedback in general. Appendix B lists respondents’ comments under each of the
classes in the study. Although comments were welcome in either English or Japanese,
respondents only wrote in English and participation level was nil for the one of the business

management classes.

I Discussion

Readers can surmise that the first-year English education majors felt very positive about
using music in class. This group chose the most responses for the strongly agree category used
in the questionnaire. More specifically, the freshmen education majors believed that music
improved both their listening and pronunciation and they also enjoyed singing songs with their
classmates. The second-year English education students’ answers were more reserved about
using music in class. While this group enjoyed using music, they did not harbor feelings that
music motivated them to study more English. Although one could argue that these students are
already motivated and this does not necessarily apply to them. Furthermore, this group did not
show a high rate of practicing songs outside of class. Readers should note that many of these
same students took the author’s class during their first year of university. Therefore, their
answers to this question may have been quite honest. They enjoy using music in class, but
usually do not practice songs outside of school. Yet, the second-year students echoed the

answers provided by the freshmen English education majors indicating that music in class
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helped them better understand foreign culture. A caveat should be mentioned pertaining to this
question since the author often makes a point of explaining cultural understanding when using
songs in class.

Another question where the second-year education students seemed more discerning than
the rest of the participants was question six. Respondents to this question were more adamant
that songs introduced in the classroom should include or recycle vocabulary from the textbook
or class materials. Upon further reflection, the author wonders about the validity of this
question. It is possible that it plants a seed in the minds of respondents. In simple terms, it
represents somewhat of a lead-in question. In this case, education majors may have picked up
on this nuance and chose a higher choice because they perceived it as a formidable teaching
approach. This classroom of future educators was led to believe that choosing a song which
recycled words and phrases learned in class is a sought after teaching approach.

One shortcoming of this study is that the questionnaire did not categorize the English
education majors into male and female subjects. Doing so may have provided a glimpse into
specific preferences regarding music used in class based on possible differences between men
and women. However, the data obtained from this study does provide many significant
findings which can provide teachers with the knowledge to plan EFL curriculum and create

better syllabus design.

I Conclusion

This qualitative study confirmed previous research whereby students believe that music
should be an integral part of the foreign language classroom. As alluded to in the background
section, this is likely because—from the students’ perspective—music is considered to be fun
and perhaps viewed as an escape from the rigors of academic life. For English language
teachers, this study showed that students preference is to study music for nearly 20 minutes of
class time. The actual time to introduce music activities during class—at the beginning of
class, the middle portion, or at the end of class—did not seem to matter all that much
according to the student participants. However, the author still subscribes to an anecdotal
theory that using music at the end of class has numerous benefits. First and foremost is that
students tend to view it as a reward for studying hard during class on that day.

Most importantly for EFL educators, teaching students to sing a song in class has the
potential to be an empowering experience which puts students in a good frame of mind. It can
provide the stimulus that makes students leave the classroom with a smile on their face. Using
music as a language learning tool can lower some students’ aversion toward studying English
and may serve to motivate others to study outside of class. Additionally, using music in class

can be fulfilling for teachers as well. Seeing students on task during listening activities and
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then singing together is a gratifying experience for EFL educators. Based on the findings of
this qualitative study, the author believes that music is a unifying experience that taps into

student emotion and is well worth incorporating into even the lowest level of English classes.
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APPENDIX A

A Questionnaire About Using Music in Communicative English Class

Please circle only one answer for each question.
1. | enjoy using music and song lyrics to learn English in class.

PG DB THGRDO W Yillil 2 i > THEZRDIFFE LW,

1 2 3 4 5 6
Strongly Disagree Slightly Slightly Agree Agree Strongly
Disagree Disagree Agree
AAHBETERY HETERY PRAMTE R PPHAETE2 HETE? FEFEIZHETE S

2, Using songs in class helps improve my listening ability.

TR M S BRI A=y Zig i Lo,

1 2 3 4 5 6
Strongly Disagree Slightly Slightly Agree Agree Strongly
Disagree Disagree Agree

3. Using western pop music increases my motivation.

WEDR Y 7S 2 =Yy 7 2o BRI EF R—2 a V3 EW 5,

1 2 3 4 5 6
Strongly Disagree Slightly Slightly Agree Agree Strongly
Disagree Disagree Agree

4. If I learn an English song in class, | try to practice it outside of class.

PO EE 16, BEEUAITOMB T 255 b 0D <,

1 2 3 4 5 6
Strongly Disagree Slightly Slightly Agree Agree Strongly
Disagree Disagree Agree

5. | enjoy singing the song together with my classmates in class.

BHETI I AA— & FRICTGEDRZ D DIZIEL W,

1 2 3 4 5 6
Strongly Disagree Slightly Slightly Agree Agree Strongly
Disagree Disagree Agree

6. It is important that songs use vocabulary we learned in class (i: from our textbooks).

WO EEETH - 1l D dH 5 T L BHETY,

1 2 3 4 5 6
Strongly Disagree Slightly Slightly Agree Agree Strongly
Disagree Disagree Agree

7. The songs we used in class helped improve my pronunciation.

BETHALEERETREDB X o T,

1 2 3 4 5 6
Strongly Disagree Slightly Slightly Agree Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
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8. The songs we used in class helped me understand more about foreign culture.
BETIEEZ S EAESUER K W BRTE 5,
1 2 3 4 5 6
Strongly Disagree Slightly Slightly Agree Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree
9. When is the best time to study music in class?

BEEOWMT, B2 ANSDIZCOD-FOOLIRHFT ) ?

1 2 3 4
At the start In the middle Near the Any time
of class of class end of class is OK
BEEDRA) BHEDOE B Rtk WOTH KRR
10. In a 90 minute English class, how many minutes would you like to study using music?

5 W DIEND S b I 5 OIRERES O -HEL &R0 E
Tin?

Do you have any comments or suggestions about music in class? (HAFETHH N TL 23 W)

Thank you very much for your cooperation.

APPENDIX B
Open-Ended Question Results

GROUP 4 COMMENTS

Business Management — 1 Class I became interested in western music.

Famous artists are best.

I enjoyed the classes we used music.

Very enjoyable.

I enjoy your class.

Very enjoyable.

Thank you!!
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GROUP B COMMENTS
Business Management — 2™ Class No comments.
GROUP C COMMENTS

English Education — 1% Year

I like singing a song in class, because I can learn a lot of
vocabulary and about foreign culture.

This class is very fun. If I become a teacher, I try to sing a
song, and learning something. Thank you.

I suggest that you ask your students what song they want to
know. And who is their favorite singer.

I enjoyed listening to music and learning vocabulary.

GROUP D

COMMENTS

English Education — 2™ Year

I think it is good to play music when student do English

activity.

enjoy fun music

blanks of lirics.

It is better to sing a English song rather than to fill in

Music is fun. So music should be used.

It is very fun!

This class is very fun! Thank you!
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