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Abstract 

Teaching is always a challenging profession, and one in which teachers are constantly looking for ways to 
improve their teaching methods. In this paper I will argue that the use of song in the classroom can provide 
both an enhanced learning experience for the students and improved learning outcomes. 

Why use song to enhance learning?  Music is the soundtrack of our students‟ lives, and is virtually 
omnipresent in today‟s culture.  Multiple studies show that music instruction has positive benefits, enhances 
spatial & arithmetic skills, and raises student achievement and retention.  Singing is a multi-modal activity, 
positively affecting brain development and neural processing.  It provides an enjoyable, low-stress learning 
method in the classroom. Young students in particular find memorization is improved through repetition and 
constant retrieval, as when singing songs over a period of time.  ESL/EFL/TESOL language teachers 
frequently use songs, while the use of songs for bilingual or Content and Language Integrated Learning, 
where curriculum content is taught in the second language, is expanding worldwide.  However, many 
educators point out the lack of good teaching materials, including songs, which hinders the use of song in 
the classroom, whether it be ESL, CLIL, or general academics.  One solution to the problem is creating 
multimedia presentations of songs, enabling teachers who are not musicians to teach curriculum-based 
songs without concern about their musical abilities. Integrating relevant visuals with audio also improves 
retention, as well as student engagement and motivation.  

The research shows that using song improves learning and retention, and is a valuable teaching tool for 
both general and language teachers.  This paper examines the current literature about the use of song in the 
school classroom and documents the creative process of writing curriculum-based songs for middle school.  

Keywords: Song, benefits, curriculum-based songs, retention, learning, EFL, TESOL, teaching materials 

INTRODUCTION 

Education in the twenty-first century is rapidly changing and developing to answer the new demands and 
needs of society.  Far from the educational model of the Industrial Revolution, designed to produce obedient, 
well-trained workers (Davis, 2013), schools now seek to produce flexible, creative problem-solvers who are 
proficient with technology and design.  Indeed, some would argue that information is now so readily available 
digitally, students do not need to memorise facts, but more importantly, be capable of accessing information 
and its sources.  However, there is still a need for learning and retention of information and concepts.  Lynne 
Munson, Executive Director of Common Core curriculum in the United States, writes that, “Being able to 
Google is no substitute for true understanding.  Students still need to know and deeply understand the 
history that brought them and our nation to where we are today. … Twenty-first-century technology should 
be seen as an opportunity to acquire more knowledge, not an excuse to know less” (Berry, Cator, & Munson, 
2010, p. 4). 
 

In times when education budget cuts are common, and schools and teachers are frequently assessed 
through their students‟ test results (Hosking, 2014; Rothstein et al., 2010), many educators look for new 
ways to impart curricula successfully.  Song can be a suitable vehicle to enhance students‟ learning. 
 

Song has been an integral part of human civilisation and culture since language first evolved (Levitin, 
2008; Nettl, 1972), used for ceremony, worship, entertainment, and to pass on information.  In every culture 
there are examples of song, from mothers‟ lullabies to the Greek chorus (Nagy, 2010), the song-lines of the 
Australian Aboriginal culture used as oral maps to navigate the continent (Dyer, 2009), the bards, 
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troubadours and jongleurs of medieval and Renaissance Europe (Abraham, 2012; Lesser, 2012), sailors‟ 
sea shanties (Terry & Ashley, 2013) and the griot historians of Africa (Hester, 2004; Oliver, 1970).  Genghis 
Khan (c. 1162-1227) used songs to communicate orders among his uneducated army as he conquered most 
of Europe (Weatherford, 2004).  Epics or sagas, long poems chanted or sung, provided oral histories and 
entertainment in most illiterate societies, sometimes reaching up to 15,000 lines (Paksoy, 1995; Sheppard, 
2012), an extraordinary feat of memorisation. 
 

In today‟s world, song is the soundtrack for young people‟s lives.  In 2013, 15,000 songs were 
downloaded every minute from iTunes ("iTunes Store Sets New Record with 25 Billion Songs Sold," 2013). 
In 2009 American teens averaged 7 hours and 38 minutes daily using media.  Almost half of them listened to 
music at the same time as accessing books, websites, and video games (Rideout, Foehr, & Roberts, 2010, 
pp. 28-29).  Young people also use the music they prefer to listen to as a statement of their changing identity 
 St lhammar, 2006).  Song is a natural form of self-expression and communication for our students. 
 

THE BENEFITS OF MUSIC IN LEARNING 
 

There is power in the combination of words and music in the context of education.  The integration of rhyme, 
rhythm and melody has been shown to be beneficial to children‟s learning processes and their retention of 
curriculum.  Students who have difficulty with absorbing new materials discover song is a non-stressful 
medium for learning, while those with dyslexia or low vision find singing easier than decoding text.  Students 
with different learning styles, as described by Gardner‟s multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1993, 2006), 
respond well to this alternative pedagogy.  Long-term retention is enhanced, with some students able to sing 
their subject songs flawlessly more than a decade after first learning them (Officer, personal email). 

 
Multiple studies report benefits of singing in enhanced retention of materials (Butler & Newman, 2008; 

Pindale, 2013), improved student attitudes and socialisation in the classroom (Brouillette, 2009; Hallam, 
2010), learning (Crowther, 2011; Moreno et al., 2011), and in brain development (Rauscher et al., 1997; 
Schellenberg, 2008).  Song is already widely used by language teachers around the world (Alipur, 2012; Ara, 
2009; Bista, 2010; Engh, 2013; Iwasaki, 2013; Ludke, 2013; Millington, 2011; Setia et al., 2012; Shen, 2009; 
Tse, 2015; Yang, 2011). 

Neurological research shows that “Music making is a multimodal activity that involves the integration of 
auditory and sensor motor processes” (Wan, Ruber, Hohmann, & Schlaug, 2010, p. 287).  Many studies 
show that neural networks serving musical behaviours are widely distributed through the brain (Hodges, 
2007), thus improving retention and retrieval.  Research also shows that musical training induces dynamic 
structural changes in the brain over time, increasing the volume of grey matter (Groussard, 2014), and 
enhancing speech encoding (Tierney, 2013).  While singing and speech share common networks in the brain 
(Hallam, 2010), language processing is centred in the left temporal lobe, and singing is processed across the 
whole brain (Collins, 2014).  Executive functioning, or cognitive capacity, is also improved through music 
training, leading to enhanced language skills, academic performance, reading ability, mathematical 
achievement, cognitive flexibility, working memory, and processing speed (Barrett, 2013; Moreno et al., 
2011; Zuk, 2014). 

Research shows arts education in general improves learning in many areas.  A U.S. analysis of 62 
studies of student outcomes associated with arts learning experiences (Deasy, 2002) found strong evidence 
that arts education helps students develop cognitive and social capacities such as critical thinking, problem 
solving, spatial temporal reasoning, empathy, tolerance, and collaboration, as well as student engagement 
and attendance (Stevenson, 2006).  A Minneapolis, U.S. study of an art-based school reform initiative found 
“a significant relationship between arts integrated instruction and improved student learning in reading and 
mathematics” (Ingram, 2003, p. 32).  The study also found that “In some cases, the relationship between arts 
integration and student achievement was more powerful for disadvantaged learners, the group of students 
that teachers must reach to close the achievement gap” in education (p. iv, italics in original). 

Catterall et al. (2012) used four large national databases in the U.S. to analyse the relationship between 
arts involvement and academic and social achievements over time, concentrating in particular on teenagers 
and young adults who came from lower socio-economic status (SES) backgrounds.  They found that low-
SES students with arts-rich experiences attended college in greater numbers, achieved higher grades, and 
were more likely to earn mostly A‟s in college (Catterall et al., 2012). 

Other studies do not account for SES students, but focus on the nexus between arts-based education 
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and educational achievement.  A U.S. National Governors‟ Association report provides examples of arts-
based education as a “money- and time-saving option for states looking to build skills, increase academic 
success, heighten standardized test scores, and lower the incidence of crime among general and at-risk 
populations” (NGA, 2002, p. 1).  Arts-infused education programmes are found to result in increased student 
engagement, lower absenteeism (p. 5), and improvements in discipline, student self-esteem, teacher/student 
attitudes, and academic and thinking skills (p. 6).  At risk students and incarcerated youth also benefit from 
arts education, with lower juvenile crime rates, reduced recidivism, and improved behaviour (pp. 8-12). 

Within the field of arts education, some studies investigate links between specifically music education and 
educational achievement.  A positive correlation between achievement in music courses and achievement is 
shown in the core subjects of English, mathematics and biology (R. A. Baker, 2011; Gouzouasis, Guhn, & 
Kishor, 2007), and reading (Corrigall, 2011; Darrow, 2009).  A study of test scores of over 6,000 middle 
school students in Maryland found that those enrolled in instrumental or choral instruction outperformed their 
peers in algebra (Helmrich, 2010).   

These results align with a U.S. 2011 report from the President‟s Committee on the Arts and Humanities 
that summarised recent research into arts education in schools.  It found that low income students who 
participated in arts education were four times more likely to have high academic achievement and three 
times more likely to have high attendance than those who did not (Dwyer, 2011).  An arts integrated 
programme in Maryland over three years showed the greatest positive results for minority and low-income 
students, reducing the reading gap by 14% and the math gap by 26% (Dwyer, 2011, p. 3).  The College 
Board in the U.S. found in 2006 that SAT test scores were higher for students with coursework or experience 
in music performance (verbal – 57 points higher, math – 43 points higher), and music appreciation (verbal – 
62 points higher, math – 41 points higher) (College, 2006, p. 6). 

The American Council of Music Therapy has supported studies that prove the benefits of using music for 
special needs populations.  These include improved literacy skills (Colwell, 1994) and increased learning and 
retention of number concepts (Claussen, 1997).  Research by Schlaug, Kraus and Patel found that music 
training “can improve language skills in developmentally challenged school-age children,” and that “…the 
very responses that are enhanced in musicians are deficient in clinical populations such as children with 
developmental dyslexia and autism”  Bois 2010). 

SONG IN THE CLASSROOM 

As well as the general benefits found in using song in learning, many studies have shown that using song to 
learn a second language promotes language acquisition.  Internationally English is the most popular second 
language, as it is the common international language of research, science and technology, business, trade 
and diplomacy, and popular culture.  In Europe, 94% of high school students and 83% of primary or lower 
secondary students study English (Euractiv, 2013), and in China there are an estimated 400 million English 
language students (Murphy, 2013), some starting as young as two years old (Yamaguchi, 2013).  Songs in 
English could be used in many countries to assist with learning English. 

Many studies demonstrate the efficacy of using songs to teach and practice languages.  Learning 
language with rhythm, melody and symmetrical phrasing helps with long term memorization (Lake, 2002). 
Also, “music tends to reduce anxiety and inhibition in second language learners.  Learning a new concept 
through a song or listening to music is less threatening than a lecture or worksheet” (Merrell, 2004, p. 8).  

Young children whose brains are still developing learn differently from adolescents or adults, so the 
traditional language teaching methods of reading, writing, and grammar exercises are not always successful 
at this level.  It is important to recognise the crucial role that age plays in learning a second language, as 
students‟ cognitive abilities and competences change over time (Bhamare, 2011; Komur, 2005; Ozturk, 
2007; Salli-Copur, 2010). 

Language is learned through the modes of listening, speaking, reading and writing (Lake, 2002; Sevik, 
2012).  The skills of listening and speaking or singing are fundamental, and do not require the more 
advanced elements of reading and writing.  Therefore, song with its primary emphasis on listening is an 
appropriate medium for young students‟ introduction to another language (Sevik, 2011). 

Eken (1996, p. 46) lists eight common reasons why song is used in language classrooms:   

 to present a topic, a language point, lexis, etc. 
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 to practice a language point, lexis, etc. 

 to focus on common learner errors in a more indirect way 

 to encourage extensive and intensive listening 

 to stimulate discussion of attitudes and feelings 

 to encourage creativity and use of imagination 

 to provide a relaxed classroom atmosphere 

 to bring variety and fun to teaching and learning. 
 

 Another benefit of song is that singing reduces classroom stress, thereby facilitating learning (Adkins, 
1997; Coufalikova, 2010).  If students are anxious, frustrated, bored or embarrassed, their emotional state is 
raised.  Krashen describes this as their affective filter, which will affect students‟ receptivity to input 
(Bhamare, 2011; Krashen, 1982).  When students have a low affective filter, they have less anxiety and are 
more relaxed, so are more receptive to language learning (Engh, 2013).  

Songs can also provide an introduction to colloquial or idiomatic language (Schoepp, 2001).  Listening to 
and reproducing recorded songs also teaches correct pronunciation, intonation, word rhythm, stress and 
pitch (Sevik, 2012).  A Malaysian study found that using You-tube song videos significantly improved 
vocabulary acquisition (Abidin, 2011).  Songs are also useful in learning conversational speech, as students 
learn their vocabulary as part of a sequence, rather than as single words in isolation.  

Repetition through singing is particularly helpful for young students, who require reiteration and revision 
for memorization and long-term learning (Karpicke, 2012; Miller, 2008; Ozturk, 2007).  

Another tool to improve the learning experience is to add visuals to song, in a multimedia format.  
Multisensory education utilises more of the brain, as it processes verbal, auditory and visual information in 
different areas, thus facilitating learning (Gangwer, 2009). Like music, visual art has been part of human 
culture, expression and communication since the first civilisations, from cave art and Egyptian hieroglyphs to 
contemporary graphics and symbols.  Incorporating visuals in teaching is shown to improve learning 
outcomes and student engagement (Plotnik, 2013; Seitz, Kim, & Shams, 2006).  Though some studies show 
no change in learning performance, students’ enjoyment of the learning process and attitude was increased 
(Sankey, Birch, & Gardiner, 2010).  While using any graphics raises student positive feelings about learning 
and retention of materials, recall is greatest with the use of relevant visuals (Sung & Mayer, 2012).  My goal 
is to produce multimedia presentations including visuals for my teaching song materials.   

Beyond the language classroom, song has been used for learning for centuries.  African griots (Hester, 
2004), Greek and British bards (Morganwg, 2008; Ponczoch, 2011 ), the chants of priests and pilgrims 
(Blackburn, 2010; Crawford & Kelley, 2005; Friedmann, 2012; Sajoo, 2011) all use song to communicate, to 
instruct, or to inspire. 
 
 Most teachers who use song in their classrooms utilise popular songs, or for younger students, nursery 
rhymes (G. Baker, 2011; Burroughs & Hare, 2008; Cameron, 2005; Soper, 2010; White, 2005; Wright, 2010).  
However, there are a growing number of teachers who are writing curriculum-based songs for their students, 
and researching the success of this pedagogical approach. In the United States, the Schoolhouse Rock 
(1973-2013) series of educational animated short videos was very popular on children‟s television, with 64 
episodes or songs about a wide variety of subjects, including history, math, grammar, science, and ecology. 

 
Teachers are creating and using original songs in their classrooms about mathematics (Fagan, 2007; 

Warburton, 2013), science (Bintz, 2010; Estevez, 2014; Governor, 2011; Last, 2009), grammar (Hancock, 
1999), and social studies (Hayes, 2009; Scro, 2006).  These curriculum-based songs have led to positive 
learning outcomes, similar to those I have seen in my own teaching practice. 

CREATING CURRICULUM-BASED SONGS 

I have been composing teaching songs for over two decades.  While composition may be daunting to 
teachers, I have developed a process that may be useful to follow.  Once I have decided on the subject for a 
song, I research the topic, collecting curriculum outlines and vocabulary lists as well as subject information.  
Technology and the Internet have enabled this type of research, but accuracy is not always guaranteed from 
online sources.  I find at least two legitimate sources for each fact I include.   

I rank the data in order of importance and relevance, ascertaining what is essential, versus what is merely 
of interest.  It is important to keep in mind the age and grade level of the intended students.  This will 
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determine the length of the song, and the amount of detail to be included. The next stage is to create word 
lists with their rhymes, to build up potential couplet endings.  An excellent rhyming dictionary is essential in 
this exercise.  By this stage, I am starting to write couplets or verses.  Depending on the amount of 
information to be included, and the style and rhythm of the words, I will decide on metre, verse structure 
(four, six or eight lines to a verse), and whether or not to include a chorus.  I place the most important 
information in the chorus, as it will be repeated several times, thus leading to greater retention. 

As the lyrics are developed, I add musical rhythm notation.  Usually melodic shapes and patterns come to 
mind as the metre and rhythm is established.  I create new, original melodies for the songs, as I have found 
that using well-known tunes, while making the new lyrics easy to learn, can lead to later confusion as to 
which lyrics to sing. Interestingly, Gfeller (1982) found that students‟ recall was greater when familiar 
melodies were used, perhaps because there was less new information to process (Hayes, 2009).  Other 
teachers may find it easier to use well-known melodies, with new, curriculum-linked lyrics. 

 
In choosing the vocal range, most of my teaching songs are written in the adolescent voice range of A 

below middle C (more commonly middle C) to D a ninth above middle C.   The Hungarian composer and 
music educator Kodály and others advocate a 6 note range from D - B as the best for the younger child‟s 
voice (Johnson, 2012; Waterhouse, 2002).  The tempo / speed of each song is determined by the number of 
syllables in each line, the complexity of pronunciation and enunciation, and the subject matter or mood. 
 

The form of the songs is usually strophic, with repeated verse and chorus melodies.  Like Gfeller (1986) 
and Wallace (1994) I have found that repeated verse melodies appear to aid retention, rather than through-
composed, which introduces new melodies throughout. Obviously younger students will be more comfortable 
with shorter songs, a less advanced vocabulary, and simpler melodies with a limited melodic range.  The 
melodies I create are “kid-friendly”, in that their shapes are primarily in step-wise or triadic movement.  I 
avoid large or awkward intervals, using them only sparingly for effect. However, I have found that once 
students have singing experience, irrespective of age, they are impatient with simpler melodies and music.  
They enjoy the challenge of more complex melodic shapes, lyrics, and syncopated rhythms, and gain a 
sense of accomplishment and self-confidence through singing more „difficult‟, demanding music. 

My final stage of song-creation is adding harmony, usually at the keyboard.  

I rarely write in parts for children‟s songs when I do not know the experience and confidence levels of the 
singers.  I have found it is more effective to keep things as simple as possible, so that the singers can be 
successful immediately.  This is most important when the students will be learning using multimedia or a CD, 
or where the teacher is not musically trained or lacks confidence in their singing abilities.  When students are 
not accustomed to singing, there can be resistance to the concept, especially by boys, whose voices may be 
changing as they move through adolescence.  I have re-written music specifically for boys‟ lower vocal 
ranges, as well as removing melody completely, and teaching the material as a rap song or chant.  When 
writing for older or more experienced singers, multiple part writing becomes more frequent.   

My experience in a variety of educational venues has shown that curriculum-based songs are effective, 
popular with students, and can benefit students with diverse learning styles.   

CONCLUSION 

The use of singing in learning as a non-stressful, alternative pedagogy has been shown to be beneficial in 
many areas, including brain development, language acquisition, general educational achievement, and long-
term retention.  Though at present there are few curriculum-based materials available, their use has been 
proven to improve learning outcomes.  This is a research area with great potential to enhance education, 
adding to the range of available pedagogies for diverse learners. 
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