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Introduction

Early childhood classroom teachers believe in the power of music to engage children. What scientifically based 
research supports the use of music and musical instruction to build early literacy skills? This research summary 
answers that question, providing support to educators who wish to integrate music and musical instruction into 
their early language and literacy programs in schools.

This research summary reviews high-quality experimental studies conducted in classrooms with young children 
receiving music education, plus relevant brain research that focuses on the impact of musical instruction on 
the brain. The impact of music and musical instruction on early language and literacy development for young 
children is examined in the following areas:

The research summarized below provides strong support for including music and musical instruction in the 

experience itself, but also because of the impact music and musical instruction can have on young children’s 
development of language and early literacy.

Music Instruction & Reading Scores Linked

reading instruction, including the focus of assessment on standardized reading tests starting in third grade. 

on tests of reading comprehension than children who do not participate in musical instruction.

While these studies are appealing, one cannot conclude from correlational studies alone that the music 
instruction was the cause of the gains in reading scores. To answer that question, we turn to the experimental 
studies that involved pre- and post-testing of young children receiving classroom music education.

performance in first grade children. The experimental group received musical instruction including listening 
to folk songs with an emphasis the listening for melodic and rhythmic elements. The control group consisted 

additional year of musical training, the experimental group’s reading comprehension scores were still superior 
to the control group’s scores. 



These findings provide initial support for the view that 

recent research focuses on the specific impact of music 
instruction on the subprocesses involved in successful 

impacts a student’s brain functioning in processing 
language, which in turn impacts reading subprocesses 
like phonemic awareness and vocabulary. These sub-
processes ultimately impact a student’s ability to read with 
comprehension.

Music Instruction Improves Verbal Memory

memory. The findings linking music training to verbal memory are important because verbal memory is 

greater lengths, verbal memory allows a child to retain material in memory as it is being read so that syntactic 

memory.

verbal learning and retention abilities. The longer the duration of the music training, the better the 

The authors suggest that the cause of the increase in verbal memory was neuroanatomical changes in 
the brains of children who were playing music.

musical instrument enhances the brain’s ability 

in their childhood demonstrate better verbal 

musicians have enlarged left cranial temporal 
regions of the brain, which is the area involved in 

verbal information than those without music 

Music Helps Build Listening Skills 

first language mode that children acquire, and it provides a foundation for all aspects of language and reading 

to acquire new knowledge and information.

Too often listening is thought to be a natural skill that develops automatically, but in fact developing good 
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engage young children in language- and 
literacy-rich musical activities that include 
playful instruction in foundational music skills 

that engaging young children in these types 
of musical activities are correlated with later 
success in reading comprehension.
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music-making with a variety of musical 
instruments both in the classroom and at 

experience may improve children’s verbal 
memory, an important factor in successful 
text comprehension for later stages of reading 
development.



to teach them to become active

English language learners showed that focused listening 
instruction can benefit listening comprehension for 

experiences for building listening skills in the classroom 

classrooms and classrooms with children who have 

frequencies associated with increased cognitive processing and greater relaxation.

Music Can Build Vocabulary, including for English Language Learners 

enhance vocabulary acquisition and comprehension, and 
emphasize music’s ability to engage children in instruction 

evidence that children acquire vocabulary incidentally 

children rely exclusively on the oral language they listen 
to in order to acquire language. Even as children attend 
elementary school, only a portion of the vocabulary words 

are an effective source of new vocabulary for young 

for the hypothesis that songs provide a source of incidental acquisition of vocabulary comes from the field 

were consistently higher for the groups in which either music or illustration were used, and highest for the 
group in which both were used.

new word meanings.
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not only the opportunity to listen actively to 
music, but also includes focused listening 
activities using music, non-musical sounds, 

teachers focus children’s attention on listening 

give children opportunities to practice listening 
to extended discourse.
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hear stories read aloud and sing songs that 

supports these practices as effective sources 
of implicit vocabulary acquisition. Explicit 
instruction in musical terms is included in 

for older children. Words essential to the unit’s 
theme are included on picture cards along with 
recommended instruction for English language 

possibilities for vocabulary acquisition.



Music Improves Phonological and Phonemic Awareness

successful readers, young children need to understand that words are made up of discrete sounds, and they 

receive so much attention because research shows that children with these skills are more successful at 

To understand the impact of musical experiences on children’s development of phonological awareness, 
it helps to understand the similarities between music and language. Where spoken language is comprised 
of a stream of connected phonemes, music is comprised of a series of discrete musical notes, or tones. 

combined with the intonation communicated by pitch, and hearing music requires listening for the individual 

processes music and language in some similar ways. 

can have an exciting impact on young children’s 
phonological awareness.

music into phonological awareness instruction. These 
researchers recommend songs, and specifically rhyming 
songs, as an effective mechanism for building phonemic 
awareness with children in early childhood classrooms 

providing young children with music instruction can build essential brain functioning that leads to increased 
growth in phonemic awareness. 

discrimination and reading ability in young children.

researchers found a high degree of correlation between phonemic awareness and pitch discrimination. 
The ability to perceive slight differences in phonemes appeared to depend on the ability to extract 

deletion tasks and musical aptitude tests. Those children with higher levels of musical aptitude had 
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with rhyming lyrics, which help children build 

receive explanations of rhyming before or after 
singing and generate words that rhyme.



This link between music ability and phonemic awareness is supported by recent brain research in both adults 
and children.

helps the brain improve its ability to distinguish between rapidly changing sounds, referred to as 
auditory processing. This auditory processing is critical to developing phonemic awareness and 

the age of seven and continued playing into adulthood, it was found through functional magnetic 

reading skills for young children.

to mean that music training may enhance reading and speech functions because the brain stem is a 

that musicians’ brain stems not only showed increased activity, but also quicker response times to 
both music and speech sounds. The longer a person had been playing an instrument, the sharper the 

this research study, Sesame Street had it right when they paired music with early literacy instruction.

is the essential component of prosody, the patterns of stress and intonation in a spoken language. 

studies of brain functioning showed that musician children outperformed nonmusicians on both music 

of music lessons for linguistic abilities in children. Therefore, these findings argue in favor of music 

included active music-making and kinesthetic movements to emphasize steady beat, rhythm and pitch, as 

elementary school received no music instruction and served as a control group. 

test in the fall, winter, and spring. The winter and spring testing included the phoneme-segmentation fluency 

students in both experimental and control groups received 
approximately the same number of minutes of reading 
instruction. The data revealed that children who received 
music instruction showed significantly greater gains in 
phonemic awareness when compared to the control 
group.

instruction likely benefited from the emphasis on aural-

discriminate fine differences between tonal and rhythmic 
patterns and to associate their perceptions with visual 
symbols, they will benefit not only musically but in skills 
related to the processing of sound shown to be necessary 

similarities in brain functioning between music and phonemic 
awareness. 
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receive music instruction including active 
music-making and kinesthetic movements 
to emphasize steady beat, rhythm and 
pitch, as well as the association of sounds 
with developmentally appropriate symbols. 

suggests that this type of musical instruction 
may produce gains in phonological awareness 
due to similarities in brain functioning between 
music and language.



Music Enriches Early Writing Instruction & Print Awareness

important way to express their growing phonemic awareness.

understanding of concepts of print has scientifically based research support as a predictor of early literacy 

of print by providing experiences with books and written texts, and developing a print-rich classroom 
environment.

children build the fundamental understanding that language sounds can also be represented by written 
symbols.

Two experimental studies have shown that music 
instruction can enhance early writing skills in classrooms:

enhance the teaching of writing and prereading 

disadvantaged, and included migrant 
preschoolers and students with disabilities. 

participation in singing activities, and writing 

the experimental group showed enhanced print 
concepts and prewriting skills.

children. The results again showed that children 
who received the music-enhanced instruction 
made greater gains in writing skills and print 
awareness.

Music Instruction Helps Children With Disabilities

with reading disabilities

experimental design including students matched for reading ability. The intervention group received 

mean reading comprehension scores of the intervention group increased while the mean scores of 
the control group showed no increase. The researchers conclude that training in music is an effective 
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classroom environment. Each unit includes 
a story and song lyrics that can be used 
to call children’s attention to concepts of 
print. Writing activities included with each 
unit engage older children in independent 
writing, and home-based writing activities 
for all children encourage children to engage 
further in developing their awareness of print 

musical notation helps children understand 
that sound can be represented by printed 
symbols, an understanding that may transfer 
to building print awareness for language.



Temporal processing has been shown to improve 

suggest that music training will lead to improved 
nonmusical skills, especially for children struggling 

that children with dyslexia have difficulty with 

experimental study utilizing a control group and 
pre-/post-testing set out to determine the impact 
of music lessons that focused specifically on 
rhythm and timing skills for dyslexic children. 
The study found that classroom music lessons had 
a positive effect on both phonological and spelling skills in addition to musical abilities. The author 

improvisation, receptive music listening, songwriting, lyric discussion, music and imagery, music performance, 
and learning through music. While the studies listed below are limited by smaller sample sizes, their cumulative 

include:
developmental delays, music therapy produced increases in nonverbal 

language deficits, music therapy resulted in increased communicative 

communication disorders performed similarly to normal children on basic 
music skills, suggesting that participation of language-disabled children in music activities with peers 

physical disabilities

autism, children in music therapy showed gains on musical vocal behavior and 

on-task behavior and correct responses to specific tasks 
while participating in music therapy in public schools 

were developmentally appropriate as per the guidelines 

Music Recommended to Engage Families in Learning

parent and family involvement can have on improved 

early childhood programs has been proven to help children succeed in their transition to kindergarten and 
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focused on developing rhythm, including 
copying and producing steady beat, rhythm 
patterns using instruments, and listening to 

with dyslexic children, these activities should 
have benefits in brain functioning that leads 
to improvements in language and literacy 
skills.
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lesson plans for early childhood classrooms, 

specifically addressing children with special 
needs. This guide includes information about 
how to use music in an inclusive classroom, 
and how to adapt the activities for even 
greater success with children who have 
special needs.



there was a statistically significant link between parent-
child book reading at home and reading acquisition 

parent-preschooler reading and reading achievement in 
grade school.

of engaging families in important home learning to build 

Summary

music instruction can improve phonemic awareness, verbal memory, and vocabulary, leading scientists 

between music ability and reading comprehension test scores. Evidence supports the use of music and 
music instruction for all children, and suggests that music may have specific positive impact on children who 
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tools to engage parents and caregivers in 
building children’s early language and literacy 

for each child include a monthly magazine 
with fun and literacy-based activities and a 

filled with multicultural songs and listening 
activities and the story recorded in English, 
and every other month, an instrument for 
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