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LEARNING ENGLISH THROUGH MUSIC - THE CASE
OF UNIVERSITY MUSIC STUDENTS

Abstract: The benefits of using music in EFL and ESP classes are both non-linguistic
(motivation, socializing, activating similar neurological paths) and linguistic (language recall,
improved language skills), as proven in the numerous research. The aim of the paper is to get a
deeper insight into Department of Music Art students ESP context, investigate students’ aware-
ness, knowledge and experiences of the relationship between music, musical performance and
creativity and acquiring a good command of English as a foreign language, in this case ESP.
As the results have shown the lack of awareness and theoretically grounded practices in which
music is used to improve and facilitate learning English, we have made some suggestions how
to change this situation. Examples of instructional musical activities are provided as the solid
base for starting to use music in EFL systematically. This paper should greatly serve both ESP
and EFL teachers as well as all educators in their future practices.

Keywords: music, English as a foreign language, foreign language learning, instructional
musical activities, ESP.

1. INTRODUCTION

Many teachers feel that use of music in a foreign language classroom can
be beneficial for their learners. They feel that learners of a FL are more motivated
and less anxious or stressed when they learn with music. The same is true for EFL
classrooms. Furthermore, some argue that there are linguistic benefits in learning
EFL or ESP for that matter, through music, as songs and chants provide rhythm,
melody, repetition and some kind of story, which are known tools for creating
pleasant and beneficial atmosphere for learning English. Others believe that, com-
bined with movement, action and acting, music and songs provide a wonderful
context for language learning, especially for children (Engh 2013a; Tse 2015; As-
sadilah, Barokah 2018; Graham 1993).

There are also research studies in the fields of cognitive science, anthro-
pology, sociolinguistics, psycholinguistics, first language acquisition and second
language acquisition that argue strong relationship between music and language
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learning (Engh 2013b: 113). So in the use of the Audio Lingual Method in the
1950s through 1970s music was occasionally used to reduce boredom between
the repetitive drills. With the application of Suggestopedia teaching method, the
role of music became different — to produce relaxed state of mind that makes the
brain receptive to inputs and activate the subconscious. And in case of children,
TPR was also introduced as a successful method, which combined music, move-
ment and language, in teaching English to children at the beginner level (Richards,
Rodgers 2022). However, it was not until the introduction of the Communicative
Language Teaching and Task Based Instruction that there arose the need to pro-
vide pedagogical material in order to use songs and music in the language class-
room (Griffee 1992) and the need for more theory-based and systematic use of
music in foreign language teaching and learning (Degrave 2019: 415). Many of the
studies on the benefits of music to foreign language learning have dealt with young
learners, but the growing body of studies has also been investigating teenager and
adult foreign language learners.

Despite foreign language teachers’ positive attitude towards the use of music
in the language-learning classroom, it has been noted that the actual use of music
seems to be occasional (see Ludke, Morgan 2022; Besedova et al. 2019).

At the same time we are not familiar with any research on the influence of
linguistic skills on music development.

2. BENEFITS OF MUSIC USE ON FOREIGN LANGUAGE
ACQUISITION

The benefits of music on foreign language acquisition can be divided into
non-linguistic and linguistic aspects.

2.1. NON-LINGUISTIC ASPECTS

The social aspects of including music in the language classroom are based
on the fact that humans evolved singing songs before speech and this tradition has
survived through centuries to this day (Trehub, Trainor 1998). Apart from being
an activity performed by parents and caregivers, singing has evolved as a collec-
tive activity in which both the musical and emotional element and the linguistic
element were passed down on the younger generations and broader community.
On that note, it has been argued that the use of songs and music in the foreign lan-
guage classroom enhances social harmony (Huy Lee 1999), creates a safe space to
experience learning collectively, contributes to the building of a community (Lems
1996; Lake 2003) and increases social interaction (Assadilah, Barokah 2018). It
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is also suggested that songs and music can provide more realistic insight into the
target culture (Jones 2008: 10). Therefore, all of these speak in favour of teachers
using music in the foreign language classroom in order to create positive and unit-
ing context for foreign language learning.

The neurological aspects shed light on the complex relationship between
music and language. There we discover opposing research results. On the one
hand, there is proof that specific neurocognitive functions are controlled by the
right hemisphere in the brain in music production, and left hemisphere in case of
language use (Milovanov, Tervaniemi 2011). On the other hand, due to the devel-
opments in technology of brain analysis, the research has come to the conclusion
that “[...] it leads to the hypothesis that syntax in language and music share a com-
mon set of processes (instantiated in front brain areas) that operate on different
structural representations (in posterior brain areas)” (Patel 2003: 674). In other
words, recent research on neurophysiological aspects related to music perception
shows that music can be considered equivalent to language, the language and mu-
sic components share some brain fragments thus dismissing the importance of the
distinction between two hemispheres (Picciotti et al. 2018).

Psychological aspects include lowering language anxiety and thus improv-
ing language performance (Dolean 2016; Engh 2013a; Murphey 1992b; Kim et
al. 2024) and boosting motivation by the use of authentic texts in songs (Mishan
2005). It is also noted that the use of music can help sustain attention. Thus Wolfe
and Noguchi (2009) observed that the participants of the research were more
focused, attentive and engaged when they listened to a musical rather than just a
spoken story.

2.2. LINGUISTIC ASPECTS

According to the growing body of scientific evidence, using music in foreign
language classroom can be beneficial to different language skills such as vocabu-
lary acquisition, listening comprehension, reading and writing skills or phonetic
acquisition (Degree 2019: 415).

Different studies report a more successful acquisition and retention of vo-
cabulary in the foreign language when the music is played in the background, but
especially when using songs and rhythmic activities (De Groot 2006; Legg 2009;
Ludke, Ferreira, Overy 2014).

Concerning using songs to improve listening comprehension as opposed to
material from the textbooks spoken out loud there is no evidence of either treat-
ment being more effective than the other. However, the listening skill of segment-
ing more successfully foreign language speech can be highly improved by present-
ing the sung stream with an association to the syllable/pitch (Schon et al. 2008).
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The musical component of language is the earliest aspect of language chil-
dren use and understand. As stated by numerous studies, speech/language and
music have common features; and the same is true for foreign language learning
and music performance. Above all, these include the temporal acoustic properties
of speech and musical sound and the detection of pitch differences — which are
specific of both domains (Milovanov, Tervaniemi 2011). Other important com-
monalities of language (including foreign language) and music are melody/intona-
tion and rhythm/stress patterns. Degrave (2020) examined whether melodies or
rhythm can help French-speaking university students to perceive lexical stress in
Dutch. After having heard musical stimuli, the related target words were intro-
duced and practiced. Four different stress patterns were used. The results show
that the experimental group obtained significantly higher results than the control
group. Similarly, Vukiéevi¢ and Cirkovié-Miladinovié¢ (2023) applied instructive
musical excercises on three types of sentences. After the systematic intervention
which included music, a significant improvement was marked in all four aspects:
intonation, rhythm, pitch and stress.

3. THE RESEARCH SAMPLE AND RATIONALE
The main aims of the research are to investigate:

— if during their English classes in the past and at present music students
used and are using musical forms and tasks in order to facilitate their EFL. ESP
language learning and use;

— if the music students perceive the connection between music properties
and English language properties and in which way this connectedness exists ac-
cording to them;

— if they use the knowledge and experience about the rhythm, pitch, into-
nation and stress in English to the complexity of their music expression and vice
versa;

— if they consider music and language (in this case English) as different arts.

Undergraduate students from the Department of Music Art (DMA) at the
Faculty of Philology and Arts provided answers in the Google Forms Question-
naire' about their opinions and experiences in learning English through music and
learning music through English. The students who took part in the research were
at the time students of the first year of undergraduate studies at the Faculty of
Philology and Arts, Music department (academic years 2020/2021, 2021/2022,
2022/2023 and 2023/2024). Students have different music majors: solo singing,

! https://forms.gle/x 1D7eXzunL.7W2HKk37
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music in media, musical theory and pedagogy and playing different instruments
such as accordion, piano, violin, viola, counter base, flute, harp and tambour.

In total, 82 students of Department of Music Art took part (25, 17, 20, 20
from academic years 2020/2021, 2021/2022, 2022/2023 and 2023/2024, respec-
tively) in the study. Most of them learned English from either the start of elemen-
tary school or kindergarten, i.e. 12 to 14 years prior to the research; therefore, we
concluded that they have enough experience in learning and using English to be
able to take part in the research.

This research by its nature is a mixed-method research as some of the ques-
tions in the questionnaire were graded according to the five-point Likert scale and
thus analyzed. Other questions, however, were of the open-ended type and were
analyzed in qualitative manner.

The questionnaire had 3 groups of questions:

— Background information about their year of study, their major and years
of learning English;

— DMA students’ perceptions about themselves as artists, their first contact
with art, essential characteristics of art, being talented, respecting art form and
present daily habits and behaviours concerning art (music);

— The connection between music and English as a foreign language (as
forms of art, as phenomena which both have intonation, pitch and rhythm), the
best ways to learn EFL/ESP, the experiences (past and present ) of using music in
order to learn English.

4. THE RESULTS

From the point of view of its creator, DMA students consider art to be
something eternal which conveys emotions and thoughts of the creator. It is uni-
versal and can reach people from other countries and centuries. Art is something,
some stated, which can bring us closer to God and which lets us express our own
feelings. Music as art is a possibility by the artist who performs famous pieces to
also show his or her own personality and feeling for art. For many art is an escape
from reality. Many also state that a performer should bring the music piece to the
public as close as possible as it was created by the author and according to the
norms of the period in which it was created, but should also include his or her own
personal touch, expression and art taste and style. On the one hand, art is a unique
expression of thoughts and emotions, and on the other a universal language or a
way to communicate with art consumers.

DMA students strongly believe that artists (both creators and performers)
are different from people who are not, because they are more emotional, capable
of conveying their ideas and emotions to other people by playing music or draw-
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ing/painting. They possess more understanding for other people and their emo-
tions. Their love for the music art is bigger than any problems or situations and
that makes them different from other people. Art is something noble which they
cherish and love, compared to other people who are in an overrated pursuit of the
material assets unfortunately.

The form in which a music piece is composed is important as a basic struc-
ture, but an artist, whether the creator or the performer, should not let the form
limit him/her — for example, the pianist Glenn Gould which was known for his
unusual interpretations of Bach’s work which did not obey the original form. An-
other opinion is that it is important to obey the principles of the musical period
when performing works of classical music, but to find balance and express one’s
own feelings and ideas.

Whether using language and communicating in it is some form of art as
music is, students are not sure. Thus, 35.5% state that it is undoubtedly some form
of art, 25% state that it may be form of art but they are not sure, 16.8% state that
it resembles art but it is not, 22.7% state that language is not a form of art and
that these are two completely different things. They believe it is, but cannot reflect
much further. Some state that some actors or public figures have a nice way of
expressing themselves and a pleasant melody when speaking. So language is not
necessarily form of art per se, like music.

The vast majority of DMA students acknowledge that there is a connection
between language and art, some connection between language and music, but they
are not clear on which kind. Others think that language is also made of melody
and tones/pitch and acknowledge that some actors or people around them have
pleasant voices or way of expressing themselves. Many state that they have not
thought about any connection and if there is some, they cannot think of a more
specific answer.

Although a vast majority of students (97%) believe that learning English as
a foreign language through songs and music can be beneficial, they state that they
rarely learned songs and chants in English in state schools. It is very hard for them
to remember a song or a chant which they learned in elementary school in English.
This supports the findings on the same topic in other studies.

In another research by the author, DMA students report that the best way
for children to learn English is to watch and listen to cartoons (39.7%), listen to
songs and music (22.4%), read comics (11.4%) and watch series (11%) (Matic
2024). This is also supported in the literature for EFL teachers — they believe in the
benefits of music on foreign language learning but do not practice it.

Similarly, on the one hand, students think that the feeling for rhythm and
melody can help them learn English with more ease and more successfully, 55.2%
answered positively, 37.8% are not sure and 7% of students answered negatively.
As to how, students gave some vague answers and illustrations or left blank an-
swers. In case of a concrete situation offered to solve as to what solo singers should
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do when they are to perform a music piece in English, a vast majority suggested
to keep the translation under the original text and consult it when in doubt. Many
of the students think that emotions can be conveyed correctly by looking at the
translation into Serbian. Most also thought it not necessary to practice the text of
the music piece by speaking and working on the language intonation, rhythm and
similar in English.

As for music students’ present behaviours in using English as a foreign lan-
guage in their everyday professional lives, 37.8% state that they use English for
the purpose of the music profession on daily basis, 27.8% on weekly basis, 17.8%
of students use English once in two weeks and 16.6% rarely use English for pro-
fessional purposes, perhaps once a month. Most students need English for their
research for information in the music field for seminar papers, finding information
about certain periods and composers in history, communication with foreigners on
Erasmus+ exchanges or Master classes abroad. They rarely listen to some music
works in English. Out of college, over half of music majors use English on daily
basis (53%), one fourth a couple of times a week (24.8%), 13% once a week and
9.2% a few times a month to watch series and films, listen to music other than
classical, play online games, read short online information, listen to podcasts on
various topics and (rarely) communicate with foreigners. The purpose of these
questions was to find further possible proof of students’ awareness of interrelated-
ness between music and English as a foreign language.

The same reason was behind asking DMA students to name a simple song
in English with characteristic rhythm and melody which would help children learn
both the melody and lyrics easily.

5. DISCUSSION

As can be seen from the above presented information, students of the De-
partment of Music Art at the Faculty of Philology and Arts, Kragujevac University,
consider music as a form of art greater than them, worth spending time and effort
on. As creators and performers of art, they think themselves as bound but not
limited by the form and consider their most important role to be conveying the
information and emotions of great artists to the public and at the same time adding
a personal artistic touch of their own. They perceive themselves as different from
non-artists by their higher sensitivity, empathy and conveying feelings to a broader
public. Asghar et al. (2006: 2) found that musicians as artists are different from
other people by their intelectual efficiency and psychological mindedness.

As to the connection between language, in this case English, as a form of art
and music as an other form of art, DMA students consider language to be a form
of art when spoken by actors, thus in specific context only. Students also seem to
be unaware of the deep interplay of music and language. Although they pay lip ser-
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vice to their mutual benefits, they seem to mostly perceive music and language as
two separate notions. As FL and EFL teachers, these students also feel that using
music in learning a foreign language is beneficial but do not recall many situations
in which they learned/learn English through systematic use of music — background
music, songs or rhythmical activities throughout their schooling (as defined by De-
grave 2019). Similar results can be seen worldwide (to name a few studies: Ludke,
Morgan 2022; Besedova et al. 2019).

In their research on practicing intonation, stress, pronunciation and pitch
in three types of sentence constructions in English with the help of simple music
melodies, i.e. instructive musical excercises, Vukicevi¢ and Cirkovié-Miladinovié
came to the conclusion that melody in music can to a great extent help EFL stu-
dents improve all their aspects of English pronunciation. This research should be
used in the light of the result of our research as the guideline to the possible and
useful future systematic teaching approach to DMA students as EFL/ESP students.
This approach would make these students aware of the different properties of the
English language and enable them to make progess with ease, as they are already
familiar with the properties of musical pieces.

Similarly, the practice of English stress patterns can be applied with the
help of suitable melodies, as stated by Delgave (2020), which would also be benefi-
cial to the music art students. This would help music majors conveying the feeling
through music and lyrics with more ease and freedom and save them on relying
heavily on the translation as is now the case.

By systematic and frequent exposure to music, songs and rhythmical activi-
ties in English from the young age, as suggested by many authors (e.g. Assadilah et
al. 2018; Graham 1993; Besedova 2019), the exposure to meaningful input both
linguistic and music, future independent EFL user, and especially DMA students,
could benefit greatly. Thus they would overcome difficulties in using English in a
pleasant and meaningful way and start making connections between language and
music from an early age.

6. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Although there are many indisputable non-linguistic benefits to using music
in an EFL/ESP classroom (as presented at the beginning of this paper), we con-
centrated on linguistic aspects which learners can benefit from when learning the
language through music. Surely, as stated previously, benefits to vocabulary acqui-
sition and retention, listening and reading comprehension are evident as well. But
bearing in mind that the research was carried out on DMA students, the pronuncia-
tion, intonation and oral communication were the focus of this study.

Systematic instructional musical activities where melodies are matched
with different areas of pronunciation (intonation, pronunciation, stress and similar)
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should be vastly and frequently used by EFL teachers in their classrooms. From an
early age of learning English as a foreign language, students should be exposed to
simple songs and rhythmic activities as well as similarities and interconnectedness
between music and language should be discussed directly.

ESP teachers should also try to discuss and present more cases to their stu-
dents and create for them more situations where they can experience and practice
the connection between English language and music.

This paper can serve as the starting point for further research on the benefits
of music on learning English as a foreign language not only in the area of pronun-
ciation but in other linguistic areas. Furthermore, it can provide a deeper insight
into what the context of ESP in case of DMA students is and point to examples
of good practice — use of musical instructional activities to improve English as a
foreign language.
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Mapujana JI. Matuh

Vuusepsutet y Kparyjeiy
DUITOJIONIKO-YMETHUYKHY (PaKyITeET
Opcex 3a MpUMeEmhEeHe U JTMKOBHE YMETHOCTH

YUYEE EHITIECKOI' KPO3 MY3UKY - CIIVUAJ CTYIAEHATA
MV3UKE HA YHUBEP3UTETCKOM H1BOY

Pesume: Kopuctu ynorpede My3HKe y yUemy €HIVIECKOT Kao CTPaHOT je3WKa U eH-
IJIECKOT K0 je3WKa CTPyKe Cy W HEJMHIBHCTUYKE (MOTHBAIMja, COLMjaM3aIdja, aKTU-
BUpame JIMYHUX HEYPOHCKHUX CTa3a) U JMHTBUCTHUKe (Mamheme, yHanpehuBame je3uu-
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KHMX BeIITHHA), IITO JIOKa3yjy OpojHa McTpaxkuBama. Llub OBOr pama je Ja ce CTeKHe
IyOJbH YBUJI y KOHTEKCT SHIJIECKOT Kao je3uKa CTpyKe cryjeHara Ha OfceKy 3a My3WuKy
YMETHOCT, UCIIUTA]y CBECHOCT CTyeHaTa, 3Hathe U UCKYCTBa KOja ce TH4y OfiHOca m3Melyy
My3HKe, My3HUKOr U3Bohera U KPeaTUBHOCTH U JOOPOr O3HABAba EHIJIECKOT Kao CTpa-
HOT je3WKa, Y OBOM CJIy4ajy eHIJIECKOT Kao je3uka crpyke. Kako cy pe3ynraTu nokasaum
HEJIOCTaTaK CBECHOCTH M TEOPUjCKH yTeMesbeHe IpaKce y K0joj ce My3HKa KOPUCTU Ja
ce nmodoJbIlIa U OJIAKINA yYeHe SHIJIECKOT je3WKa, JAJIM CMO IMpeiore Kako Ja ce oBa
cuTyaluja npeokpeHe. Haenenu cy npumepy AMJaKTHYKUX My3HYKHX aKTHBHOCTH KOjH
IIpeJCTaB/bajy COJMMAHY OCHOBY [ja CE 3allOYHE CUCTEMATCKa YNoTpeda My3UKe Y ydemy
SHIVIECKOT Kao cTpaHor jesuka. OBaj pajy OM Morao jga ymMHorome Oyze Ol KOPUCTH H
npodhecopruMa eHIJIECKOTr Ka0 CTPAHOT je3UKa U eHIVIECKOT Kao je3MKa CTpyKe, Kao CBUM
JPYrUM elyKaTopuMa y BUXOBUM OyayNuM NMPaKTHYHUM KOpaliMa.

Kryune peun: My3uKa, eHITIECKM KO CTPAHHU JE3UK, YUEHE CTPAHOT je3MKa, IUaK-
TUYKE MY3UUKe aKTUBHOCTHU, EHIJIECKH KA0 je3UK CTPYKE.
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