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18th July 2018 

 

 

Does Listening to Music when Studying Aid Learning? 

 

I decided to complete my Action Research Project on the impact on my students of listening to music 

while they attempt to learn. I have sought to establish whether preventing learners from listening to 

music when they study is justified from an educational standpoint.   

There are numerous definitions of what we mean by Action Research. However, within an 

educational environment it can be considered as a ‘wide variety of evaluative, investigative, and 

analytical research methods designed to diagnose problems of weakness [and] help educators to 

develop practical solutions to address them quickly and efficiently’ (The Glossary of Education 

Reform 2014). 

There are a number of proponents of Action Research, who present a variety of models on which to 

structure the research and collection of data. However, they are all broadly conceptually the same. 

The process starts with the framing of a question or questions which can be answered by the 

collection of data which is then analysed and interpreted to better apprehend and progress 

educational practices.  The process is essentially cyclical and constructed around four principal 

features: Planning, Action, Observation and Reflection (Kemmis & McTaggart 1988).  

 

 

 

 

 

Kemmis & Mctaggart’s cyclical model for Action Research 1988 
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At the outset of my Action Research I posed myself a series of questions (listed below) with a view to 

using these as a ‘template’ for the project. 

 

 

Planning 

What issue do I wish to investigate? 

Why is it important to me? 

Who will I involve? 

Will I have the necessary time and resources? 

What is my research question going to be? 

 

Action 

How will I gather my data – what is my methodology going to be? 

Will I have institutional support? 

What permission will I need as I proceed? 

 

Observation 

How do I evaluate the value of what I am doing? 

How do I check that my findings are robust and stand up to scrutiny? 

How do I check the quality of my practice? 

 

Reflection 

How do I explain the significance of what I am doing? 

What does my data actually reveal? 

How do I use my findings to ensure change for improvement? 

 

There are several implications with using Kemmis and McTaggart’s model. Firstly, it requires that 

action and research occur in parallel. It is a cyclical process in which action informs, which in turn 

then shapes future action. It must be fully participatory, with those undertaking the action research 

and those who are the subject of that action research, working together to identify a pathway to 

improvement. 
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However, it is also important to acknowledge that Action Research is not without its detractors. 

Amongst other criticisms, it has been suggested that some problems being investigated are often 

more complex than they were originally assumed to be and that consequently any identified action 

for improvement is too simplistic. It is also suggested that different individuals often hold different 

perspectives on the same ‘problem’ and that without a consensus that something is ‘wrong’ to begin 

with, then ‘improvement’ cannot be achieved. It also may be the case that even where a problem 

has been identified, it is not apparent how improvement can be brought about (Fisher & Jackson 

1998).  

Yet notwithstanding these concerns, I have attempted to implement the Action Research process to 

achieve its intended purpose. 

            

 

Background to my Intervention into this subject.  

 

Many of the students in my lessons invariably want to listen to music on personal earphones while 

completing independent learning activities such as writing assignments or reading texts. Music 

appears to play an important part in the day-to-day life of most of my learners, many of whom 

evidently find it difficult to concentrate in silence.  

However, my own college imposes a policy of no music in lessons and it falls to my colleagues and 

myself to enforce that rule (Bucks College Group 2017). While this may appear trivial, it does impact 

on my teaching in two important ways. Firstly, I spend a considerable amount of time and effort 

‘policing’ this ban on music which has a knock-on effect on my lessons. Secondly, it can also have a 

detrimental effect on my relationship with my learners, who often view my attempts to enforce this 

rule as unnecessary, if not vindictive.  

Furthermore, I am aware of the existence of some academic research that suggests that listening to 

certain types of music might, in fact, be beneficial to learning. Consequently I was drawn to wonder 

whether the time an energy taken to enforce this rule is not only unnecessary but perhaps even 

counter-productive. Additionally, anecdotal evidence suggests that listening to music may actually 

help students to concentrate while learning. This goes far beyond the world of education. For 

example, most people listen to music while driving, many offices and industrial facilities allow 

employees to listen to music while they are working and it is even known for surgeons to listen to 

music while completing highly complex operations. On the face of it, then, listening to music does 

not appear to have a detrimental effect on people’s cognitive ability.  Yet within my place of 

learning, there remains managerial resistance to allowing music in the classroom.    

Many learners also state that they find music an aid to learning. They cite enhanced concentration 

due to the absence of distractions and a more relaxed and comfortable learning environment. 

However, this is anecdotal and I was mindful of the risk students being biased or disingenuous when 

responding to my questions. Students might simply enjoy listening to music and provide me with the 

answers that they believe are likely to enable them to do so.   

Equally, I was also mindful that I had to be aware of the potential for bias. I had already formed my 

own opinion on this subject and had come to see a blanket ban on listening to music as both 
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unnecessary and often counter-productive. Consequently, I had to take care be aware of the 

potential for bias and ensure that my chosen methodology allowed for this.    

 

Current academic research on the subject.  

At the outset, it must be acknowledged that there is no definitive answer as to the benefits or 

otherwise of listening to music when studying. The suggested beneficial effects of music on learning 

have been encapsulated in a theory by Dr Gordon Shaw in his so-called Mozart Effect (Child 

Development Institute 2014). This proposes that listening to classical music can enhance the 

individual’s capacity for learning. The theory grew out of research conducted in the early 1970s into 

the brain’s capacity for ‘spatial reasoning’, which is the intellectual processing used in such activities 

as solving mathematical problems or playing chess. Shaw published his theory in 1993 and, while it 

received considerable interest from the media, academic support for his theory has not been 

universal. Indeed, research by other academics has challenged his conclusions. For example, an 

article in the Independent newspaper suggested that ‘performance in tasks involving memory and 

concentration are better in a silent environment’ (Independent Print Ltd. 2016). Nevertheless, the 

article does go on to acknowledge that complete silence is often not a realistic expectation in most 

teaching environments and that music may provide a useful barrier to other background noises that 

may serve as a distraction. Certainly, at this time, there appears to be little academic consensus on 

the benefits or detriments of music when learning.    

 

Some academic studies have, nevertheless, suggested that listening to music while learning may 

have benefits. These are briefly described below:   

 Music engages areas of the brain which are concerned with paying attention and memory 

(Stanford Medicine. Baker, 2015). 

 Music enhances working memory (Betti et al, 2006).   

 Music strengthens certain brain functions that are found to be impaired in people with 

language and learning difficulties, such as neural timing precision which allows 

differentiation between speech syllables (Kraus, N. and B. Chandrasekaran (2010). 

 Music therapy was found to help American military veterans cope with trauma and recovery 

of interpersonal skills (Kaplan. R, 2013).    

 Music may have a positive effect on people suffering with epilepsy. Research concluded that 

whether listening to classical music or Jazz, there was a tendency for brain waves to 

synchronise (Priest, 2015).  

 Music was found to reduce heart rate, anxiety and blood pressure in heart patients. (Brandt, 

(2009).  

 

It must be recognised that some of the above do not offer a direct insight into the specific subject 

under consideration. I have included them, however, as they do provide a broad indication of 

potential benefits of music for the mind. Equally, it must also be said that none of the above offer 

conclusive evidence that might be cited as to the advantages of listening to music in my lessons. 

Furthermore, no firm conclusions can be drawn from existing research on either the benefits or 

disadvantages of listening to music while studying in general. Yet, I believe this Action Research still 
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has value as it has provides a ‘snapshot’ of learners’ attitudes and views towards the benefits of 

listening to music which, by extension, potentially provides opportunity to enhance my teaching 

practice in the future.  

 

 

Intention. 

 

My intention can be summaries as follows.  

 Identify a problem to be studied 
 Collect data on the problem 
 Organise, analyse, and interpret the data 
 Develop a plan to address the problem 
 Implement the plan 
 Evaluate the results of the actions taken 
 Identify a new problem 

 Repeat the process 

 

Considerations. 

 

Ethical issues  

I was aware that I might be seen to be questioning college policy. Furthermore, colleagues might feel 

that I am potentially encouraging students to disregard rules that we all spend a long time trying to 

enforce. I had no desire to alienate my colleagues. I also had to consider whether students would be 

honest and provide reliable data. Would they just want to listen to music regardless of whether it 

helps them learn?  Beyond that, there was an issue of consent.  Learners who participated in any 

trial had to be fully aware of its purpose and scope. No one would be involved in any aspect of my 

research without fully-informed consent.  However, this is not a particularly sensitive or 

controversial subject in itself and I felt that I could safely ask questions of colleagues and students 

without causing offence.  

 

Political issues  

I also had to secure the approval of my management team before undertaking the research. Having 

recently undergone a merger with another college, a great deal of emphasis has been placed on 

upholding standards. I needed to reassure my line manager that my research would be undertaken 

without undermining those rules. I had to be aware of potential concerns being raised by parents, 

who might view my research as having an adverse impact on their children’s education.     
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Confidentiality issues  

This was not a significant issue. No confidential information would be shared and no learners or staff 

who expressed an opinion would be identified. 

 

Resources required. 

No specific resources would be required as part of this research. Questionnaires would be created as 

necessary. 

 

Methodology for Data Collection. 

Data collection can be by means of either Qualitative or Quantitative research. Qualitative research 

focuses on the quality of things. It seeks to establish why a particular thing is; what is the nature of 

the issue being explored? Quantitative research, on the other hand, focuses on the quantity of 

things. It seeks to answer ‘how many’ while also identifying statistical patterns. Neither are wholly 

satisfactory methods of data collection. Qualitative research can gather the views, opinions and 

thoughts of a group but, given the subjective nature of the data obtained, it can be difficult to 

analyse effectively. Quantitative research, on the other hand, may provide detailed statistical data 

but without a ‘human’ context this can be of limited value.       

 

 

Qualitative Research 

Advantages Disadvantages 

 

Allows for the collation of in-depth detail 

Allows for the perception of participants to 

be considered (the human factor) 

Appropriate for a situation where detailed 

understanding is required. 

Events can be seen in their proper context 

 

Samples are often too small to be meaningful 

Not always consistent – different results could be 

achieved on different days with different people. 
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Quantitative  Research 

Advantages Disadvantages 

 
Statistical methods often mean that research is 
considered more reliable 
 
Allows for larger samples 
 
Appropriate for situations where 
standardisation is required 
 

Does not shed light on the full complexity of 
human experience 
 
Can reveal ‘what’ or to ‘what extent’ but not 
always ‘why’ or ‘how’ 
 
 

 

 

Therefore, at the outset, I had to decide how best to go about gathering my data. It appeared to me 

that the nature of the problem, or issue, that I was researching would require me to focus more on 

people’s thoughts, feelings and ideas, rather than simply gathering data about the number or 

quantity of a particular thing. That is not to say, of course, that the collation of statistical data would 

form no part in my research. In order to understand the current situation it was inevitable that I 

would have to ask questions of ‘how many’ or ‘how much’.  

I also understood that I would need to question people – either directly or indirectly – to find out 

what they thought. I decided that my research would best be achieved through a series of 

interviews, focus groups and questionnaires that I hoped would give me a full insight into the 

question. I was aware that each of these methods of gathering data had advantages and 

disadvantages (which I will discuss later) but they appeared the most suitable given all the 

circumstances.      

I therefore decided upon a principally Qualitative Methodology. This was principally due to the 

limitations imposed by my data set, which was relatively small. Furthermore, I was seeking to 

understand how individual respondents each experienced music as an aid to learning. I set out to 

understand each individual’s point of view and then draw conclusions from these. But, as stated 

earlier, Qualitative research would also form a significant part of the project. 

 

Timescale 

It was apparent that timescales might prove problematic if not considered carefully. I had prepared 

the bulk of my research project over the Christmas holiday with the intention of instigation my 

Action Research at the start of the spring term. However, I had to be mindful of pressures on both 

colleagues and learners who were preparing for progress tests and other assessments. Nevertheless, 

I considered this the most opportune time to undertake the research as classes had become 

established and the ‘stress’ brought on by the prospect of final exams was not upon us yet.  
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This was the first time that I had ever undertaken an Action research project and so I couldn’t be 

sure how long it would take me to complete. I gave myself a whole term to navigate the project from 

start to finish. Given that I had decided to conduct interviews with both staff and students, hold a 

series of focus groups and manage the completion and collection of questionnaires, I thought this 

was a realistic assessment of how long it would take. In the event, the data collection was finished a 

two weeks before the end of the Spring term so I had somewhat over estimated how long it would 

take – but not by much.         

 

Individual interviews. 

I decided to begin this process with a number of individual interviews. I did so with the 

understanding that ‘interviews involve a set of assumptions and understandings about the situation 

that are not normally associated with casual conversation’ (Birmingham & Wilkinson p 44). 

Interviews have the disadvantage of being relatively resource-intensive. Only one interview can be 

conducted at any one time and can last for a considerable amount of time. Furthermore, they have 

the potential to produce vast amounts of data although this may provide the interviewer with far 

more insight. 

I started by drafting my interview so had to decide how my interview would be structured. I was 

aware that three models of interview exist: the unstructured interview, the semi structured 

interview and the structured interview.  

The semi-structured and structured interview offered a number of advantages in that they allow the 

interviewer control of the questions being asked and the order in which they are asked. This helps to 

make the interview timings more predictable and they also offer an easier framework for analysis, as 

questions can be specifically framed to address particular aspects of the research question. 

However, despite these advantages I decided upon an unstructured interview. While this would 

afford me less control over the direction, timing and focus of the questioning, I felt an interview that 

allowed for a general conversation on the subject would provide the data I required. My rationale 

for this approach was that I knew all of those that I was going to interview and I was confident that 

they would share their opinions with me in an open and forthright manner (albeit I still assured all 

interviewees of their anonymity). I also felt that I was more likely to secure their cooperation if they 

did not have to ‘submit’ to an overly lengthy interview when all colleagues already have to operate 

under the pressure of time.  

I thus began the process by deciding what questions I actually wanted to ask. I took the view that my 

questioning needed to focus on two simple issues; did they allow learners to listen to music in the 

class and, if they did so, did they believe that it was beneficial, harmful or neither. Contextual 

questions were used to establish whether the type of learning undertaken or the music listened to 

might have an impact on the data collected. The subject under discussion was familiar to all those 

being interviewed so there no complicated or ambiguous questions that required explanation. 

I selected my interview group in order that it would be representative. I would have liked to include 

a broader range of curriculum areas but, to a certain extent, I had to make do with staff who were 

available and – who I felt – would offer me a true overview of the current situation.              

I sought to establish why my college had adopted a stated policy of not listening to music in the 

classroom. I could find no published justification for this decision within any college literature.   
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I, therefore, conducted an interview with the Head of English to seek clarification on the college’s 

continued insistence on enforcement of this rule. Again, no cogent reason for the requirement was 

apparent. All that can be said is that it is evidently a long-standing regulation for which any original 

justification has been lost.  

Further interviews were also conducted with other colleagues. Five teaching staff (two with 

managerial responsibility) discussed their views on listening to music in lessons and their opinion as 

to whether they believed any benefits from doing so were identifiable. These staff all had, what 

might best be described as, a ‘relaxed attitude’ to music I the classroom. All appeared to take the 

view that allowing learners to occasionally listen to music during the lesson did facilitate greater 

levels of focus from those students. It was striking that colleagues were admitting to ‘secretly’ 

flouting college rules in order to make their teaching more effective. I was particularly struck that 

even those with managerial responsibility were prepared to do so, albeit surreptitiously.  

A curious exception was the ‘ESOL’ teacher who stated that none of her students ever asked to listen 

to music and this did not appear to have a negative impact on their learning. She speculated that this 

was because they are generally older learners who, having paid to complete their course, were likely 

to have higher levels of self-motivation and personal-responsibility than the more typical students 

learning at an FE college.        

         

 

Key: Blue = Does not allow students to listen to music  

        Green = Allows students to listen to music 

 

 

 

Interviews: teaching staff's attidues to music in lessons.  

1st Qtr 2nd Qtr
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The interview process showed that these teachers tended to pay ‘lip service’ to the ban. This was 

explored in greater detail in the subsequent surveys, but it was revealing that over 80% of the 

teachers interviewed were not supportive of a ban on music in lessons.  

 

 

Focus Group discussions. 

I decided that the next phase of my data-gathering would be by means of a series of Focus Groups. I 

chose this method as being the most suitable means of instigating the process with learners. I also 

intended to progress to using questionnaires with learners and I believed that one of the advantages 

of holding Focus Groups was that it would help me to frame my questions for that area of data 

collection. 

It was my intention to engage all my learners in a series of Focus Groups to obtain the desired level 

of qualitative data. This had the advantage of ensuring that my groups were fully representative and 

(from my own earlier observation and experience) I knew that I could safely assume that all my 

students had an interest on the subject of the research. Again, I informed all participants that their 

participation was voluntary and that their anonymity would be respected. It was interesting that no 

one stated that they did not wish to participate.  

By using Focus Groups I hoped to facilitate an open discussion that would elicit an honest exchange 

of views from which I could draw the desired data. Having researched the supposed benefits of using 

Focus Groups, it was my hope that I could achieve the following benefits: 

 Synergy. This comes about when the group combines to produce a wider range of thoughts, 

understanding and information than is likely to be achieved through one-to-one interviews. 

 Snowballing. This occurs when a comment by one member of the Focus Group leads to a 

chain of responses that may provide new perspectives on the subject. 

 Stimulation. Where the group-setting acting as an incentive for fuller participation. 

 Security. The group setting gives all participants a sense of safety, where views can be 

expressed openly and freely. 

 Spontaneity. The group allows for unrestricted participation. Members are not constrained 

to simply answer questions put to them.    

(Birmingham & Wilkinson p 92).    

I did also consider the potential disadvantages to Focus Groups, namely that the dynamics of the 

group might affect the data collected – with stronger, more assertive individuals dominating 

discussion and effectively forcing their own views on the rest of the group. I was also aware that 

some participants might seek to ‘please’ me by offering me a view that they thought I wanted to 

hear. Equally, some learners might also seek to ‘please’ other learners in the group by agreeing with 

them for any number of reasons. However, notwithstanding all these reservations, I decided to 

proceed with this method of data collection, reasonably confident that I could manage any potential 

complications.    

Again, I had to ensure that I explored the subject from my learners’ point of view and did not ‘colour’ 

the discussion with my own views and with that in mind I conducted a discussion with all my classes. 

In total, sixty four students were present over seven separate classes. Each discussion lasted about 
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twenty minutes (depending on other demands) and took place in a classroom setting. As stated, 

students were informed that they were under no obligation to express a view although participation 

was generally good. Indeed, many leaners were particularly vocal on the subject.  The discussions 

were un-formulated and largely student-led. Each group was asked to consider and comment upon 

the issue of listening to music and whether it was believed to be an aid or barrier to learning or, 

indeed, made no difference.  Comments were collated (a sample shown below). 

Of course, these responses are purely anecdotal. Furthermore, I was also mindful that peer pressure 

might have an impact on the views expressed; with students opposed to listening to music perhaps 

being reluctant to express that view publically.  But what is apparent is that is that gender, age, 

subject studied or the existence of an identified learning difficulty did not appear to influence views. 

At the outset of each focus group I asked those present to consider two questions: ‘Can music help 

me to learn?’ and ‘is the college right to ban music in classrooms?’ 

These comments are a reflection of all of those that were made:  

Some learners felt that music helped them to think:  

 ‘I don’t see the problem. It helps me think. I listen to music all the time at home’. (Female ICT 

student. 17yrs).  

Some learners felt that music helped them to relax: 

 ‘I like to listen to music when I’m reading. Nothing too heavy…just something to help me 

relax into it’ (Female business student. 18yrs). 

Others were largely indifferent to music: 

 ‘I don’t really care. [Music] is a big part of my world but I don’t think it really makes any 

difference to what I can learn. But it doesn’t interfere either. (Male Performing Arts student. 

17yrs).  

Some learners identified the nature of the task they were completing as being the most significant 

factor:    

 ‘I think it depends on the type of work we are doing. Something straight forward – then no 

problem. But anything complicated and it might get in the way’. (Female ICT student. 18yrs). 

 

 

Some learners considered the type of music being listened to as the most important feature: 

 ‘The music you listen to can make a difference. I like [to listen to] something fairly easy. But 

lyrics that make you think can be a distraction. Sometimes you can end up listening to the 

lyrics rather than thinking about what you should be doing’. (Male Music student. 18yrs).  

Some learners were struck by the lack of any apparent justification for the ban: 

 ‘I just don’t get the ban. I listen to music when I do my homework or assignments – and 

that’s fine. My marks are just as good. I do the same work here and it’s no music allowed’. 

(Male ICT student 17yrs).  



PHILIP BURKE 
5. ACTION RESEARCH STUDY (AR). T/503/5380 

 

Page 12 of 28 
 

Some learners, however, speculated on the potential pitfalls of listening to music in the classroom:  

 ‘[The prohibition on music] could be a good thing. I think some people don’t know when to 

stop. They would probably just listen to music all day if they could and not bother with any 

work at all’. (Female Business student. 18yrs).   

Some saw the practical difficulties that might arise: 

 ‘The problem can be you don’t just listen to your own music. Some people play it too loud 

and then you get the worst of both worlds’ (Male Media student. 16yrs.) 

Or the practical benefits: 

 ‘It would probably stop a lot of talking. People talk because they don’t like silence. Give them 

something to listen to’ (Male Performing Arts student. 18yrs).   

For others, there was just a plea for independence:   

 ‘Just trust us to know what’s best for us’. (Male Business student. 18yrs).    

Many of the issues raised by these learners have been addressed in research by Keuper-Tetzel who 

suggested that learners did indeed tend to perform better in assessments when they had studied 

while listening to music (Listening to Music While Studying 2014). Her study also considered some of 

the issues that were alluded to in my Focus Groups. She examined how personality traits might 

affect performance in different cogitative tasks, arguing that introverts were more affected by music 

while extroverts were less so. She also considered the nature of the work being completed and drew 

a distinction between verbal reasoning and abstract perceptual reasoning. Furthermore, she 

speculated that any enhanced performance might simply be due to music putting people into a good 

mood and thereby making them more amenable to learning (Arousal-Emotion Mood-Activation 

Hypothesis).  

While these issues were reflected within the responses that I received, my own research did not 

allow me to explore them in detail.  As can be seen, the majority of those participating were not 

supportive of the ban on music. With the exception of those students who raised some concern 

about the potential distraction that music might prove for some learners, there was near-complete 

consensus that music could be listened to and either be of benefit to the learner or at least not be 

detrimental to them. On the face of it, there appears to be no body of opinion amongst learners that 

supports a ban on listening to music in classes. This data is significant because it has been drawn 

from those who are, arguably, most affected by the ban and best placed to determine whether it can 

be justified. The data can, of course, be distorted. It is possible that, despite my best efforts, the 

sample is not representative. It might be that those with the greatest interest in the subject made 

themselves available for the group because it afforded them an opportunity to potentially have 

influence over a college policy that impacted upon them. It must also be acknowledged that other 

learners with equally valid opinions might have chosen not to participate in the study. However, if 

taken at face value, the data does reveal that most learners do not support the ban on listening to 

music and do not accept that listening to music is to the detriment of their learning.          
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Surveys/Questionnaires. 

Having gathered data through interviews and Focus Groups I wanted to seek it additional data via 

means of a survey. This took the form of two questionnaires – one for teaching staff [Appendix 1] 

and the other for learners [Appendix 2]. I decided that this would be a relatively simple way of 

gathering the views of a relatively large number of individuals, within a reasonable timeframe while 

also enabling me to ensure consistency across different groups. I also took the view (perhaps 

naively) that questionnaires would be relatively easy to draft and relatively easy to interpret once 

completed.  

However, when I set out to draft my questionnaires I found it rather harder to compose questions 

than I had first anticipated. Nevertheless, I wrote a number of questions for ‘group-administered 

questionnaires’, which are used to gather data from a group of respondents who can naturally be 

brought together - and this particularly lent itself to the circumstances of my data collection.  

I then had to consider what type of questions I would ask. I could utilise closed questions, multiple 

choice questions open-ended questions. 

I decided to use a combination of all three, as this appeared the most effective means of securing all 

the desired data. I knew that my questionnaire had to be succinct, as many learners would not 

necessarily be prepared to spend much time on it and even the teaching staff would be unlikely to 

take the trouble to complete an overly-long series of questions. I therefore aimed to produce a 

questionnaire that would take no more than about 10 minutes to complete. I was aware that this 
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was rather shorter than many questionnaires, but I was satisfied that I could gather sufficient data 

with relatively short surveys given the nature of the intended data collection.  

I subsequently asked each of my students to complete a short survey.  A total of 35 surveys were 

returned of which 29 were completed to a useful standard.   

As described, these consisted of a series of questions about listening to music in lessons. Students 

were asked to answer a number of questions that were either multiple choice or required a short 

response. There was also an opportunity for those completing the survey to write a slightly longer 

answer offering any additional thoughts on the subject that they might have.  Perhaps not 

surprisingly, the views expressed did not differ greater from those offered in the earlier group 

discussions, with most students reiterating their support for music in the classroom. 

I also asked 20 members of the teaching staff to complete their own brief survey on their attitudes 

to learners listening to music in their lessons. The teaching staff surveyed were drawn from 5 

different areas (English, maths, music, business and ESOL).  It was necessary to take care that no 

unintended bias was present in any of the questions that might pre-determine answers given.  

Of the 19 replies received there was a general consensus that listening to music – if managed 

effectively – could be of benefit in terms of enhanced concentration and focus. However, there was 

also some concern expressed that the genre of music involved may not be appropriate and that 

volume might be an issue. Staff were asked to indicate by ticking boxes whether they agreed with 

the ban on music in the classroom. The question: ‘do you support the college ban on listening to 

music in lessons?’ was perhaps the most illuminating as only two specifically supported the ban. 

Reasons tended to be either that they believed that listening to music aided learning or that 

enforcing the ban was an added burden for teaching staff. Staff were also asked to provide any 

additional comment if they so wished.   
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A sample of comments included: 

Some teachers opposed the ban on music for educational reasons. 

 I think most of my students do better when they listen [to music]. 

 In my experience, students tend to produce better work when they listen to music. 

 I believe that it aids concentration and focus. 

Some teachers were completely opposed to the ban on music on practical grounds: 

 ‘I have no concerns at all about music. I think the management are just making a rod for 

their own backs by trying to ban it. They’re not the ones who have to enforce it’.  

 ‘I take the view that it’s my classroom, my rules. I know what works best for my students’. 

Some teachers did have some reservations: 

 ‘It has to depend on the work being done at the time. If I’m speaking then I expect [students] 

to listen to what’s being said’.          

 ‘Can be too loud. Might not be appropriate’.  

 

 

 

It is interesting that teachers who expressed a view did so on the basis of personal experience. While 

this is wholly subjective, it should not be dismissed. Despite the majority of teachers in my 

establishment either viewing the listening to music as being benign or positively beneficial to learner 

outcomes, this view was not necessarily supported by other academic studies. This is illustrated by 

one study that apparently found that: 

1. Students who revised in quiet environments performed more than 60% better in an exam 

than their peers who revised while listening to music with lyrics. 

2. Students who revised while listening to music without lyrics did better than those who had 

revised to music with lyrics. 

3. It made no difference if students revised listening to songs they liked or disliked. Both led to 

a reduction in their test performance. 

4. Students who revised in silence rated their environment as less distracting and accurately 

predicted that this would lead to better performances in subsequent tests (Brice 2017).  

Furthermore, another study also questions the wisdom of allowing students to listen to music. This 

relates to 133 Taiwanese students who performed a reading comprehension task while listening to 

either light classical music, hip hop or no music at all. Students who performed the reading task in 

silence performed the highest of all (Brice 2017). 

This study also identified volume as being a significant factor – something that I had not considered 

at the start of the Research Project. It suggested that the louder the music the worse the cognitive 

performance.  
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At this point in my study I was bound to reflect on why both students and teachers at my institution 

were broadly in favour of listening to music while academic opinion was wholly inconclusive.  

I am bound to speculate that there might be significant differences between my own learners and 

those who participated in these studies. Cultural differences, career expectations or attitudes to 

learning may all affect opinion on this matter.                  

 

Organise, analyse and interpret the data. 

Having completed my research, I found that I was in possession of a large amount of data, some of 

which appeared rather confusing. I was aware that there are two principal systems that can be 

adopted when analysing Qualitative research; the Deductive Approach and the Inductive Approach.   

The Deductive Approach relies upon analysing data on a structure pre-determined by the 

researcher, while the Inductive Approach is not based on a researcher-led structure. 

All the evidence gathered in relation to my own educational institution was anecdotal in nature. This 

was an unavoidable consequence of the problem being addressed. Within my institution there is no 

conclusive proof as to the potential advantages or disadvantages of listening to music while learning. 

However, notwithstanding the anecdotal nature of the data obtained, it still had value as an 

overview of educators’ and learners’ attitudes and opinions formed over a (sometimes significant) 

period of time working in a classroom environment. Again, it was interesting that the age, gender 

and ethnic origin of both students and staff had no apparent influence on the answers provided.             

 

Testing the data that I had obtained from interviews, surveys and focus groups 

 

My intention was to test how listening to music might impact on learning. In as much as 

circumstances permitted, I sought to engage learners in a series of similar tasks during which they 

were either listening to or not listening to music. Again, I could not claim that the tests devised were 

in any way scientific, but I was confident that, if conducted under controlled conditions, they would 

provide an insight into the question. 

I wanted to measure whether: 

 Listening to music was of benefit to my students or not.  

 Listening to music affected levels of concentration and motivation or not. 

 Listening to music affected behaviour or not. 

 Listening to music affected levels of attainment or not.  

 

I began by tasking a group of fifteen students with completing a comprehension activity. The task 

was selected because it required learners to work for an extended period independently. Students 

had to read an extract and then answer a series of questions on it without input from the teacher.  

All students were aware of the research being undertaken and had consented to take part.  

 The group was of mixed ability and from different core disciplines.  
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 None of the sample group had any identified learning difficulties. 

 There were no personal issues (that I was aware of) that might affect the outcome. 

 A few of the students selected had exhibited behavioural difficulties in the past. 

 There was a full range of preferred ‘learning styles’ amongst the group.    

On the first occasion on which this group undertook the task, the ‘no-music’ rule was strictly 

enforced. The task was completed and the work assessed. The work was of a standard to be 

expected from the group. 

The group’s apparent level of motivation was also assessed throughout the task (in as far as was 

possible). While there were no significant moments of poor behaviour, it was seen that some 

students had a tendency to either ‘drift’ or engage in conversations with their peers. This occasional 

lack of focus is fairly typical of students at my place of learning. 

At the completion of the task, I asked students to reflect on whether the absence of music might 

have impacted upon their capacity to concentrate, behave and absorb learning. Of the fifteen 

students, nine stated that the absence of music had had an adverse effect on their ability to learn. 

None, however, were able to fully articulate why that might be. Many stated that music simply 

helped them to learn or that, conversely, silence created an environment that was hostile to 

learning. I had, of course, again to be mindful that students were aware of the nature of my research 

and that they might seek to skew the result in favour of listening to music as their own preference. 

Such bias – if it existed – had to be guarded against. 
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I followed this trial with another. This involved the same group of students undertaking a similar 

piece of work, but on occasion they were permitted to listen to music of their choice. The second 

test was undertaken in as near-as-possible identical circumstances to the first. The same classroom 

was used at the same time of day. The work was again a standard item of comprehension of the 

same level of difficulty as in the first test.  

Again, levels of concentration were assessed throughout the period of the test. It was observed that 

students listening to music did not engage in conversations with their peers (which was no great 

surprise given that they were wearing headphones and listening to music). It was, however, noted 

that students appeared to work at a slightly faster rate and seemed less distracted than in the earlier 

test. At the end of the test, the learners’ work was marked to see if there was any discernible 

improvement in the standard achieved.  

It was seen that there was no apparent enhancement in attainment achieved. This was interesting 

because students had appeared more engaged in the task than in the earlier test. Some learners did 

appear to have increased the amount of work completed within the timeframe of the test, but this 

was not conclusive and could not necessarily be attributed to the presence of music. 

Students were asked what type of music they had listened to see whether this might influence the 

outcome of the test. All had listened to music with lyrics. None had listened to classical music, which 

might have offered an insight into the validity of the so-called Mozart Effect that was discussed 

earlier. I was not overly concerned by this, as I was seeking to establish how the music that my 

students would want to listen to might impact on their learning. 

Learners’ individual preferred ‘learning styles’ did not appear to influence whether or not learners 

found listening to music of benefit. I also considered the extent to which the subject being studied 

might affect the outcome. As a teacher of English, there is a danger that by only considering that 

area of specialism in my research, I might fail to gather a broader range of evidence.  

It was also necessary that I repeat the process as part of the Action Research cycle. Therefore, 

having had an opportunity to reflect on the data obtained thus far, I sought to replicate the test with 

students studying maths. This required the support and cooperation of colleagues in that 

department, although this was obtained without much difficulty. As far as possible, the two tests 

followed a similar pattern to those undertaken in English. A group of eleven students agreed to 

undertake the task. Again, the same room was used, at the same time on consecutive weeks. As with 

the tests in English, there was no apparent improvement in performance whether music was 

listened to or not. Yet again, all students chose to listen to music with lyrics (albeit of various genres) 

which, while not conclusive, might suggest that listening to songs rather than simple music, might 

not be as beneficial. But that remains purely speculative. 

However, there was a tendency for slightly more work to be completed. This, again, raises the 

possibility that listening to any music in these circumstances cannot necessarily be relied upon to 

improve performance but might be a useful aid to keeping students focused on the task.  

 

Therefore, the data obtained from interviews, surveys, focus groups and lesson observation offers 

both qualitative and quantitative data that can be summarised as follows: 
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 No member of the teaching staff with managerial responsibility could justify the ban on 

listening to music.  

 80% of interviewed teaching staff already permit music in their lessons. 

 85% of learners wanted to listen to music in lessons. 

 15% of learners either did not want to listen to music in lessons or were indifferent. 

 However, when tested, there was no apparent tangible benefit to learning and in the first 

trial only 60% of learners actually believed that music was helpful to their learning but were 

unable to specify precisely why that might be.    

In addition, it can also be stated that: 

 There is no empirical evidence to support the view that listening to music can improve 

learning. 

 There is empirical evidence to suggest that listening to music may have a positive impact on 

classroom behaviour.  

 There is no empirical evidence to suggest that any particular genre of music is more 

beneficial than any other. 

 There is no empirical evidence to suggest that a learner’s ‘preferred learning style’ will 

determine whether or not they find listening to music helpful.     

On reflection, there may also be a potential problem with allowing students to listen to music when 

completing work; the impact on their performance in examinations. By their very nature 

examinations have to be undertaken in silence. If learners were to become conditioned to listening 

to music while working but were then denied access to music in examinations that might prove to 

their detriment.         

In some respects, my research has been rather inconclusive. At the start of the process I had hoped 

that I might identify tangible evidence that offers an insight into the issue of listening to music as a 

study aid. Yet nothing has been revealed that allows me to state irrefutably that music is either 

beneficial or harmful to students when learning. However, the anecdotal evidence does appear to 

suggest that music can at least act as a barrier to distractions and an aid to concentration in some 

students.                         

 

Acting on my findings. 

 

It is important that this research serves to enhance my own teaching practice. On its completion, I 

briefed my line manager to inform her of my conclusions and suggesting that the college might wish 

to review its current policy on the subject. I have yet to receive a definite response. I do, however, 

intend to make use of music in my own lessons, when befits the circumstances. And while I remain 

committed to upholding college policy, I am also bound to do my best for my students and I consider 

my ultimate responsibility is to help them to learn – and I believe listening to music in appropriate 

circumstances has the potential to help them do so.    

I have, therefore, adapted my own teaching practice as a result of my research. While being mindful 

of college policy and rules, I have seen the potential benefits that may arise from allowing students 

to listen to music. I am satisfied that music does have a role to play in the classroom, with benefits 
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for concentration and classroom discipline.  However, it has to be used like any other resource; only 

if appropriate to the task and only in such a way as to facilitate learning.  

It seems strange that, like so many of my colleagues mentioned earlier, I will make use of music as 

an aid to learning, but will do so in direct contravention of a college policy. It is, perhaps, stranger 

still that that policy has been adopted and maintained by my place of learning without any apparent 

tangible justification for doing so.   

 

My Recommendations 

I have made the following recommendations to my own line manager and asked that consideration 

be given to permitting learners to listen to music as an aid to learning and behaviour management, 

subject to appropriate conditions.    

 

1. Allow students to listen to music when appropriate to the learning taking place (i.e. 
independent study rather than work that involves interaction with others). 

2. The use of music should be confined to personal headphones. 
3. Music with lyrics should be discouraged in favour of music without.  
4. The music permitted should be appropriate; it should reflect norms of acceptable behaviour. 

The college should explicitly prohibit any music that is violent, racist, misogynistic or 
homophobic in nature or music that is not compatible with ‘British Values’.  

5. Volume should be monitored to ensure that it does not distract other learners or inhibit any 
student’s own learning.     

6. Teachers should be trusted to use their judgement about if and when music should be 
utilised in lessons. This would simply reflect a reality that already exists in many classrooms. 

7. College policy should be amended to reflect these new arrangements. 
 

 

 

 

Evaluating my own practice in relation to Action Research 

This was the first occasion on which I had ever undertaken Action Research and, on reflection, I can 

see that it was not without difficulties.  

I feel that despite a considerable amount of work, I have not necessarily been able to draw out any 

concrete evidence to answer the question that I first posed. I rather under-estimated the complexity 

of that question and found that as I followed the cycle of Planning, Acting, Observing and Reflecting 

it was apparent that each stage had its own challenges.     

Planning: I should have considered the question more fully. I can now see that it did not lend itself to 

a simple answer and that the time and resources required were rather more than I had anticipated. 

Action: Initially, I failed to fully understand the methodology to be used. It has taken a degree of trial 

and error to overcome this, although I now feel confident that if I were to complete a similar project 

in future that I would now be far more experienced and effective in gathering data. 
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Observation: The evaluation of data initially proved challenging. It was not always clear to me how 

to ‘read’ the data that I had obtained or what weight to give it. However, again, I feel that having 

now completed this process for the first time, I would be much better placed to do so again.  

Reflection: the real challenge for me now is to use my findings to ensure change for improvement. 

However, in addition to absorbing all of this into my own practice, I also need to ensure that the 

lessons learned from this project have a wider application than just my own practice.      

 

Looking Forward 

Finally, I intend to improve my own skills in Action Research in subsequent projects. For example, I 

am keen to explore the benefits of teaching basic spelling, punctuation and grammar to adult 

learners. I feel that there is insufficient ‘energy’ applied to this and many adults lack these basic 

skills. I would be very interested to find out how this might affect not only vocational opportunities 

but also other areas of their lives- and how this might be addressed.             
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Appendix 1 

 

 

Staff Questionnaire 

 

I am undertaking an Action Research project as part of my studies for a Diploma in Education and 

Training.  

The project is intended to gather the views of both the teaching staff and learners at this college on 

the subject of allowing students to listen to music when studying. To do this, a short questionnaire 

has been developed, which I attach. I would be very grateful if you would answer the following 

questions and then return the questionnaire to the English & maths staffroom (B109) via the internal 

post.  

The information you provide will be collated with that of other teaching staff and used to explore 

whether college policy on listening to music is supported by teachers.    

The questionnaire should take no more than 10 minutes to complete and is only for use in my 

research project. It is confidential, so I won’t disclose your views to anyone else within the college.  

Thank you very much for your time. 

Phil Burke 

English Lecturer 

B109.  

 

 

 

 

1. Do you allow students to listen to music in your lessons?    

 

Yes                                                    No                                   Sometimes 

 

 

 

2. If so, do you set parameters when music can be listened to? For example, when working 

independently. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
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……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

 

3. If you do allow learners to listen to music, do you have any informal rules about the type of music 

listened to (Genre, lyrics etc.?) 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

4. What effect do you feel that music has on learners’ concentration? 

None                                                   Some                                            A lot 

 

 

 

5. If you answered ‘some’ or ‘a lot’, can you say how?       

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

6.  What effect do you feel that music can have on student behaviour? 

None                                             Some                                                    A lot 

 

 

 

7. If you answered ‘some’ or ‘a lot’, can you say how? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
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……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

8. If you do not allow students to listen to music, how much time do you usually spend enforcing the 

ban? 

 

A small part of the lesson                   A large part of the lesson                       Most of the lesson  

 

 

 

9. Is there anything else that you would like to add about listening to music in lessons?  

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………   
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Appendix 2 

 

 

Student Questionnaire 

 

This short questionnaire is intended to gather information on your views about listening to music in 

lessons. I would like to know your views because I feel it is important that we listen to the opinions 

of students when deciding what rules should be applied in lessons.  

You are under no obligation to complete this questionnaire, but I hope that you will and it should 

only take about 10 minutes.  

Please take it seriously as your answers will form the basis of a research project which may have an 

impact on college policy. 

It is confidential and anonymous, so please don’t put your name on the paper. I will, however, ask 

you to reveal your course of study and gender. This isn’t to identify you, but it will help me to make 

sense of the information you provide.    

When you have completed the form please return it to Phil Burke in B109.    

Thank you very much for your time. 

 

 

 

 

1. What is your main course of study? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

 

2. What is your gender?                         Male                                       Female 

 

 

3. How old are you?                                ……………………………………………………….. 
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4. Does your tutor allow you to listen to music in lessons?    Yes                        No 

 

 

 

5. If you answered ‘No’, would you like to listen to music in class?      

                Yes                  No Don’t mind 

 

 

6. Please say why. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

7. If you answered ‘Yes’ to question 4, please say why you like to listen to music in lessons. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

 

8. Does music help you to concentrate? 

 

Yes                               No    

 

 

 

9. If you do listen to music in class, what type of music do you like to listen to? Does it have 

lyrics?  
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……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

10. Is there anything else you would like to say about the college policy on listening to music 

when studying? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


