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Abstract

Nowadays, it is widely acknowledged worldwide that music education is a beneficial activity for
students’ cognitive, social, and emotional development (Ho, 2021). However, there is limited empirical
evidence on how music education affects academic achievement in primary schools, especially in
China. The aim of this literature review is to examine the existing research on the impact of music
education on the academic achievement of primary school students in China, focusing on three aspects
of music education: instrument-vocal training, music composition and music appreciation. The review
synthesised the results of different research approaches and highlighted the importance of music
education in enhancing Chinese primary school students’ motivation, creativity, and self-esteem, as
well as in promoting cultural diversity and social harmony (Bao, 2020; Wang, 2021). Limitations of the
current literature are then discussed and directions for future research are suggested, concluding that
the main conclusion - that music education has a relatively positive impact on academic achievement in
Chinese primary schools - requires more rigorous and comprehensive research to explore the

underlying mechanisms and contextual factors that influence this relationship.

1. Introduction

For many years, researchers and educators have focused on music education, and there is growing
evidence that music education can have a significant impact on the academic performance of
elementary school students (Ho, 2021). This literature review seeks to investigate the effect of music
education on the academic performance of Chinese elementary school students. Examining the impact
of music education on the cognitive, social, and emotional development of Chinese primary school
students, as well as the potential impact of music education on the promotion of academic achievement

in subjects such as mathematics, language, and science. This article explores the underlying
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mechanisms and contextual factors that contribute to the relationship between music education and
academic achievement among Chinese primary school students. Understanding how music education
affects various aspects of the academic performance of Chinese primary school students from multiple
perspectives by examining how different aspects of music education affect academic performance in
different subjects.

The context of the research review is China’s primary school system, which consists of six grades for
students aged 6 to 12 years old. China’s education system is distinctive in that it emphasises academic
achievement, and students are under pressure to pursue higher education. In recent years, the Ministry
of Education has sought to alleviate academic pressure on students by promoting a more holistic
approach to education, with an emphasis on music education at the elementary school level.
Nevertheless, research indicates that only 6 percent of China’s 190,000 primary schools have qualified
music teachers, indicating a lack of resources and support for music education in Chinese primary
education (Xiong, 2020). In the current educational climate, where education systems around the world
are challenged by academic pressures, mental health issues, and social inequalities, it is essential to
investigate alternative approaches to education that can help address these issues. In such a context, this
study is valuable because it provides the opportunity to investigate whether music education can
address the various challenges facing education systems by influencing the academic performance of
Chinese primary school students in a more relaxed and inclusive manner. Based on this research topic,
the author has extensive experience working in primary school music education and has a strong desire
to investigate this topic. This literature review is part of the author’s professional development, and it is
hoped that it will contribute to the discussion on “Music education and the academic achievement and

overall development of primary school students”.

2. Scope of the Literature Search

This literature search will search ERIC, JSTOR, Manchester University Library, Google Scholar, and
China Knowledge Network for relevant research. “Music education”, “academic achievement”,
“primary school students”, “China”, and “academic achievement” will be used to search. To ensure the
literature review’s comprehensiveness, studies published between 2000 and 2023 in English and
Chinese with a focus on contexts conducted in China will be included, as will selected studies from
other contexts assessing the impact of music education on primary school students’ academic
achievement in China. The literature review excluded studies on music therapy or music interventions
for specific conditions (e.g., ADHD) and studies on adult populations that were not directly related to
the research questions to ensure generalisability and relevance. Non-peer-reviewed and small-sample
studies will be excluded. To better understand how music education affects academic performance,
reference studies will include a mix of qualitative and quantitative studies. The authors will choose the
most representative and authoritative literature, paying attention to research method diversity and

innovation and retaining some of the best relevant literature from outside China for comparison,
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reflection, and field gaps. The research review covers China’s six-grade primary school system from 6
to 12. In China’s unique education system, students are pressured to go to college. The Ministry of
Education has emphasised primary school music education in recent years to reduce academic pressure
on students. According to research, only 6% of China’s 190,000 primary schools have qualified music
teachers, indicating a lack of resources and support for music education (Xiong, 2020). In a world
where academic pressures, mental health issues, and social inequalities plague education systems,
alternative approaches to education are crucial. This study examines whether music education can help
education systems by influencing Chinese primary school students’ academic performance in a more
relaxed and inclusive way. The author has extensive experience teaching primary school music and is
interested in this research topic. This literature review is part of the author’s professional development
and hopes to contribute to the discussion on “Music education and primary school students’ academic

achievement and overall development”.

3. Critical Analysis of the Literature

3.1 The Importance of and Challenges for the Development of Music Education at Primary Level in
China

Music education is increasingly valued by students, parents, and educators in China’s primary schools
because it improves students’ musical and artistic skills, overall development, and physical and mental
health. Academics have found that students enjoy music the most. Most students enjoy music classes,
singing, dancing, developing their own hobbies, and participating in school music clubs. They can learn,
relax, gain self-confidence, and be happy by attending club rehearsals, performances, and competitions
(Xie, 2017; Liu, 2020). Some parents supported music education in schools because their children’s life
experiences and outlook on life were enriched by music education and school activities (Wu, 2020;
Zhou, 2020). Teachers of different subjects say music education isn’t detrimental to other subjects and
expect students to engage in additional artwork to develop creative thinking (Duan et al., 2018). The
Ministry of Education found that primary school children’s music education improves mental health
and promotes cultural diversity and social cohesion (Jiang, 2020). Despite most studies showing the
importance and benefits of primary music education, music education development is still challenging.
Parents prefer their children to attend more prestigious junior high schools based on their Primary exam
score rather than a nearby school due to China’s unique educational pressures (Huang, 2021). Music,
which is not included in primary school examination rankings, is marginalized. Some primary school
music teachers reported that their classes are often used by other subjects to give students exam
practice (Yang, 2019). Schools may ignore this behaviour if it improves students’ primary school exam
scores (Yang, 2019). Some students avoid music lessons, do homework on other subjects in class and
ignore class participation due to schoolwork pressure. They preferred doing homework and doing what

they liked to do instead of music lessons.
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Parents sometimes ask schools not to let their children participate in non-academic music activities and
rehearsals, worried that music education will distract students and take up a lot of study time, affecting
academic performance and competitiveness (Bian, 2022; Huang, 2021). To understand how music
education affects primary school academic achievement in China, one must first understand their
relationship. Thus, this study examines music education’s impact on primary school students’ academic

performance in the next section.

4. The Link between Music Education and Academic Achievement of Primary School Students
4.1 Under Certain Conditions, Music Education Can Have a Significant and Relatively Positive Impact
on the Academic Performance of Chinese Primary School Students

The academic results of Chinese primary school students are mainly made up of Chinese, Mathematics,
English, and the total score of these three subjects is used to rank them in the Primary School Entrance
Examination. Many factors influence academic achievement in primary school, starting with the
internal factors such as intelligence, self-discipline and learning methods (Banner & Cannon, 2008).

4.2 Internal Factors—Intelligence, Self-discipline and Learning Methods

Intelligence is the organic combination of cognitive abilities necessary to enable a person to
successfully perform certain activities, and it includes components such as observation, memory,
attention, imagination and thinking, with thinking as the core. American scholars have found that music
education can promote the development of the right brain and the coordination of the left and right
brains, which has a significant impact on students’ intellectual development (Battro et al., 2014). At the
same time, the brain contains numerous nerve cells and music teaching is a specific technique for
training students in observation, listening, memory, rhythm, expression, and mastery of performance
methods. Therefore, in terms of human physiological functions, music education not only develops the
right brain and promotes the development of the whole brain, but also improves the brain’s reaction
speed and promotes all types of cognitive levels thus enabling the development of human intelligence
to a great extent (Thaut, 2008). Even though research has shown that the causal relationship between
intelligence and academic performance is positive and significant, the effect of intelligence on
academic performance is only about 20% (Campbell & Ramey, 1994). These findings do not prove that
music education can absolutely improve the intelligence of all students, as music education is only one
of the ways in which intelligence development is affected, and there is no research to prove an absolute
causal relationship between the two.

Self-discipline is also an internal factor that affects academic performance. Studies have found that
students with high self-discipline are more likely to control their emotions, concentrate on their studies,
and complete their tasks more easily, thus achieving better results. In addition, students with high
self-discipline are more likely to develop good study habits, such as completing homework on time and
reviewing lessons, which can help improve academic performance (Banner & Cannon, 2008). Music

education, in turn, can facilitate the development of self-discipline, whereby students are able to reduce
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anxiety and stress by playing music, which can enhance their emotional management skills (Hallam,
2010). As learning music takes time and effort, it can help students to set and work towards goals and
develop good study habits, thus increasing their self-discipline. However, there is no research that can
demonstrate a clear positive relationship between music education and self-regulation, and most of
these studies have focused on music appreciation and instrumental practice in music education as the
main subjects of research.

In addition to intelligence and self-discipline factors, learning methods are also important in helping
students to better master their independent learning skills. For example, methods such as identifying
appropriate learning styles, self-monitoring and self-adjustment can help students to better master their
learning skills (Arnold, 2023). In this regard, students use multiple senses to perceive, understand and
express music in the process of music education, including auditory, visual and tactile senses, and
develop self-awareness by using diverse learning styles to identify problems and deficiencies through
continuous practice and reflection (Hallam, 2010). In addition, good learning methods can help
students gain more in-depth understanding of learning content. For example, asking questions,
exploring the principles behind the learning content and seeking practical applications of the learning
content may help students to fundamentally understand the learning content (Leonard, 2022). In this
regard, students are taught music in the same way, and it is only through deep exploration and
perception of the musical context and emotions that they can complete their understanding of the work,
and then be able to reflect this understanding in the performance of musical tempo, notation, and
musical terminology, which in part promotes the ability to learn systematically and facilitate deeper
learning in the future. It is worth noting, however, that proven good learning methods may not be
applicable to everyone and are influenced by a variety of factors, both from within and outside the
individual, so it is important to actively explore the appropriate learning methods in the process
(Banner & Cannon, 2008).

Besides this, external factors can also affect academic performance, such as environmental factors and
the quality of schooling, with environmental factors being mainly dominated by the family
environment and to a lesser extent by the social environment (in China only) and therefore only briefly
described here.

4.3 External Factors—Environment and Quality of Schooling

Research shows that primary school student’s academic performance is significantly affected by their
home environment. Primary school students’ academic performance is affected by their parents’
education, income, and family environment (Habibullah & Ashraf, 2013). High-educated parents
support their children’s education more, motivating and monitoring their children’s learning attitudes
and academic progress. However, the lower family economic status may affect primary school students’
learning opportunities and resources, making it harder for them to get support for their hobbies and
participate in practical activities, preventing them from exercising and expressing themselves (Abitew,

2019). Due to regional disparities in educational resources and social factors, some students will have
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poor learning opportunities. These can cause students to lose perspective and self-confidence, which
hurts academic performance. To allow all primary school students to develop their interests, music
education is compulsory. Statistics show that many governments fund music competitions,
performances, training, summer camps, and international exchanges. The National Music Education
Programme will receive £9 million in 2022 from the UK government (Gu, 2022). Beijing alone
spends 60 million yuan on school music education (Liu & Chen, 2010). Most students reported positive
gains, developing their interests through music education, gaining courage and confidence in
competitions and performance exchanges, becoming more motivated to study, and improving their
learning attitudes and academic performance (Wang, 2019). Music education is just one way to use
practical activities like speech, debate, sport, and dance to achieve the same developmental goals and
produce positive results (Moss et al., 2018).

Lastly, the quality of education and teaching in a school significantly impacts the academic
performance of primary school students, particularly in terms of teaching methods and teacher quality,
as well as school resources and administration (Banner & Cannon, 2008). Good resources allow the
school to offer a wider range of facilities and options, such as science laboratories, music rehearsal
halls, and gymnasiums, giving students a deeper education and an academic advantage. Good
management also improves teacher training and learning, which boosts student achievement (Aronson,
2002). Studies have shown that Chinese primary schools have innovated by integrating music
education into their curricula (Chao, 2020; Chen, 2022; Chi, 2020). It motivates students, enhances
knowledge, and improves academic performance. However, due to regional differences in the quality of
education and teaching levels of schools, this type of innovative curriculum that incorporates music
education is still in its infancy and requires time to develop into a fully mature teaching system.

This paper concludes that, under certain conditions, music education can have a significant and positive
impact on the academic performance of primary school students in China, by analysing the effect of
music education on both internal and external factors affecting the academic performance of primary

school students. This is illustrated in Figure 1.

whole brain development and improves cognition
ntelligence
However, music education is only one of the ways to develop the intellect

to the cultivation of better study habits and improves self-discipline.
Internal factors Self-discipline
However, there is no research to prove a clear positive correlation between music education and self-regulation.

ates the ability of students ite to in-depth learning,

Learning methods

able for everyone

erest and increase self-confidence in learning.
Environmental factors

pment of music ed:
External factors
Prome nnovative curriculum development and teachers' teaching
The quality of education and teaching in the school
However, a complete curriculum is not yet in place.

Figure 1. Relationship between Music Education and Factors Affecting Academic Achievement
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5. How Different Aspects of Music Education Affect Academic Performance in Different Subjects
Chinese primary school music education includes music appreciation, vocal/instrumental training, and
music composition, which can affect academic performance in different subjects. Research shows that
students learn music theory, analyse music structure, and understand composers’ emotions and
motivations in context when music appreciation is the main teaching objective. This process of
calculating and analysing intervals and chords can help students understand mathematical concepts like
equivalence, proportionality, addition, and subtraction, and students are more motivated to learn music
in a way that helps them solve mathematical problems in practise, which can improve their math
performance (Ding, 2018). Students must understand the composer’s personal experiences, family, and
social environment to analyse the music’s emotions. This approach and learning mindset helps students
connect with the work and its context in reading comprehension and writing, improving comprehension
and Chinese and English performance (Chen, 2022). However, some primary school music teachers
report that music appreciation lessons receive the least attention and love from students in music
education and that students are often inert and lack motivation to learn music appreciation due to the
mathematical issues involved in learning about music theory and pattern analysis as well as
comprehension issues (Li, 2021). Thus, music appreciation lessons may not improve academic
performance for most primary school students.

When vocal and instrumental training is the main teaching objective, it can help students to understand
scientific concepts, such as experiencing and understanding the concepts of sound waves, resonance,
and frequency in the process of learning an instrument. Learning to play an instrument can also
enhance students’ spatial perception and hand-eye coordination, which are useful for scientific
experiments and diagram analysis to positively impact on students’ performance in science (Zhang,
2010). In vocal training, students learn to use breath and placement better to sing and develop oral
expression skills such as clear bite and fluency in speech (Chen, 2012). It has a positive impact on
students’ performance in Chinese and English. However, some parents are eager to achieve certain
goals through music education in a utilitarian manner, which can be counterproductive. Because music
education is a gradual process, it is mainly through the artistic temperament of the student under the
influence of the arts that the student will be able to influence various aspects of their abilities and thus
achieve the purpose of human development. The immediate effects on academic achievement are not
obvious (Beach et al., 2011).

Students are encouraged to be creative with new ideas and express their individuality when music
composition is the main teaching objective (Veloso, 2017). Students create their own music through the
arrangement of notes as well as chords, and this creativity and self-expression can be translated into
learning in other subjects and may make students more willing to engage in learning and try new
approaches (Luo, 2020). In addition, music composition requires students to memorise the melody,
lyrics and chords of a piece of music. Such exercises may facilitate students’ memory and apply it to

memory tasks in other subjects. The training of creative skills described above has a positive impact on
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students’ performance in mathematics and science to some extent, while the training and enhancement
of memory plays an important role in the accumulation of general knowledge and memorisation skills
required for Chinese learning, which has a positive impact on Chinese performance. These effects may
not be directly causal, but rather because the training and experience students have in music
composition transfers to other aspects of their learning. In addition, music composition may not
represent a strength for all students; each student has their own talents and interests and the decision to
engage in music composition activities needs to be made on an individual basis.

It is worth noting that there is no clear research to prove a causal relationship between these influences
and academic performance per se, and that most of the positive influences described in this study stem
from the various types of learning skills and experiences that students acquire through their training in

music education and translate these to other subjects, thus contributing to academic progress.

6. Conclusion

The purpose of this paper is to examine the impact of music education on the academic achievement of
primary school students in China. Through analysis and interpretation of the literature, it summarises
the importance and challenges of music education development for the primary school level in China,
explores the links between music education and primary school students’ academic achievement, and
summarises how different aspects of music education affect academic achievement in different subjects.
The main conclusion drawn is that music education has a relatively positive impact on the academic
performance of Chinese primary school students and that more rigorous and comprehensive research is
needed to explore the underlying mechanisms and contextual factors that influence this relationship.
The main limitation of this study is that it has not found a perfect model to explain and prove the causal
relationship between music education and primary school students’ academic achievement. Therefore, a

model of this topic will be further explored from the perspective of the teacher in future research.
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