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The Effectiveness of Using Songs for Teaching Foreign Languages

to Young Learners: A Systematic Review.

Purpose

With the growing worldwide trend for teaching young children foreign languages (Graddol,
2006; Garton, Copland & Burns, 2011; Holmes & Myles, 2019; Murphy, 2014), teachers of
young language learners (YLL) seek effective resources that are age- and stage-appropriate
and create a positive classroom atmosphere (Garton et al., 2011). Songs are popular
resources with YLL teachers (Garton et al., 2011; Linse, 2006; Sevik, 2011) who express a
strong intuition that songs fulfil a multitude of pedagogical purposes including
memorisation of vocabulary, improving pronunciation, laying the foundations of
grammatical knowledge, supporting classroom routines and behaviour management, and
motivating learners (Davanellos, 1999; Forster, 2006; Hamilton & Murphy, 2023; Paquette &
Rieg, 2008; Saricoban & Metin, 2000; Schoepp, 2001; Walker, 2006). There is, however,
little empirical substance to the justification for using songs with YLL according to recent,
non-systematic theoretical and evidence reviews (Davis, 2017; Degrave, 2019; Engh, 2013;
Sposet, 2008; Werner, 2020). To map and understand the current research landscape, this
systematic review synthesises and critically interprets the empirical research investigating
the influence of using songs as pedagogical tools on linguistic outcomes of children (from
2-18 years) learning non-native languages in formal education. We present a narrative
synthesis of the 61 studies that investigate linguistic outcomes (namely vocabulary,
grammar, speaking, listening, reading and writing), offering an overview of what has been

learned thus far and suggesting future areas for exploration.

Theoretical framework

Teachers require little theoretical justification for using songs with YLL because they are
ubiquitous in language classrooms (Garton et al., 2011). However, besides the musical and
social benefits of singing together, claims are made about the putative linguistic benefits of
singing in YLL classrooms (Davanellos, 1999; Fonseca Mora, 2000; Forster, 2006; Paquette
& Rieg, 2008) that lean on unsteady theoretical foundations mischaracterised as strong
evidence of songs’ effectiveness. Recent reviews found scant theoretical grounding for
practitioners’ belief in songs’ effectiveness (Degrave, 2019; Engh, 2013). It is incumbent on
researchers to frame theoretically motivated research questions, rather than setting out to
prove that songs ‘work’ based on intuition. We propose that two popular theoretical refrains

— (1) the mnemonic ‘din’ (Krashen, 1983) and ‘song stuck in my head’ (SSIMH; Murphey,



1990) hypotheses; and (2) aligning pedagogy with students’ learning styles and musical
intelligence (Fonseca Mora, 2000; Avila, 2016) — lack substantial and reliable empirical
evidence (Coffield, Moseley, Hall & Ecclestone, 2004; Schulkind, 2009; Waterhouse, 2006)
and that researchers should seek alternative theoretical foundations.

More promisingly, the prosodic bootstrapping hypothesis, an L1 acquisition theory,
presents empirically supported ground for future research into how songs influence L2
acquisition. Prosody represents infants’ first encounter with linguistic input in utero (see
review of evidence in Gervain, Christophe, & Mazuka, 2020). According to the prosodic
bootstrapping hypothesis (Gleitman, 1990; Morgan & Demuth, 1996), prosody scaffolds
language learning, helping children parse input through the prosody-based prominence of
content words (nouns/verbs) and mapping these onto salient visual objects, assisting
acquisition of L1 lexical and morphosyntactic features. There is evidence that prosodic
bootstrapping plays a role in L2 word-order acquisition with children in classrooms
(Campfield & Murphy, 2013), and adults in lab-based studies (Saksida, Flo, Guedes, Nespor
& Garay, 2021). Teaching L2 prosody and suprasegmental features explicitly may improve
fluency and comprehensibility of L2 learners’ speech (Gordon & Darcy, 2016). If, as
proposed by Campfield and Murphy (2013), the hypothesis transfers to taught YLL
contexts, this would provide a much stronger theoretical motivation for research

investigating songs’ influence on language learning.

Methods
This review followed PRISMA guidelines (Page et al., 2021) in addressing the research
question:
What is the extent and nature of research that has been conducted to explore the
effectiveness of using songs for teaching second or foreign languages in
compulsory formal education (i.e. with preschool, primary and secondary school-
aged learners)?
To be included, papers needed to meet the eligibility criteria shown in Table 1. Journal
articles and theses published in any language were included to seek all available evidence
that deals with using songs to teach typically developing language learners in primary and
secondary school contexts worldwide.
English, French, German and Spanish databases of education, linguistics,
psychology, and multidisciplinary research that run Boolean strings were consulted (listed
in Table 2). The search string was devised in English to include participant, intervention,

comparison, outcome, setting and study design, then translated into French, German and



Spanish (see examples in Table 3). All study designs were included, following Slavin’s
(1986) best evidence synthesis process for study selection, since discriminating based on
research design could reduce the pool of available evidence and bias the review findings in
an area where research is already scarce. A data extraction form was created and piloted
following the Cochrane Good Practice Guide (Cochrane Effective Practice and Organization
of Care, 2017) and Boland, Cherry and Dickson (2017). The Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool
(Hong et al., 2018; Pluye, Gagnon, Griffiths & Johnson-Lafleur, 2009) was used to evaluate
risk of bias (RoB) of included studies.

Included studies are grouped by outcome measure and presented in a narrative
synthesis, since a meta-analysis of such a diverse group of studies with incomparable
participants, methodologies and outcomes would be inappropriate (Petticrew & Roberts,
2006). Screening, data extraction, and appraisal processes were corroborated at each
stage by the second author independently screening 10% of the titles and abstracts,
completed data extraction forms, and completed appraisals, assuring that data was

screened, documented, and appraised accurately.

Findings

As Figure 1 illustrates, 2868 records were identified, including 1007 duplicates. After
screening, 61 empirical studies published in 23 countries between 1978 and 2021 were
included in this review (see summary Table 4). 47 studies (77 %) were published since 2009
(Figure 2) and 51 (85%) in English. 42 studies (69%) are peer-reviewed journal articles, and
19 are theses. 36 studies (569%) were conducted in primary schools, with the remaining
studies split almost equally between 12 preschool and 13 secondary school contexts
(Figure 3). Three studies reported exclusively qualitative data, 11 used mixed methods
designs, and 47 reported exclusively quantitative findings. Median sample size was 53
(range 5 to 573) shown in Figure 4. Random allocation of participants to conditions was
rare: only 10 studies reported random allocation, with four reporting the strategy used. 26
studies (43%) allocated intact classes, while 24 (39%) did not report any allocation strategy.
47 studies had control groups, and 14 had none. Studies ranged in duration from one hour
to four years, with 50% lasting between two and nine weeks (Figure 5). Figure 6 illustrates
the outcome types reported by included studies: vocabulary, grammar, four skills (listening,
reading, writing, speaking), attitudes, or other outcomes. Figure 7 shows the total studies
reporting each outcome type. The following presents key findings from studies measuring

vocabulary, grammar and skills outcomes.



Vocabulary

The largest group of studies (n=35) report vocabulary outcomes, as summarised in Table 5
(13 receptive vocabulary studies) and Table 6 (15 productive vocabulary studies). 10 studies
do not report how vocabulary was measured. Four comparable studies using standardised
measures of receptive vocabulary report mixed findings. Two claim that songs perform
worse than stories or combined songs and stories (Albaladejo, Coyle and Larios, 2018;
Lesniewska and Pichette, 2014) and one (Schunk, 1999) found a positive effect of singing
paired with signing, but that this was not significantly different to speaking paired with
signing, and neither signing condition was significantly better than singing by itself. Chen
(2011) found a positive effect for vocabulary learning with 9-10-year-olds in the song
condition compared to a control group taught using traditional methods. Due to
methodological flaws such as not having clearly stated research questions and not
accounting for confounding variables such as cognitive ability, the first three studies
provide somewhat unreliable evidence about songs’ influence on learning receptive
vocabulary. 15 studies reporting productive vocabulary measures found predominantly
positive results, but only one study received a low RoB appraisal (Busse, Hennies, Kreutz
and Roden, 2021) and claimed no effect of singing on productive vocabulary other than
improving spelling. Given these varied designs, mixed findings and low cumulative
reliability, no overall picture of songs’ influence on vocabulary acquisition emerges.
Grammar

Of the 15 studies reporting grammar outcomes for primary and secondary pupils (Table 7),
7 used measures of verb learning that varied from completing cloze sentences by choosing
the correct multiple-choice verb form (receptive knowledge, e.g. Busse et al., 2021) or
providing the correct verb form themselves (productive knowledge, e.g. Ludke, 2010).
Siebring (2004) found no significant effect of singing on improving primary children’s
fossilised verb errors. Klohs (1994) did not isolate songs as a variable, instead investigating
several mnemonic strategies simultaneously. The overall picture is thus unclear about
songs’ influence on verb learning.

Two studies investigated how songs influence learning L2 word order. The most
promising, Campfield and Murphy (2013), investigated 83 Polish primary EFL learners’
ability to judge English word order correctly when exposed to nursery rhymes, prose, or
control conditions. They found a significant effect of rhythmically salient input (nursery
rhymes) on pupils’ scores in grammaticality judgement tasks, particularly for verb-last
structures. Since this study was well conducted and rigorous, accounting for multiple

confounding factors, it provides more trustworthy evidence than the second study, Lowe



(1995), which claimed a positive effect of songs on French immersion learners’
understanding of French word order. Lowe (1995) hindered the generalisability of the
findings by allocating intact classes to conditions, hence n=2 classes not n=53 individuals
as reported.

Since these studies focus on different aspects of grammar in different ways, some
with high RoB, few conclusions can be drawn beyond the studies themselves about songs’
influence on grammar learning.

Four skills

A similarly mixed and unreliable picture emerges from studies measuring speaking (17),
listening (11), reading (10), and writing (3) outcomes (see Tables 8-11 for studies which
report measures clearly). No overall conclusions can be drawn from any subsection of

included studies, despite predominantly positive claims made by their authors.

Cumulative weight of evidence

Most studies found a positive effect of singing on their included measures, but the
cumulative weight of evidence is weak, as illustrated in Figure 8. Positive effects are noted
on vocabulary (receptive and productive), grammar, speaking, and listening measures from
studies with low RoB ratings, but also some neutral effects for grammar and productive
vocabulary. No overall conclusions can be drawn about the effectiveness of using songs to
teach second or foreign languages to YLL in compulsory formal education. It is clear from

these results, however, that this research field generally lacks methodological rigour.

Significance
Despite this somewhat bleak outlook, the appetite for research into songs’ putative
educational benefits for YLL is clear from the number of included studies and positive bias
in the literature: practitioners’ intuition that songs ‘work’ is undeniably strong. This review
reveals that the field is ripe for a renewed approach that takes strong theoretically driven
research questions forward, rather than circling around the same ‘starter’ questions. We
suggest that the prosodic bootstrapping hypothesis is a more promising SLA theoretical
foundation than the unsubstantiated din, ‘song stuck in my head’, learning styles, and
multiple intelligences literatures. Studies need to build upon each other, and this can only
happen when methodologies, analyses and findings are reported transparently and
rigorously. The current research landscape is marred by opaque and unreliable reporting.
This lack of rigour does a disservice both to teachers, whose valued practices should

be underpinned by high quality research, and to learners, who should be provided with the



best teaching methods guided by the experiential wisdom of their teachers and empirical
evidence gathered through well-conducted, truthfully reported research. As Paran (2017)
argues, intuition and research are not competing foundations for teaching practice, but
basing teaching practice on unanalysed intuition rather than evolving experiential and
empirical knowledge may result in teaching becoming “merely the transmission of self-
perpetuating, unsupported beliefs and prejudices, based on experience that is never
examined” (Paran, 2017:506). Currently, there is no consensus on how or even whether
songs influence YLL linguistic outcomes. This could have real consequences for YLL and is
something researchers and teachers can address together through carefully designed and

conducted classroom research.
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TABLES AND FIGURES
Table 1 Eligibility criteria

Item Inclusion criterion Rationale
Bibliographic Include 1: Studies with a full reference  Without sufficient bibliographic
information or sufficient information. information, retrieval of works

Exclude 1: Studies with insufficient
bibliographic information.

is unfeasible.

Date of publication

Include 2: Published on any date.

Attempting to collect the
totality of available evidence.

Participants

Include 3: Studies on typically
developing foreign language learners.
Include studies even if no explicit
reference is made to learning ability if
reasonable assumption can be made
that participants are comprised mainly
of typically developing individuals.

Exclude 3: Studies that exclusively
target non-typically developing learners
or learners with Developmental
Language Disorder.

This review seeks to assess
effectiveness of songs as a
pedagogical tool in typically
developing school
populations. The findings for
non-typically developing
populations may not
generalise to a larger
population, thus such results
will not be extrapolated or
included in this review.

Include 4: Studies conducted in early
years, primary or secondary schools
(students aged 2-18) or other formal
settings (e.g. playgroups, after-school
clubs) worldwide.

Exclude 4: Studies conducted in
university, or adult educational
contexts; informal settings (e.g. at
home).

This study focuses on the
outcomes of using songs for
learners in formal contexts
between age 2 and 18, since
adult learners (over 18) have
different learning capacities
and educational goals.
Findings from studies
conducted in informal settings
may not generalise to formal
educational settings, thus such
results will not be extrapolated
or included in this review.

Intervention

Include 5: Studies where singing songs,
choral chanting, or nursery rhymes are
included as a whole-class or group
activity.

Exclude 5: Studies where musical
instruments are the intervention focus,
not singing, chanting or nursery
rhymes.

This review focuses on the
linguistic outcomes of using
songs as pedagogical tools,
thus the intervention must
include songs with words, not
purely an instrumental
intervention (e.g. whole-class
ukulele lessons).

Outcomes

Include 6: Primary research studies
reporting any measure of language
acquisition including but not limited to
vocabulary, grammar or phonology
outcome measures. Include studies
that report either quantitative or
qualitative measures of outcomes.

Exclude 6: Systematic reviews or
studies that provide only narrative

A synthesis of empirical
findings in this field of literature
is impossible without the
reporting and evaluation of
concrete data.




evaluation of an intervention but do not
include outcome measures of language
acquisition including vocabulary,
grammar or phonology; studies that
measure only non-language outcomes,

e.g. satisfaction, happiness,

engagement.

Include 7: All types of study design.

Exclude 7: Do not exclude studies
based on research design.

Given the scarcity of research
in this area, excluding one type
of study design risks
systematically neglecting a
body of research and
narrowing the scope of this
review.

Publication status

Include 8: Grey literature.

Exclude 8: Do not exclude studies
based on publication status.

This paper seeks to offset
potential publication bias by
including a wider range of
research, including grey
literature.

Language of
publication

Include 9: Studies published in any

language.

Exclude 9: Do not exclude studies
based on the language of publication.

Limiting this review to studies
published in English may result
in a systematic neglect of a
particular body of research.

Table 2 List of databases searched

Discipline Database
English German French Spanish
Education ProQuest Education Fachportal n/a n/a
Collection (including P&dagogik
ERIC), British Education
Index EBSCO; Education
Abstracts (H.W. Wilson)
Linguistics ProQuest Linguistics n/a n/a n/a
Collection (including
LLBA); MLA International
Bibliography
Psychology Psychlinfo PsynDEX n/a n/a
Multidisciplinary Web of Science, Scopus  Humboldt University Cairn.info ; CRL
Berlin; Center for SUDOC ;
Research Libraries Pascal-
Global Resources Francis ; CRL
Network (CRL)
Grey literature ProQuest Dissertations & n/a theses.fr TESEO

Theses Global;
OpenGREY; EthOS

educacion.gob.es



Table 3 Example search strings

LANGUAGE

DATABASE

SEARCH STRING

ENGLISH

ProQuest Education

ab(MFL OR EAL OR ESL OR EFL OR “foreign language*” OR
FL OR “second language*” OR L2 OR French OR German OR
Spanish OR English OR TEFL OR TESOL) AND ab(KS1 OR
KS2 OR KS3 OR KS4 OR “key stage” OR EYFS OR “early
years” OR preschool OR kindergarten OR infant* OR junior*
OR primary OR secondary OR elementary OR child* OR
adolescent® OR “high school”) AND ab(“nursery rhyme*” OR
choral OR chant* OR song* OR music* OR sing*) AND
ab(vocabulary OR gramma* OR phonolog* OR acquisition OR
speaking OR spoken OR proficiency OR competence or skill*)
NOT ab(singapore OR single* OR singular)

FRENCH

Pascal-Francis

(FLE OR anglais OR "langue étrangere" OR frangais OR FLS
OR "langue seconde" OR allemand OR espagnol OR "langue*
moderne*") AND (jeune* OR maternelle OR primaire OR
college OR élémentaire OR enfan* OR adolescent OR lycée)
AND (vocabulaire OR grammaire OR phonologie OR
acquisition OR compétence) AND (comptine* OR choral* OR
chant OR chanson* OR chanter OR musique OR musical®)

GERMAN

Fachportal Padagogik

(Titel: DAZ oder DAZ oder DAF oder DAF oder L2 oder SLA
oder TEFL oder TESOL oder TESL oder ENGLISCH oder
FRANZOESISCH oder SPANISCH oder FREMDSPRACH*
oder ZWEITSPRACH* oder ZWEISPRACHIG) und
(Schlagworter: LERNER oder GRUNDSCHULE oder KIND*
oder JUGENDLICH* oder GYMNASI* oder REALSCHULE oder
GANZTAGSSCHULE oder GESAMTSCHULE oder
HAUPTSCHULE oder FOERDERSCHULE oder SCHUELER?) )
und (Freitext: LIED* oder REIM oder GESANG oder SING*
oder SPRECHCHOR oder SONG oder MUSIK oder
RHYTHMUS oder RHYTHMISCH oder MELODIE oder
MUSIKALISCH oder MELODISCH) ) und (Freitext: VOKABEL*
oder GRAMMATIK oder PHONOLOGIE oder ERWERB oder
LERN?*) ) und nicht (Freitext: SINGAPUR oder SINGLE)

SPANISH

TESEO
educacion.gob.es

(“idioma adicional” O “lengua inglesa” O “idioma extranjero”
O “lengua” extranjera*” O “secunda lengua” O “secundo
idioma” O francés O “lengua castellana” O espafiol O inglés O
“lenguas modernas” O “lenguas vivas” O “idiomas
modernos”) Y (guarderia O “jardin de infancia” O “escuela
infantil” O “escuela preescolar” O “escuela secondaria” O
instituto* O “escuela de primaria” O “ensefanza primaria” O
“escuela elemental” O “ciclo primario” O nifio* O estudiante®)
Y (rimas infantiles O coral O canto* O cancién* O musica* O
cantar) Y (vocabulario O gramatica O fonologi* O adquisicion
O “habilidades lingUisticas” O “conocimientos linglisticos”)



Table 4 Study characteristics

MM = Mixed methods, Quant = quantitative data, Qual = qualitative data

JA = journal article, PhD = doctoral thesis, MSc = master’s thesis. Study duration (in weeks unless stated otherwise).

Non-song

Study Publication Study design Data Country Sar_nple Setting Stuc!y control General Specific outcome
status type size duration group? outcomes measures
1. Albaladejo, ST : .
Coyle & Larios JA Within S ubjects MM Spain 17 Preschool 6 No Vocabulary PPVT, observatlon of
experimental behaviour
(2018)
. Quasi- . Grammar; Grammatical
2. Alinte (2013) JA experimental Quant Romania 34 Secondary 15 Yes attitudes knowledge test
Quasi-
3. Allen-Tamai PhD experimental, Quant Japan 62 Preschool 11 No Phonological Rhyme awareness
(2000) counterbalanced awareness
design
Quasi- Listening; Listening tests;
4. Alley (1988) PhD . Quant USA 47 Secondary 5 Yes rening; attitudes to
experimental attitudes .
presentation mode
. . Four skills: reading,
g(ﬁ';)\"osaw' JA ox ZE;S;MI Quant Iraq 40 Primary 12 Yes Four skills | writing, listening and
P speaking
L . Pronunciation,
g.oﬁggrl:t(i&@m 6) JA ex 23213;],@' Quant Iran 60 Preschool 8 Yes Speaking fluency, grammar and
P vocabulary
Vocabulary listening,
comprehension of
Quasi- . Vocabulary; | vocabulary meaning,
7. An (2009) JA experimental Quant Korea 79 Primary 4 Yes attitudes speaking skills;
attitude towards
learning English
i- nd ~;
8. Au (2013) JA Quasi Quant | Hong Kong 126 Primary 18 No Speaking L2 or 2" dialect
experimental accent
Print knowledge,
9. A tin Quasi- definitional
- Augustine JA vas Quant Malaysia 40 Preschool 6 Yes Reading vocabulary,
(2015) experimental .
phonological

awareness




Non-song

Study Publication Study design Data Country Sar_nple Setting Stuc!y control General Specific outcome
status type size duration group? outcomes measures
10. Becerra 1 school
Vera & Luna JA Observational Quant Spain 49 Primary car No Listening Listening tests
(2013) y
11. Boey (1978) JA Quasi- Quant | Malaysia 573 Primary | 2 S¢hool Yes Fourskils | SPeaking, listening,
experimental years reading, dictation
Vocabulary recall
(name items);
12. Busse, Quasi- Vocabulary; granTlm?rérac?ﬂiactéon;
Hennies, Kreutz JA . Quant Germany 57 Primary 9 Yes grammatr; p'e cho
experimental . grammaticality
& Roden (2021) attitudes . .
judgement task;
affective outcomes of
lessons
Pronunciation,
1:.3' Caleya, . . . . 1 school . accuracy, fluency,
Nieto & Espejo JA Observational Quant Spain 193 Primary No Speaking
(2013) year eagerness to repeat,
accent, memorising
, L2 word order;
14. Campifield & JA Experimental Quant Poland 87 Primary 3 Yes Grammar knowledge of
Murphey (2013) function words
Short/long-term
Memory; memory (c.loze te§ts);
15. Chae & Quasi- grammar; grammar; affective
’ JA . MM Korea 60 Primary 12 Yes L responses to input
Yoon (2013) experimental affective (story or song) and
domains story or song) a
interest in learning
English
16. Cheippe . . . Pronunciation (L2
(2012) PhD Experimental Quant France 20 Primary 7 Yes Speaking vowels)
Picture vocabulary
Quasi- Vocabulary; test; phonemic
17. Chen (2011) PhD . Quant Taiwan 128 Primary 12 Yes speaking; analysis test;
experimental
attitudes attitudes to music

intervention




Study

Publication
status

Study design

Data
type

Country

Sample
size

Setting

Study
duration

Non-song
control
group?

General
outcomes

Specific outcome
measures

18. Chiang
(2003)

PhD

Quasi-
experimental

Quant

Taiwan

120

Primary

18

Yes

Listening

Multiple choice
listening
comprehension &
dictation

19. Chou (2014)

JA

Quasi-
experimental

MM

Taiwan

72

Primary

5x 100-
minute
lessons

No

Vocabulary;
attitudes

Written receptive
vocabulary
recognition

(true/false, matching)
and
spelling/productive
vocabulary writing
(anagrams/gap-filling
with pictures)

20. Coyle &
Gracia (2014)

JA

Pre-test, post-test
intervention (no
control)

Quant

Spain

25

Primary

No

Vocabulary;
attitudes

Receptive (picture
recognition) and
productive (naming
task) vocabulary tests

21. Cruz-Cruz
(2005)

PhD

Quasi-
experimental

Quant

USA

28

Primary

Yes

Vocabulary;
grammar

Grammar
(productive/judgemen
1): pronouns,
pronoun-verb
agreement,
adjectives, adverbs,
articles;
vocabulary: circle
correct word to
complete sentence;
definition-word
matching

22. Davis & Fan
(2016)

JA

Within-subjects
quasi-
experimental

Quant

China

64

Preschool

No

Vocabulary;
grammar;
attitudes

MLU of productive
description of picture
card prompts




Non-song

Study Publication Study design Data Country Sar_nple Setting Stuc!y control General Specific outcome
status type size duration group? outcomes measures
Pre-post
questionnaires
assessing
participants’
23. Diakou . . Vocabulary; vocabulary/grammar
(2014) PhD Action research MM Cyprus 171 Primary 2 No grammar attitudes : focus
groups discussing
acquisition ; video
observations tracing
acquisition.
Basic reading skills
(e.g., word
recognition, digraphs,
. Post-test only,
24. Dominguez PhD control group Quant USA 51 Primary 7 Yes Reading end sounds, letter
(1991) desi sounds, referents,
esign . .
drawing conclusions,
predicting outcomes,
etc.)
25. Fonseca- Early grade reading
Mora, Jara- assessment: letter
Jimenez & JA Quasi- Quant Spain 63 Primary 11 Yes Reading name knowledge,
Gomez- experimental oral reading fluency,
Dominguez initial sound
(2013) identification
Acti Y1:35 Vocabulary, Qbservatloq and
. ction ) . interpretation,
26. Geisler Y2: 37 . 4 school phonetics, . .
PhD research/case Qual Germany : Primary No ; . interviews, parent
(2008) Y3: 40 years intonation,
study ) o and teacher
Y4: 40 linking . )
questionnaires
Pronunciation (vowel
2 weeks
(with & consonant
27. Good, Quasi- follow-u Speaking: production); recall
Russo & JA . Quant Ecuador 38 Primary P Yes P 9 words/phrases from
; experimental test after vocabulary T
Sullivan (2015) 6 lyrics; translate
months) English vocabulary

into Spanish




Non-song

Study Publication Study design Data Country Sar_nple Setting Stuc!y control General Specific outcome
status type size duration group? outcomes measures
ai' St??;:an’ Researcher designed
Y JA Experimental Quant Iran 56 Primary 3 months Yes Vocabulary vocabulary test with
Barazandeh 14 item
(2012) tems
Listening;
. vocabulary/ | Listening; vocabulary/
.(2290.1I-5|§19hverd| JA Unclear Quant Iran 60 Secondary 8 Yes grammar; grammar; reading
reading; (not defined further)
attitudes
30. Hakozaki & Pre-test, post-test Pronunciation. overall
Nakagawa JA intervention (no Quant Japan 91 Primary 6 No Speaking intelli ibifit
(2020) control) grofity
31. Herrera, Phonetic awareness,
Lorenzo, Defior, Phonological verbal memory,
Fernandez- JA Experimental Quant Spain 97 Preschool 2 Yes awarengss naming speed, name
Smith & Costa- and sound letters
Giomi (2011) knowledge
. Pronunciation and
Quasi- . Vocabulary; .
32. Hsu (2009) PhD experimental Quant Taiwan 47 Preschool 6-8 Yes speaking oral spelling of
colours
Speaking assessment
of weekly target
Not Speaking; vocabulary;
33. Jarvis (2013) JA Action research MM UK 12 Primary Yes listening; observation of
reported ) SR
attitudes behaviour; attitudes
of staff to introducing
MFL in EY setting
. Listening; Listening; vocabulary;
34. Jeong & Kim JA Unclear Quant Korea 40 Primary 2 months Yes vocabulary; attitudes to learning
(2014) - .
attitudes English
Traceback of lexical
35. Kaminski . 3 school Speaking; items produced in
(2016) PhD Case study MM Germany 21 Primary years No attitudes interviews to

intervention input




Non-song

Study Publication Study design Data Country Sar_nple Setting Stuc!y control General Specific outcome
status type size duration group? outcomes measures
36. Kim & Kang 10 Listening; National listening
(2015) JA Unclear Quant Korea 128 Secondary months No attitudes comprehension tests
gdg)m & Park JA Unclear MM Korea 87 Primary 3 months Yes Vocabulary pr\o!ﬁgiaezlé?gst
Verb tenses; written
paragraph assessed
for communicative
Grammar; skills; attitudes to
38. Klohs (1994) PhD Experimental MM USA 72 Secondary 4.5 Yes writing; mnemonic skills
attitudes taught/perceived vs
actual usage of
mnemonics in the
tests
Vocabulary:
matching/cloze/multi
Vocabulary; ple choice
. grammatr; Grammar: cloze
?290'1';;&“” PhD exp%fiﬁf;tal Quant USA 142 Secondary Ieslins Yes reading; sentence to fill with
listening; correct verb
attitudes conjugation
Reading/listening
comprehension
Translate English
phrases containing
passé
40. Legg (2009) JA Experimental Quant UK 62 Secondary 1 hour Yes Vocabulary | 22erano22/imperfect
verbs into French
equivalent; translate
weekdays
41. Lesniewska Within-subjects
& Pichette JA Quant Canada 24 Preschool 4 No Vocabulary PPVT

(2014)

experimental




Non-song

Study Publication Study design Data Country Sar_nple Setting Stuc!y control General Specific outcome
status type size duration group? outcomes measures
Vocabulary:
cloze/matching; oral
Vocabulary; grammar (put words
Quasi- grammar; in correct order);
42. Lowe (1995) PhD 4 Quant Canada 53 Primary 5 months Yes reading; reading: true/false,
experimental e ——
speaking; gap-filling;
music skills pronunciation; music
skills — describe,
create, perform
. Vocabulary; Cloze test of song
4230' 1IE)Udke PhD ex ?al:iiws:antal MM UK 59 Secondary 4 Yes grammatr; lyrics; translation
( ) P attitudes French > English
Use target words in a
. Vocabulary; sentence; Chinese >
44. Luo (2019) JA Unclear MM China 50 Secondary 3 Yes attitudes English word
translation
Picture vocabulary
test: point (receptive)
and label
Quasi- Vocabulary; (productive); child
45. Ma (2004) JA experimental Quant Korea 48 Preschool 4 No story recall prompted to
complete sentences
by reading/singing
along with story
46. Madani & Vocabulary
Nasrabadi JA Experimental Quant Iran 112 Preschool 1 month Yes Vocabulary learning/retention
(2016)
47. Mamdouh Quasi- . . . Listening
(2017) JA experimental Quant Spain 19 Secondary 10 Yes Listening comprehension
48. McCormack Graphic melodic
& Klopper JA Action research Qual Australia 5 Primary 6 No Speaking contouring to

(2016)

measure oral fluency




Non-song

Study Publication Study design Data Country Sar_nple Setting Stuc!y control General Specific outcome
status type size duration group? outcomes measures
49.
McCormack, Single-subject
Klopper & JA experimental MM Australia 6 Primary 8 No Speaking Pronunciation
Westerveld design
(2018)
Picture vocabulary
50. Medina . . test: circle item that
(1991) PhD Experimental Quant USA 48 Primary 6 Yes Vocabulary matches the word
read aloud
*61. Moradi & Pronunciation,
Shahrohki JA Experimental Quant Iran 30 Primary 5 Yes Speaking intonation, stress
(2014) patterns
. Vocabulary; | Receptive/productive
51. Muzammil & JA Unclear Quant Indonesia 31 Preschool Not Not speaking; vocabulary; phrases:
Andy (2019) reported reported h
phrases matching
52. Navarro, Pronunciation: words,
Quiroga & Diaz JA Action research Quant Chile 25 Primary 5 No Speaking phrases and
(2018) sentences
53. Priester MSc Qqasn— MM USA 15 Preschool 5 No Vocabulary Oral _productn_/e task
(2011) experimental and journal pictures
54. Santos
Jimenez, .
. Quasi- . Not
Gallegos Ruiz & JA . Quant Peru 48 Primary Yes Vocabulary Measures unclear
G experimental reported
omez
Hermosa (2017)
fggsgihunk JA Experimental | Quant USA 80 Primary 1-2 Yes Vocabulary PPVT
Fossilised errors
tested orally -
56. Siebring Quasi- . complete
(2004) MSc experimental Quant Canada 53 Primary 2 No Grammar sentence/respond to

question with correct
form

* reference identified through citation chaining




Non-song

Study Publication Study design Data Country Sar_nple Setting Stuc!y control General Specific outcome
status type size duration group? outcomes measures
3 per Multi-word unit
37' Tomezak & JA Unclear Quant Poland 31 Secondary study Yes Vocabulary productive
ew (2019)
(x2) knowledge
Formative grammar,
Quasi- . 4.5 Grammar; summative grammar
58. Wang (2005) MSc experimental Quant China 133 Secondary months Yes attitudes and listening
comprehension tests
59. Yousefi 2 months Provide L1 equivalent
(2014) JA Experimental Quant Iran 60 Secondary and 11 Yes Vocabulary | of Engllsh vocabulary
days item
Vocabulary: Grammar (verb
60. Zhaku- JA Quasi- Quant Macedonia 57 Primary 8 Yes grammar; tense.s) in pre/post-
Kondri (2014) experimental attitudes tests; vocabulary in

post-test




Table 5 Studies reporting receptive vocabulary measures

Study ID

MMAT
trustworthiness
rating

Receptive Vocabulary
Measure

Claim made by authors about
findings

9. Augustine (2015)

Definitional vocabulary MODERATE

Picture vocabulary test*:

P point (receptive) and label
R 45. Ma (2004) (productive); child prompted
E to complete sentences by
S reading/singing along with
c story
H Claim positive effect for songs but
0 1. Albaladejo, Coyle & Larios PPVT that songs alone performed worse
o (2018) than story or song/story
L combination
41. Lesniewska & Pichette
(2014) PPVT MODERATE
Picture vocabulary test from
standardised Test of
Language Development-
17. Chen (2011) Primary, 3 Edition (TOLD:P-
3: Newcomer & Hammill,
1997)
Written receptive vocabulary
19. Chou (2014) recognition (true/false,
matching)
20. Coyle & Gracia (2014) Receptive (picture
recognition®)
Circle correct word to
P | 21. Cruz-Cruz (2005) complete sentence;
R definition-word matching
|
M Picture vocabulary test:
A | 50. Medina (1991) circle item that matches the MODERATE
R word read aloud by tester
Y
55. Schunk (1999) PPVT
Claims positive effect of music
programme on composite French
42. Lowe (1995) Vocabulary: cloze/matching post-test but no Group X Time MODERATE
interaction effects for vocabulary
alone
S
E Vocabulary:
C | 39. LeBrun (2019) matching/cloze/multiple MODERATE
(0] choice
N
D
A ) Provide L1 equivalent of
R Sl et (20 English vocabulary item
Y

*unclear whether
standardised PPVT was
used

Green = positive, = mixed,
Red = negative



Table 6 Studies reporting productive vocabulary measures

Study ID Productive Vocabulary Measure findings

MLU of productive description of

22. Davis & Fan (2016) .
picture card prompts

Pronunciation and oral spelling of

32. Hsu (2009) colours

Picture vocabulary test*: point
(receptive) and label (productive);
child prompted to complete
sentences by reading/singing along
with story

45. Ma (2004)

rOOITOWMmMXITDT

Oral productive task and journal

53. Priester (2011) plotures

Spelling/productive vocabulary:
19. Chou (2014) writing (@anagrams/gap-filling with
pictures)

Pre/post questionnaires assessing
participants’ vocabulary ; focus
23. Diakou (2014) groups discussing acquisition ;
video observations tracing
acquisition.

Observation and interpretation,
26. Geisler (2008) interviews, parent and teacher
questionnaires

Pronunciation (vowel & consonant
27. Good, Russo & production); recall words/phrases
Sullivan (2015) from lyrics; translate English
vocabulary into Spanish

Group interviews (n=21) of 28-36
minutes during which the
researcher analysed the nature of
the participants’ FL output, whether
35. Kaminski (2016) they used lexical items they had
learnt in connection with songs,
chants and stories, and whether
any traces of out-of-school
exposure to the FL could be found.

<T>ZT T

12. Busse, Hennies, Kreutz

& Roden (2021) Vocabulary recall (name items)

for spelling

Claims made by authors about

MODERATE

No effect of singing claimed, except

MMAT
trustworthiness
rating

MODERATE

20. Coyle & Gracia (2014) Productive naming task

Translate English phrases
containing passé

40. Legg (2009) 27erano27/imperfect verbs into
French equivalent; translate
weekdays

Cloze test of song lyrics; translation

a9, el ) French > English

Use target words in a sentence;

A [0 () Chinese > English word translation

<I>rO0OZO0O0O0mM®M

Multi-word unit productive

57. Tomczak & Lew (2019) knowledge

Green = positive,
Red = negative

Claim non-significant effect of
singing on productive vocabulary

MODERATE

MODERATE

= mixed,



Table 7 Studies reporting grammar measures

MMAT
trustworthiness
rating

Claims made by authors
about findings

Study ID Grammar Measure
P
R
E
S - : _—
c 6. Amiri & Combined pronunciation, fluency, grammar and
H Soubouti (2016) | vocabulary in “YLE” (Young Learner English) test
O
O
L
12. Busse, 6 question-answer pairs presented in English (3 from
Hennies, Kreutz | songs, 3 new): participants choose correct form of verb
& Roden (2021) ‘to do’ in multiple choice.
L2 word order (70 sentences) and knowledge of
function words (64 sentence pairs) tested with
14. Campfield & | grammaticality judgement tasks.
4th author (2013)
L2 word order and knowledge of function words tested
with grammaticality judgement tasks.
Grammar (10 questions in 6 sections) included
P . L .
productive (choosing the correct pronoun), judgement
F (2216005;uz-0ruz task (which agreement is correct?), cloze with articles
provided to fill in a/an, ‘spot the adjective’ sentence,
XI knowing if an adverb is of time or manner.
R 23. Diakou Questionnaire and focus group questions about how
Y (2014) songs help them learn grammar

42. Lowe (1995)

Oral grammar: students asked to rearrange words to
form a sentence (5 items) and read it aloud. Words in
the incorrect order lost a mark.

MODERATE

MODERATE

<16 SISy Oral interviews targeting fossilised verb error structures
(2004)
60. Zhaku- Target verb tenses — | would/Would 1?7/l wouldn’t — but

Kondri (2014)

unclear how exactly these are tested

<IT>PrO0OZO00mMw®M

38. Klohs (1994)

Change French sentences into past tense, then write

justification in English of chosen tense LAOIRISRIATIE

39. LeBrun
(2019)

Cloze sentences: fill in blank with correct form of verb.

Write a response to the question in Spanish. LHOIDIERAIE




43. Ludke (2010)

Translate 5 sentences Fre>Eng from song and 5 from
dialogue with “acceptable” scores used as basis for
statistical analysis when Eng meaning was close to
correct Fre meaning (e.g. only one incorrect verb tense
or form).

58. Wang (2005)

Form-changing and picture-writing test of 3 English
verb tenses (unclear what this means in practice)

Both age groups improved
grammar from pre- to mid-
point test, but only older
age group improved from
mid- to post-test (and
younger group’s score
decreased

Green = positive, =
mixed, Red = negative

MODERATE



Table 8 Studies reporting speaking measures

Study ID

Claims made by authors about

Speaking Measure findings

CTrOOIOWMmMIT

6. Amiri &
Soubouti (2016)

Combined pronunciation, fluency,
grammar and vocabulary in “YLE”
(Young Learner English) test.

32. Hsu (2009)

Oral test of colours (can the child recall
and pronounce the colour that
corresponds to the colour card and
“what colour is this?” question) and
give the oral spelling. 1 point for
correct pronunciation, 1 point for
correct spelling.

<IT>ZT T

8. Au (2013)

Participants read two illustrated stories
aloud (one English, one Putonghua)
after hearing NS of each language
read story aloud. Accents rated on
five-point scale by three NS of each
language.

16. Chieppe
(2012)

Participants read text aloud and
recordings are transcribed, with target
German vowels/diphthongs rated by
NS for NS norm pronunciation.

17. Chen (2011)

Phonemic analysis test from TOLD-P:
3. 14 items measured children’s
pronunciation of phonemes and their
ability to break down spoken words
into shorter phonemic portions.

27. Good, Russo
& Sullivan (2015)

Pronunciation of vowels tested with
support of lyrics handout: children
asked to reproduce the lyrics (not
specified whether to sing or speak
them). 15 target vowels/consonants
rated 1 for correct pronunciation (i.e.
English not Spanish norms).

30. Hakozaki &
Nakagawa (2020)

Participants read a familiar text aloud.
Segmental features, sentence level
stress, and overall intelligibility all
scored on a scale of 1-5 (1 = poor, 5 =
high) by three native English speakers.

42. Lowe (1995)

Read five sentences aloud.
Pronunciation scored on a five-point
scale by five French immersion
teachers. Average pre- and post-test
scores for each student are used in
analyses.

No effect of music condition
found for pronunciation measure
alone, but overall composite
French score was significantly
different for treatment group.

48. McCormack &
Klopper (2016)

L2 oracy progress measured with
graphic contouring (visual
representation) of pronunciation of a
marker sentence once a week for six
weeks.

49. McCormack,
Klopper &
Westerveld (2018)

Weekly speech samples collected and
analysed using the Student Oral
Language Observation Matrix
[SOLOM] (California Department of
Education, 1981), and the EAL/D
Rating Scales designed by the
research team.

MMAT
trustworthiness
rating

MODERATE

MODERATE




61. Moradi &
Shahrohki (2014)

Post-test of pronunciation, intonation,
stress recognition (each marked out of
10). Recordings of post-test compared
with original song input pronunciation.

52. Navarro,
Quiroga & Diaz
(2018)

English pronunciation evaluated at the
level of words, phrases, and
sentences. Repeat words after hearing
recording (1); choose three objects
and describe them (2); do an oral
presentation (3). Marked according to
whether Adequate, sufficient, or
insufficient for 1 & 2; or Excellent,
good, sufficient, and insufficient (3).

Green = positive, =
mixed, Red = negative

Table 9 Studies reporting listening measures

Study ID

MMAT
trustworthiness
rating

Claims made by authors

Listening Measure about findings

<TPUZO00OMmMN

4. Alley (1988)

No significant differences
between either song or
listening skills (active control)
treatment groups on weekly
unit tests or post-test.
Treatment groups scored
significantly higher than no
treatment groups in post-test.
Inconclusive: both treatment
groups did better than groups
with no focus on listening
skills.

Weekly unit test where text
was spoken/sung to match
treatment conditions.
Comprehensive end-of-
treatment exam testing all
content, through narrative or
dialogue only (no sung
presentation). No report of
the actual test content.

39. LeBrun (2019)

Test from the
textbook/course.

Listening comprehension of
3-minute Spanish audio
recording with 10 yes/no
questions to check
understanding.

MODERATE

Green = positive, =
mixed, Red = negative



Table 10 Studies reporting reading measures

Dominguez (2015)

. MMAT
Study ID Reading Measure ('._:Ial_m s made by authors about trustworthiness
findings :
rating
Rhyme awareness tested by
Sv':)l:,fjr?:yﬁ:;?%? g?'!z(nﬂi?gc Z ges Claims no significant differences
not when told a word and asked | in mean scores between groups:
which of the two words read children improved their rhyme
aloud (supported with visuals) awareness regardless of type of
shares the same end sound instruction. Children acquired
(hold up pink or green flag for rhyme knowledge equally well
3. Allen-Tamai (2000) each). 30 questions with from explicit (thyming games) or MODERATE
rhyming words taken from two implicit (nursery rhyme)
taught nursery rhymes with conditions, thus author claims
implicit (nursery rhyme) or nursery rhymes are useful as
eXp"(,:',t (thyming wprd game) semantic material for developing
conditions. Tests video L2 rhyme awareness
recorded and researcher noted :
children’s responses
afterwards.
Print knowledge, definitional
P . vocabulary, phonological
R | 9-Augustine (2015) awareness tested with TOPEL MODERATE
E (Test of Preschool Early
S Literacy).
C
H
O
O
L
Syllabic tapping and initial
phoneme oddity task: both
31. Herrera, Lorenzo, Phonetic awareness, verbal treatment groups outperformed
Defior, Fernandez-Smith | memory, naming speed, name controls at post-test, but it does
& Costa-Giomi (2011) and sound letters knowledge not report if the treatment groups’
mean scores were significantly
different from each other.
Basic reading skills (e.g., word
recognition, digraphs, end
24. Dominguez (1991) sounds, letter sounds, referents, MODERATE
drawing conclusions, predicting
P outcomes, etc.)
R Claim that performance of the
:\/I phonological training and
A Early grade reading assessment phonolqgical training V-Vi-th music
R 25. Fonseca-Mora, Jara- ) groups increased significantly
- z (EGRA): letter name knowledge,
vy | Jiménez & Gémez- compared to control group for

oral reading fluency, initial
sound identification.

correct letter names test, but not
for correct words read in a
dialogue or initial sound
identification tests.




jAsi se dice! End-of-unit test:
read two paragraphs about the
weather unit — 10 points for
reading comprehension
questions.

Reading comprehension — the
comprehension section of the
test consisted of a short text to
read, after which students were
asked to answer five items as
“true” or “false” and five items
which required them to fill in a
blank.

39. LeBrun (2019)

42. Lowe (1995)

<T>UZO0OO0OMmM®N

MODERATE

MODERATE

Green = positive, =
mixed, Red = negative

Table 11 Studies reporting writing measures

Study ID Writing Measure

MMAT
trustworthiness
rating

Claims made by authors
about findings

10 marks for sentence
dictation as part of end-of-
year assessment.

11. Boey (1978)

<IT>ZT— T

No significant difference
between experimental and
control groups in their English
dictation

Write one paragraph (scored
out of 15) about an event
from the weekend or from
childhood. Include negatives,
questions, and sentences
about other people. Marked
according to Semke’s
Communicative Rating Scale
of 1 (unintelligible) to 5
(Mostly intelligible). Three
French NS hired to rate the
essay task.

38. Klohs (1994)

<TPUZO0OMmMN

Green = positive, =
mixed, Red = negative



Figure 1 PRISMA 2020 flow diagram of study selection process

Identification

Screening

Included

Identification of studies via databases and registers

Records identified from:
EN — ProQuest Education (n = 194)
ProQuest Linguistics (n = 274), Web of Science (n = 306)
ProQuest Dissertations (n = 406), British Education Index
(EBSCO) (n = 55), Education Abstracts (H.W.Wilson) (n = 44)
PsychINFO (n = 240), Scopus (n = 490), MLA International
Bibliography (n = 155), EThOS (n = 2), OpenGREY (n = 0)
FR — Cairn.info (n = 0), Pascal-Francis (n = 160), SUDOC (n =
67) theses.fr (n = 299)
DE — Fachportal Padagogik (n = 61), PsynDEX (n = 0)
Humboldt-Universitat zu Berlin (n = 115)
SP — Center for Research Libraries - Global Resources
Network (n = 0), TESEO (n = 0)
— Registers (n = 0)

Records removed before
screening:
Duplicate records removed (n
=1007)
Records marked as ineligible
by automation tools (n = n/a)
Records removed for other
reasons (n = 0)

|

Records screened
(n =1862)

Additional records identified
through citation chaining

(n=1)

Reports sought for retrieval

Records excluded
(n =1769)

(n =93)
\

Reports assessed for eligibility

Reports not retrieved
(n=5)

(n = 88)

[

Studies included in review
(n=61)

Reports of included studies
(n=0)

Reports excluded:
Wrong population (n = 5)
Wrong intervention (n = 13)
Wrong outcomes (n = 7)
Wrong setting (n = 1)
Not primary research (n = 1)




Figure 2 Number of included studies by publication year and educational context

VY o @
Yy N SN
vy YR

B Preschool ™ Primary M Secondary

Number of works
U (@)} ~

N W b

s

N
9NV VP v

SIS
v N

Year of Publication
Figure 3 Instructional context of included studies

e

= Preschool

= Primary

= Secondary




Figure 4 Sample size of included studies
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Figure 6 Outcome type by study
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Figure 8 Reported effect of singing and weight of evidence of included studies
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