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What would it look like in a school?

When it comes to relaxed and happy states, would it be enough to have 9-13 minutes of 
music on in the classroom in the morning or across the school speaker? According to 
this study, that approach may not work because the musical dose is passive rather than 
deliberate. It would be like looking at the pill rather than swallowing the pill. To achieve 
the relaxed or happy states, students would need to focus their energies on listening, and 
this would probably include remaining physically still. When I think of the mindfulness 
programs in schools, this research may support what those programs aim to achieve, just 
through the use of music.

When it comes to focusing, the research 
got me thinking about the individual 
experience of a student in a group 
learning environment. The study found 
that 32% of participants use music to 
concentrate, while 68% said they did not. 
When I look at a class of 30 students, 
this could mean that 10 of them find that 
music helps them concentrate, and 20 of 
them find it doesn’t. This would change 
my thinking about putting on music in the 
background when I was asking them to 
focus because, according to this research, 
I would not be helping two-thirds of the 
students.

How could we manage these differences 
in a single classroom? In a high school, 
we may have the option of students 
self-selecting their musical dose for the given task, and if they are available, then using 
their own devices to select and play the music that helps them focus. Similarly, using 
headphones without music playing to dampen the environmental noise may heighten the 
level of focus some students can achieve.

In a primary or elementary classroom, this type of self-selection might need some more 

How much music is enough?
You might say there is never enough music in our daily experiences. But the question 
is, what type of music is enough, and what impact does it have on our mood and 
productivity?

Take a typical day and list all the times you hear music, whether you like it or not. It 
might start on the news in the morning. It might be playing in the car or through your 
headphones on your commute to work. Your workplace might be playing music in the 
background, and if you are a music teacher, it may very much be in the foreground. Many 
schools have replaced their bells with music. You might listen to music while you are on 
hold, in an assembly or a mass, back in the car again, at home, in a mall, etc. Basically, with 
the advent of non-live music, we are surrounded by music every day.

Here is the thing – how much of that music do 
we listen to deliberately? And do we choose 
it with a specific productivity or emotional 
outcome in mind? The answer is usually no, and 
in a world that is just getting noisier and noisier, 
the need for silence may well be increasing.

The Musical Daily Allowance

The featured study in this reading looks at how 
we use music to alter our mood, how long we 
need to listen to music for to achieve those 
states and what type of music it tends to be. 
This study has a large participant group of 
7581 with an almost 50/50 split for females and 
males. The participants were adults and they 
self-reported on a large number of factors – this 
included the amount of music listening time 
they needed to achieve the feeling of being 
relaxed, happy, focused, or a release of sadness.

As a teacher, I looked at this research and 
wondered how it might inform my teaching and 
be applied in a classroom. Firstly, I wondered 
if the time factors (13 minutes for relaxation, 
sadness and focus, and 9 minutes for happy) 
would be the same, shorter or longer for 
children, considering the research was done 
on adults. I believe it would be shorter as I find 
the impact of music on children, both young 
children and teenagers, is remarkably quick.

The second thing I looked at was which of the 
four major findings might apply in a teaching 
environment, especially in a group learning 
environment. For me, the ability to get my 
students to relax and feel happy would probably 

lead to more effective learning, especially when introducing new concepts that might 
be challenging. The ability for them to focus effectively will improve those periods in my 
lessons where they are completing a task, working independently or researching a topic. 
The only one of the findings I did not think would be beneficial in a classroom or group 
learning environment would be releasing sadness. To me, this feels like a more individual 
application, or possibly a one-off experience if a significantly traumatic event occurred 
within the school environment or community.

In a world where it is now quite hard to escape music, we may need to be 
more deliberate and conscious of both how music impacts our mood and 

learning and how students will respond differently to music.

Image source: Using Music as Medicine – Finding the optimum music listening ‘dosage’ An excerpt of a study by Lyz Cooper MA, MSc.
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How much music is enough?

Read More

Using Music as Medicine – Finding the optimum music listening ‘dosage’ An excerpt of a study by Lyz Cooper MA, MSc.

Kraus, N., & White-Schwoch, T. (2020). The Argument 
for Music Education. American Scientist.

“Music training sets 
up children’s brains 
to make them better 
learners by enhancing 
both sound and 
processing in the 
brain and cognition.”

creative thinking. Zoned areas for listening with headphones or quiet spaces are common 
in classrooms and may be utilised more deliberately to enhance the productivity and 
mood of the students. This would be even more effective if teachers worked with their 
students to have a vocabulary for sound and how sound made them feel and learn.

This research helps us think more deliberately about music. In a world where it is now 
quite hard to escape music, we may need to be more deliberate and conscious of both 
how music impacts our mood and learning and how students will respond differently to 
music. As music teachers, this may help us help our colleagues to be more aware of the 
sound environments they allow or encourage in their classrooms, and how sound and 
music can affect, positively and negatively, on student outcomes. It is vital to remember 
that musically trained people are more aware, attuned and affected by sound. We must 
always remind ourselves that the person in the next car, the next classroom or the next 
table will be experiencing their sound environment differently to you. What an amazing 
difference to explore!

https://biggerbetterbrains.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Deezer_Using-Music-as-Medicine-%E2%80%93-finding-the-optimum-music-listening-%E2%80%98dosage%E2%80%99.pdf
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How much music is enough?

1. Which of the four outcomes in the study do you agree and disagree with? Why?
2. Write down your thoughts on the musical descriptions under each outcome?

• Happy – We found that 9 minutes was the optimum time required to feed the 
soul and be uplifting. Music with a driving rhythm, fast tempo and happy lyrical 
content worked best.

• Focus – Our research showed that 13 minutes was the optimum time for those 
using music to concentrate. The majority of people used classic music with a 
slow tempo or ambient music with no lyrics.

3. Keep a “music in my world” log for just one day. When do you hear music, when do 
you choose or select music to actively listen to, what types of music do you hear and 
what are your reactions to that music?

Find a colleague, friend or family member that has very different music choices to you. 
Discuss your answers to the descriptors above and write down the major differences 
between your experiences and uses of music.

Personal Brain Buzz Experiment Time
Professional Reflection • Part 1
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How much of your student’s music dosage is passive and how much is active? When your 
students actively choose to listen to music, what are the thought processes behind their 
decisions? How do they describe the way music changes their mood and productivity?

Select one of the four outcomes from the study (relax, focus, release sadness, happy) and 
design how you can provide the same daily dose of music (with the same characteristics) 
for your students.
Continue the exposure for one week and record any changes in behaviour or productivity 
that you observe and get your students to record any changes in physiological response, 
productivity or behaviour.

After completing this professional reflection, write at least two questions you have about 
this topic.

Teaching Brain Buzz Experiment Time

Questioning Brain Buzz

Professional Reflection • Part 2
How much music is enough?
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