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Abstract 
This paper is a study on second language acquisition with the use of music. Second year students of 

Japanese language at Stockholm University were tested in three different study groups, to investigate 

whether vocabulary learning is possible from short-time encounters. Second-year students were 

selected to participate in this study because they have gone through the major grammatical rules of the 

Japanese language. Thus, vocabulary acquisition is not hindered by incomprehensible grammar. An 

analysis of the test results show that the data collected are not statistically significant. Further studies 

in this field are needed.  

Detta är en studie om andraspråksinlärning med hjälp av musik. Andraårsstudenter i japanska som 

andraspråk på Stockholms universitet undersöktes i tre olika studiegrupper. Dessa studiegrupper 

testades för att undersöka möjligheterna att lära sig japanska ord via japansk musik. Andraårsstudenter 

valdes då de har lärt sig huvud-grammatiken i japanska och att därför kommer oförståelig grammatik 

inte skulle hindra inlärning av vokabulär. Analysen gjordes av testresultat; (med hjälp av ett t-test) 

tydde på att resultaten in hade någon statistisk signifikans. Framtida forskning inom det här fältet 

behövs. 

要約: 論文は、音楽による第二言語の習得の研究である。日本語の学生がポップソングを

通してどの程度日本語語彙の習得を強化する、学生を三組に分けて、筆記試験の解答を使用

し調査を行った。二年目までに、主な文法を学習済みだと言うことで、二年生を選び。学生

にとって、簡単な言葉が選んだ曲は使用しないことした。調査結果が有意義かどうか、t-test

でデータを分析した。研究結果は科学的な根拠がないと示した。日本のポップソングが日本

語語彙の習得を強化すると言う分野は一層研究が必要である。 

Keywords: Acquisition, Japanese, Language, Music, T-test, Second Language Acquisition, 

Vocabulary  

言語習得、日本語、言語、音楽、第二言語習得、T-test、 語彙 
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Conventions 
This paper uses the Modified Hepburn system for romanisation. Long vowels sounds are marked with 

a macron (ā, ē, ī, ō, ū, Ā, Ē, Ī, Ō and Ū). Romanised Japanese words are in italics only when first used 

to not break the flow of the reader. The Japanese words in this paper were translated by the author of 

this paper. Japanese names are written with family name first and given name second.   
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1. Introduction 
 

Background 

During my 3 years of studying Japanese in Sweden, I have come to notice the lack of exposure to the 

Japanese language. In contrast to English, I have not been surrounded by Japanese and have needed to 

actively search for exposure outside of the classroom. Reading comics, listening to music and 

watching movies or television, has exposed me to the language in practical use. The Japanese that I 

was taught during the first year, is very different from how the language is used in casual 

conversations. I realised that it is not enough to just learn grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation to 

be able to speak Japanese well. Usage of language, social-linguistic and cultural aspects play an 

important role when it comes to Japanese.1 Therefore I wanted to expose myself to language that is use 

in Japan. During my second semester at Stockholm University, I started to attend the “language café”. 

At the language cafés, language students can meet foreign exchange students that came to Sweden to 

study. My classmates told me that this was a great way to practice conversational Japanese, and I 

agree. However, it might be daunting for a first-year student to speak to a native when one only knows 

a couple of phrases. I felt that way when I went to the language cafés and from time to time still do 

after studying for almost three years. Later in my studies, a classmate introduced me to a video of 

Stephen Krashen explaining his hypothesis about comprehensible input, and how a student of a second 

language should not try to speak in the beginning of learning the language. In the video Krashen said 

“talking is not practicing.”2 In the video Krashen explains how he attempted to make a Japanese girl, 

who did not spoke any English, speak to him and that it took him five months before she started to 

speak.3 He further explains that when the girl started to speak, that it was not the beginning of her 

language acquisition. During those five months she was listening and acquiring English from the kids 

in her building. This made me think about something that I have been doing since before my Japanese 

studies; listening to Japanese music. I started to think about instances where the meaning of the lyrics 

had become clear to me, without the need of any dictionary. I came upon expressions that were not 

taught to me in class. This phenomenon, and Krashen’s theory, made me interested in the field of 

linguistics and made me think about how listening to music regularly could help language students 

learn the language. There exist plenty of digital tools and dictionaries to help students with learning of 

the Japanese language. Mobile applications that aids the learning of kanji,4 vocabulary, grammatical 

constructions, dictionaries etc. Music could act as means of exposure to Japanese and could perhaps 

help understand meanings of colloquial expressions. There have been several instances where I have 

                                                             
1 Iiniba. Midori, The Practice of “Learn as you use, use as you Learn” in the JFL Classroom Department of 

Teaching Japanese as a Foreign Language Aichi University of Education, 2014, p 15   
2 Stephen Krashen on Language Acquisition. [online video], 2010 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NiTsduRreug (Accessed May 10 2019). 
3 . Ibid 
4 Chinese characters 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NiTsduRreug
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been listening to a song where an expression, that I have never heard in Japanese, appeared and was 

fully comprehensible to me because all the words were familiar. How certain words can be used 

becomes much clearer when one hears them in use. I wanted to see if Japanese music helped students 

understand language when focusing on words that they knew. In previous research there exists a great 

amount of studies on SLA and how music can be used in the foreign language classroom, as well as 

the correlation between music and neuroscience. While empirical studies exist about learning language 

by listening to music, there’s a lack of studies that discuss the use of Japanese music as a vehicle for 

Japanese vocabulary acquisition. This study explored the potential of vocabulary acquisition with the 

use of music. This paper poses the question: Can students learn vocabulary better from music than 

from spoken text? 
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2. Previous research  
 

There is a large discourse on how second languages should be taught, and teachers are told that the 

most recent research is more effective than the ones before it.5 As mentioned before, second language 

acquisition has been approached with different methods and theories. However, there is a lack of 

empirical support for music as a vehicle for second language acquisition.6 Due to Second Language 

Acquisition and the correlation between music and language being two different discourses, this 

literary review presents them in three different sections: Second language acquisition (SLA) where 

theories of SLA, relevant for this paper, will be presented. Music and, Language where the discussion 

on usage of music in language classrooms will be presented. In addition, a subchapter on Cognitive 

Science will be present to explain some of the effects that music has on the brain. 

  

2.1 Second language acquisition 

In this sub-chapter, hypothesis on SLA and previous empirical studies, that are relevant for this paper, 

will be presented. 

 

2.1.1 The input hypothesis 

An important factor for SLA to be successful is input.7 However, there are several ways that we can 

receive input, and different hypothesis on how we process that input. According to Krashen, 

comprehensible input is defined as receiving input that is understandable from factors, other than the 

language itself, such as visual illustrations, sounds, etc. If comprehensible input is given in a low-

anxiety environment, it is suggested that the learner’s degree of language acquisition is at optimal 

levels, in such an environment.8 This is called the affective filter. The affective filter is described to 

hinder a learner’s language acquisition. If a learner’s motivation and self-esteem are low, anxiety-

levels are high, it prevents the comprehensible input from reaching the part of the brain that is 

responsible for language acquisition. Comprehensible input occurs when the learners hear or read 

language that is just beyond what the learner knows. Krashen explains this with the i+1 model. “i” 

represents the input that the learner masters and +1 represents the input that is just past the learner’s 

current level.9 In other words, Krashen suggests that learners of a secondary language acquire 

language best when they are given comprehensible input in a low-anxiety environment. A language 

                                                             
5 Lightbown, Patsy M. & Spada, Nina, How languages are learned, 4. ed., Oxford Univ. Press, Oxford, 2006 
6 Medina, Suzanne, The effects of music upon second language vocabulary acquisition. p 1 
7 Input-Language from external sources such as media or other people.  
8 Krashen, Stephen D., Principles and practice in second language acquisition, New ed., Prentice-Hall 
International, Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1987, p 20 
9 Ibid, p. 21 
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learner who has confidence in his/hers language ability, is more likely to perform better in SLA, than a 

learner with low self-esteem.10   

   

2.1.2 Empirical studies 

Susanne Medina wrote a paper where she conducted a test on children. A study on the effectiveuse of 

story illustrations of music and in English vocabulary acquisition on children. The participants were 

48 second-graders of limited English skills, divided into four groups. The raw data indicated a definite 

pattern of illustration-groups consistently produced higher levels of vocabulary acquisition than the 

non-illustration-groups. Both in the short and long term. Results of the study showed that the 

vocabulary gain was higher for the groups that were exposed to illustrations. Thus, supporting 

Krashen’s claims on comprehensible input. However, the conclusion that Medina came to be that the 

musical media/non-musical had the same extent of acquisition. The music- and illustration-groups did 

perform a notably higher score. This states that music is a viable vehicle for SLA.11 But also stating 

that the same amount of vocabulary is acquired from listening to music as listening to a told story. 

Although the results in her study points to the fact that the music- and illustration-groups did acquire 

language better, the differences in results were not statistically significant. Meaning that because 

subjects participating in this study were representative only of the population from which they were 

sampled, generalisations over other demographics could not be made. Since the test was made on 

second graders, the lack of cooperation and attention span was considered a limitation. The 4- day 

timespan was also considered a limitation to the study, arguing that 4 days was not enough time to be 

able to measure acquisition was actually taking place. 12  

Yousefi, Yekta and Farahmandian, conducted a study on English vocabulary acquisition, on Persian 

students in junior high school. In this study 60 girls were randomly chosen to listen to texts from 15 

songs. The participants were divided into 2 groups of 30, one music group and a non-music group. The 

experiment took 2 months and 11 days to complete. The texts that were used were chosen because 

they followed several criteria; a) they were tape recordings of the song text by a native speaker. b) The 

difficulty of language was appropriate for the students. c) The texts contained a vocabulary of 100 

word that were unfamiliar to students. d) The recording was of comprehensible quality. As a pilot 

study, before the treatment the researcher gave students 100 words from the texts to the students to 

write their Persian equivalents. None of these words were familiar to students. At the end of the 2-

month period, the students were given two teacher-made post-tests to investigate if they had acquired 

any vocabulary through the music. One test for short term retention and the second for long term 

                                                             
10Ibid, p 30, 31 
11 Ibid 
12 Medina, Suzanne, The effects of music upon second language vocabulary acquisition, p 12, 19-20 
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retention. After analysing the test results, it was shown that the music group did better in test results 

and the conclusion for the paper was that music has a positive effect on second language vocabulary 

acquisition, both when speaking of long- and short-term retention. 13  

The results of both these studies suggest positive correlation between SLA and music. Also, both 

studies findings support the hypothesis of comprehensible input. The results from Medina’s study 

were, as mentioned above, deemed statistically insignificant, meaning the results do not give a 

representative generalisation of language acquisition. It is worth noting that both these studies look at 

English as second language in their respective studies. While these studies show how English 

vocabulary can be researched, there is a lack of studies that explore the use of Japanese music as a 

vehicle for Japanese vocabulary acquisition. 

2.1.3 The noticing hypothesis  

One may receive input that is comprehensible. However, a learner needs to pay attention to the input. 

According to Richard Schmidt, language cannot be learned subliminally.,14 What learners notice can 

be constrained by several factors but Schmidt suggest that incidental learning is possible when a task 

demands attention to relevant features of the input. 15, Meaning that acquiring language demands that 

one is conscious of the input. One could draw parallels between the affective filter and noticing 

language. If the affective filter is triggered, noticing input could be hindered.    

2.1.4 Listening comprehension & metacognition  

The term “strategy” refers to the method learners use to acquire, process and understand information, 

also called “metacognition”. In a study about listening strategies, Yin Song explained how 

metacognitive-strategies for reading have previously been modified to act as strategies for listening 

comprehensions. 16 In Yin’s study these strategies did not apply to listening comprehension, so when 

teaching through metacognitive strategies, teachers needs to be conscious of what strategy they are 

using.17 Monitoring a listening strategy, according to Yin, can be quite difficult because hearing 

cannot be seen. Therefore, questionnaires are being used to observe these strategies. In addition, 

students can improve their listening ability with afore mentioned strategies, but it is difficult to 

measure how much a student learns. The effects of teaching listening strategies are not seen 

overnight.18  

                                                             
13Atefeh, Yousefi, et al. The Effect of Modern Lyrical Music on Second Language Vocabulary Acquisition 
Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences MCSER Publishing, Rome-Italy 2014 p 2584 
14 Without conscious thought.  
15Schmidt, Richard W., The role of consciousness in second language learning, Revised ed: The University 
of Hawaii at Manoa., 1988, p 149 
16 Song Yin. A review of teaching second/ foreign language listening comprehension research: East China 
Normal University. 2002 284 
17 Kawachiyama, Akiko, Results of using Listening Strategies. 1999, p 27-37.  
18 Song, Yin, p 283 - 285 
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Moving from the field from second language acquisition, this next section will present how linguists in 

the field thinks that music and langue corelate.  

.2 Theoretical frameworks for music in the language classroom 

 
This chapter will present several theories on how music can be incorporated in the foreign language 

classroom. In addition, the relationship between music and the brain will also be presented as 

Cognitive science.   

 

2.2.1 Music in the classroom 

In the classroom of a foreign language teachers often do not consider the use music, according to 

Murphey. This is due to teachers not reading up on the literature about music as teaching tool.19 Since 

pop songs can be repetitive, conversation-like and are often sung at a slower speed than regular 

conversations, songs are highly affective and have dialogic features and they allow listeners to 

associate the language used in real life conversation. In his paper, Murphey speaks about how pop 

songs are using the word “you” in their lyrics. This is not referring to the listener per se, however the 

listener can subconsciously put himself or herself in the position of you. Murphey likens this 

phenomenon with when someone shouts “Hey you!” on the street and people not being addressed 

respond, or at least react.20  

In her article, Yukiko warns about using songs that contain language, grammatical items or vocabulary 

that do not exist in the textbooks. Nor should they contain any unusual pitch jumps. Yukiko suggest 

that using songs with unfamiliar language that will disturb the comprehension should be avoided,21 

supporting Krashen’s hypothesis about comprehensible input. She continues to state that the use of 

music in the classroom is dependent on the teachers use of it, as is the case for any teaching aid.22 Her 

final statement says that language has an innate rhythmic quality that people respond to. Therefore, 

while using music in in the classroom when learning a foreign language, we are merely responding to 

those natural rhythmic qualities. In language classrooms we read newspapers and do analytical 

exercises on them. The same could be done with song lyrics to give a nuanced understanding of the 

language in question. 23 Music can be used in the classroom to initiate an interaction with the students 

and to engage and motivate them. Music and songs are thus useful to make students react, think and 

feel. Music in the foreign language classroom helps to motivate students, which in turn lowers the 

                                                             
19 Murphey, Tim, The Top 40 for teachers (in no special order). The Language Teacher XIII (5) 1989, p 2 
20 Murphey, Tim, The Discourse of pop songs TESOL Quarterly, Vol. 26, No. 4 , Nanzan University., 1992, p 
771 
21 Yukiko S. Jolly, The Use of Songs in Teaching Foreign Languages, The modern language journal, 1975 

published on behalf of The National Federation of Modern Language Teachers Associations., Blackwell 
Publishers, Malden, Mass., 2000, p 14 
22 Ibid.  
23 Murphey, Tim. The Top 40 for teachers 1989, p 4 
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affective filter.24  

Leaving the field of the using music in the classrooms of foreign language, this next sub-chapter will 

present the field of neuroscience and cognition to present what influences music has on language.  

2.3 Cognitive science and psycho linguistics 

2.3.1 Cognitive science 

According to Cohen’s study comparing audial memory of musicians and non- musicians, people who 

have had musical training have better audial memory, than people whom does not.25 In addition, 

evidence show that children with musical training also have a better aural processing system, than 

children who have not.26 

Cognitive psychology is the scientific study of mind and mental functions such as learning, memory, 

attention, perception, reasoning, motor control, skill, language, and conceptual development. Its 

founding goals are to determine how the mind represents the world and how it uses these 

representations in thinking.27 In other words; cognitive science looks at how the brain collects and 

retains information. With advances in technology and a growing interest in psycholinguistics Scholars 

within the field of cognitive-science and neuroscience, that have an interest in music, usually draw 

comparisons with language.28 A specific study of song lyrics and melody processing suggest “that the 

monitoring of speech and music in songs is performed by independent neural processors”. Finding 

support for the existence of such music-specific network that would suggest that music may have 

biological roots.29 Like language, music is universal for humans, involving perceptually discrete 

elements organized into hierarchically structured sequences. Music and language can thus serve as 

foils for each other in the study of brain mechanisms underlying complex sound processing, and 

comparative research can provide novel insights into the functional and neural architecture of both 

domains.30     

  

                                                             
24 Yukiko S. Jolly, The Use of Songs in Teaching Foreign Languages, p 14 
25 Cohen, M.A. Evans, K.K. Horowitz, T.S. Wolfe, J.M. Auditory and visual memory in musicians and non-
musicians Psychonomic Bulletin & Review: a journal of the Psychonomic Society, Psychonomic Society, 
Inc., Austin, TX, 1994, p 588 
26 Hallam, Susan, The impact of making music on aural perception and language skills: A research 
synthesis, UCL Institute of Education, University College London 2017, 397, 398  
27 Elli, Nick C., Essentials of a Theory of Language Cognition, The Modern Language Journal, 2019, 
University of Michigan, Department of Psychology, East Hall, 530 Church Street, Ann Arbor, MI, 48109-
1043, p 40 
28 McMullen, Erin., & Saffran, Jenny, Music and Language: A Developmental Comparison. Music Perception, 
2004, p 289 
29 Patel, D. Aniruddh, Nature Neuroscience, Nature Publishing Co., New York, 1998, p 154 

30 .Ibid p 674 
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3. Methods  
There is a distinction between language learning and language acquisition. Language learning 

expresses the moment when one is actively memorising vocabulary or grammatical constructions. 

Language acquisition expresses when one understands language from various forms of exposure. 

However, language acquisition is also used to address the field of language acquisition in general 

within linguistics. Thus, to avoid confusion, this paper uses the term “vocabulary acquisition when 

referring to the topic of the study. Second- year Japanese language students at Stockholm University 

were tested to investigate if they could acquire vocabulary through Japanese pop-songs. To see if 

students were able to acquire language from music an empirical study was conducted on second-year 

students at Stockholm university. This method was chosen to get qualitative results from the students 

who were divided in three study groups.   

3.1 The participants 

This study’s participants, as mentioned above, were second year students of Japanese at Stockholm 

University. They were chosen to be tested because they have gone through the major grammatical 

points in Japanese and should be between N3 and N2 levels.31 All participants in this study 

volunteered to take part in this study.  To see if students can acquire language from the songs given, 

this research will compare the result from three different study groups. Firstly, all three groups were 

given a test where they would choose the correct translation of selected words from the song lyrics. 

Secondly, all three groups listened to the same song text twice. Group (a) and group (b) got to listen to 

a spoken version of the song lyrics in the first round. In the second round, group (a) got to listen to the 

spoken version again, group (b) got to listen to the original song. Group (c) got to listen to the original 

song in both rounds. After each round they were given the test to see if they change their answers due 

to hearing the words in context. Also, to investigate if there were any significant differences between 

the groups that were exposed to music or not. The words were chosen because they are Japanese 

vocabulary that second year students have, or should have, encountered.  

3.1.1 JLPT levels- Japanese language proficiency test 

The JLPT, or nihongo-nōryōkushiken, is a test that acts as a means of evaluating and certifying the 

Japanese proficiency of non-native speakers.32 JLPT has five different levels labelled N5 through N1, 

where N5 is beginner level and N1 is essentially native level.33 Second years students should be 

between N2 and N3(advanced and intermediate), leaning more to N2, at the end of the second year. 

This is based on the curriculum at Stockholm University, stating that students should be between N2 

                                                             
31 Stockholm University https://www.su.se/sok-kurser-och-program/jka553-
1.412816?semester=HT19&eventcode=28412 2017 (Accessed May 12 2019) 
32 JLPT. 目的と沿革 https://www.jlpt.jp/about/purpose.html 2012 (Accessed May 6 2019) 
33 JLPT. ４つ特徴 https://www.jlpt.jp/about/points.html 2012 (Accessed May 6 2019) 

 

https://www.su.se/sok-kurser-och-program/jka553-1.412816?semester=HT19&eventcode=28412
https://www.su.se/sok-kurser-och-program/jka553-1.412816?semester=HT19&eventcode=28412
https://www.jlpt.jp/about/purpose.html
https://www.jlpt.jp/about/points.html
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or N1 level when finishing the fifth semester.34 This helps to get a better picture of words and 

grammar’s difficulty level when teaching Japanese outside of Japan.  

3.2 Materials  

This method was chosen to get qualitative results from the students who were divided in three study 

groups. This study required preparations of different kinds. Firstly, a selection of songs was made to 

extract vocabulary from. After the songs had been chosen, the vocabulary was selected with certain 

criteria so that a written test could then be made.  

3.2.1 The songs 

In this study, three songs of appropriate difficulty level were used. A spoken version of the songs 

was recorded by a native Japanese speaker. A selection of seven songs was made from songs that 

were available on Spotify.35 The songs were primarily judged by the clearness of how the lyrics 

were sung. In addition, the probability that the participants had heard the songs was considered. 

Songs that had too much nuanced meanings were considered too difficult for the target students. 

After the selection was made, the lyrics were examined to judge if the vocabulary was at an 

appropriate difficulty level for the target participants. The seven-song list was later narrowed 

down to three songs. The three final songs were selected because of the “narrative” in the songs. 

All three were love songs that shared the theme of heart break and of “singing directly to the 

listener”, which relates to Murphey’s The discourse of pop songs (see chapter 2.2.1). In addition, 

they were chosen because the lyrics in these songs resemble a dialogue and thus use language 

that a student may have use of in real life conversations and might have already encountered. 

The reason for this is to increase the chance for vocabulary to be considered comprehensible 

input. Thinking of the noticing hypothesis, one factor that may have had an impact was the lack 

of repetition of some of the words. To avoid this potential problem, students could know which 

word would correspond to which song. This makes sure that the test was about vocabulary 

acquisition and not vocabulary learning. 

The final song-list is as follows, and they, as well as the vocabulary, are explained in more details 

below. 

The song-list: 

1. Super Beaver – Your song  

2. Aimyon - Kimi wa rocku wo kikanai (君はロックを聴かない) 

3. Aimer – Kataomoi (カタオモイ)  

                                                             
34 Stockholm University. https://www.su.se/sok-kurser-och-program/jka553-
1.412816?semester=HT19&eventcode=28412 2018 (2019 May 12 2019) 
35 A Sweden based music streaming service. 

https://www.su.se/sok-kurser-och-program/jka553-1.412816?semester=HT19&eventcode=28412
https://www.su.se/sok-kurser-och-program/jka553-1.412816?semester=HT19&eventcode=28412
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The spoken version of the songs were read by one of the teachers at Stockholm University. Students 

were used to hear her voice and Japanese pronunciation. The teacher read the lyrics of the songs in an 

articulate manner and at a pace which is faster than the original song, but not too fast for the students 

to be able to understand.  

 

3.2.2 The vocabulary  

The test contained three words from each song in the list above. This section explains which words 

were chosen and why they were chosen. All three songs are love songs and have a common theme of 

“speaking to you”, giving them relevance to the “Hey you!”- Phenomenon explained above in chapter 

2.1.1.  

3.2.3 Explaining the vocabulary  

This section presents the Japanese vocabulary that was used in the test and explain them in more 

detail.  

Your song  

tsutaetai (伝えたい) 

This word has the lexical meaning “want to convey” but in the context of the song it is used to mean 

“want to tell”, in contrast to the more usual term ītai (言いたい). This shows a nuance of meaning. 

Tsutaetai is used five times during the song, making it highly noticeable. This word is on JLPT level 4.  

kekkyoku (結局) 

This adverb has the lexical meaning “after all” and is used as such in the song. Kekkyoku is used three 

times which should make it less noticeable than tsutaetai, however, the word is highly emphasised in 

the chorus all three times. This word is on JLPT level 3. 

usuppoi (嘘っぽい)  

This is an expression meaning “false sounding” but is directly translated to “lie-like”. This expression 

was chosen because poi (っぽい) is an often-used expression in Japan not taught in the current 

curriculum. Usuppoi is only used twice and in its second use it is conjugated, meaning that it is the 

least noticeable of the three. However, it is emphasised when sung. This expression does not exist in 

the JLPT and thus, has no level. 

Kimi wa rocku o kikanai (君はロックを聴かない) 

nagareru (流れる) 

This word has the lexical meaning of “to stream” but in this song it is used as “to be heard”. Nagareru 

can be used as to describe the streaming of music or sound, which could have been a factor for 

students choosing the lexical translation rather than the one given in the song. Nagareru is on N3 level.  

chikazuku (近づく)  
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This word has the lexical meaning “to approach”. 36 This word contains the adjective chikaī (近い)37 

and the help verb tsuku (付く),38 both of which are common words. Chikazuku appears once each 

chorus giving it a total of three time during the entire song. This word is on N1 level, however, when 

reading the word students should know that the meaning has to do with closeness based on the kanji’s 

main definition.  

kizuku (気づく) 

This word has the lexical meaning “to realise” or “to notice”. It was chosen because, like chikazuku, it 

contains the help verb tsuku (付く) and it makes up for the fact that it only appears once in the song. 

This word is on N3 level.  

Kataomoi (カタオモイ) 

soredemo (それでも) 

This has the lexical meaning “even so” and is used as such in the song. It is a very commonly used 

conjunction and it is highly probable that students have encountered it before. It was chosen because it 

is used three times in the song and does not change in meaning. This word is on N3 level.  

iranai (要らない) 

This is the negated form of the verb iru (要る) and means “is not needed” or “does not need”. In the 

song it means “is not needed”. Iranai was chosen due to it being pronounced as “to be”, iru (居る), and 

students need to focus on the context. This word is on N5 level, making it very basic and highly likely 

that participants know this word.  

tsuraī (辛い) 

This has the lexical meaning “painful”, both physically and emotionally. It is used in the song as 

emotionally. This word was chosen because it is a common word that students should have 

encountered. This word is on N3 level.   

 

3.3 Data gathering 
3.3.1 The test 

For this paper, an empirical study was conducted to see if students were able to acquire vocabulary 

from the songs previously mentioned. First, all three groups were given a pre-test where they would 

choose the correct translation of the selected words from the song lyrics. Secondly, all three groups got 

to listen to the same song text twice and then they were given the post-test. Given Krashen’s theory 

about the affective filter, it could be possible that the groups exposed to music are more open to 

acquire vocabulary. The vocabulary was chosen because the chances of they are Japanese vocabulary 

                                                             
 
37 Meaning “close”  
38 Meaning “to be attached”  
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that second year students should have encountered. Vocabulary was also chosen because they were 

frequently used, which is important when using this methodology. The table below illustrates how the 

test was conducted.  

Group A Group B Group C 

Pre-test Pre-test Pre-test 

Spoken version Spoken version 

Post-test 1  

Original Song 

Spoken version Original Song 

 

Original Song 

Post-test Post-test 2 Post-test 

 

The results of the tests were later analysed to investigate if they had any statistical significance. 

3.3.2 Data Analysis Through a T-test 

Once the data was gathered from the students, the results were analysed using a Student’s t-test. The t-

test is used to find out if the difference between results have any statistical significance. The value 

generated from a t-test is called a probability-value; p-value. If the p-value is 0.05 (5%) or lower, the 

differences between results are usually considered to be scientifically significant. This means that the 

results have a 95%, or higher, chance of being significant. A lower p-value means a lower chance that 

the data is random. In this paper a two-tailed t-test was made.39 A two tailed t-test is used to 

investigate what sort of difference there is between groups, in this case between the three study 

groups. It was unknown wether what sort of impact music would have on vocabulary acquisition. For 

example: the two-tailed t-test showed if the results were negative or positive after the participants in 

group B got to listen to the original version, rather than the spoken version.40 The usage of the t-test is 

further explained in chapter 5.1.  

4.Test results 
The results does not show any notable differences between the groups. However, there was a 

difference between the pre-test and the post-test in all three groups. 2 out of 10 participants got a better 

score. 6 out of 10 got the same score and 2 out of 10 got worse score on the post-test. To show how 

each group differs between each other and how the total score from the pre- and post-tests differs a t-

test was conducted. Additionally, a participant had misunderstood that the test was a multiple-choice 

test, so that participants results were not part of the final results.  

4.1 T-test  

                                                             
39A t-test in which the answer is open-ended 
40 Baayen, Harald, Analysing linguistic data: a practical introduction to statistics using R, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 2008, p 75-79 



18 
 

As explained above, a T-test is used to show the statistical difference between two groups. In this 

study the t-test was used to compare: 1) The overall difference in the pre- and post-test. 2) The 

difference within each group between the pre- and post-test. 3) The differences between groups in the 

pre- and post-test respectively. The p-value generated represents if the results are significant or not, A 

p-value higher than 0.05 (5%) means the chance that the differences are not significant.  

4.2 The test score 

The following table will show each participant’s total score on the tests and the value of the results 

from the pre-and post-test respectively. The “post test 2” row represents the results of group (b) after 

hearing the original song.  

 

Table 1  

Participants A1 A2 A3 A4 B1 B2 B3 C1 C2 C3 Value 

Pre-test 6 7 6 6 6 7 7 7 4 7 6,2 

Post-test  7 7 4 6 4 7 8 7 6 7 6,38 

Post-test 2      6 7 8     

This table shows that how each participant performed on pre- and post-test.  

The value between the pre- and post-test shows that the results for the post-test were slightly better 

than the ones for the pre-test. this shows that results were not affected regardless of whether the 

students were exposed to music or not. These results disprove the hypothesis of this paper that the 

groups exposed to music would perform better on the test. 

The second table shows the p-value within each group. The value was generated from the scores 

between the pre- and post-test results within each group.  

Table 2  

Group Group(a) Group(b) Group(b2) Group(c) 

P-value 0,74 

 

0,39 

 

1 0,42 

 

 

As shown in the table, none of the groups got a p-value under 0.05 (5%). This means that, even if 

students performed differently in between the tests, the data is not significant. The results all have over 

39% chance of being random; not significant. 

This next table shows the p-value of the results from the pre- and post-test, respectively, when the 

groups were compared with each other in pairs. 

Table 3 

Participants Group (a)-(b) Group(a)-(c) Group(b)-(c) 

Pre-test 0,37 0,83 0,58 
Post-test  0,71 0,43 0,59 

Post-test 2  1  1 

This table also shows that the scores of the between the groups does not generate a p-value that is low 

enough to be considered scientifically significant. Although there are differences in results, the 
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probability of the results being random are much higher than 5%, which is usually the threshold for 

significance. 
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5. Analysis  
Since the results were deemed scientifically insignificant, the results give a general representation of 

the effects that music can have on vocabulary acquisition.  This chapter will present what the results 

could potentially mean for some individual participants. In other words, participants whom had results 

that stood out between pre- and post-test will be presented, as well as what that could indicate. There 

were some participants that had interesting results that stood out from the rest based on scores in their 

respective groups and deviation notable difference between pre- and post-test.   

 

Participant A3 scored a 6 on the pre-test and a 4 on the post-test, after hearing the spoken version of 

the lyrics. Participant A3 made several changes to how he/she answered in the post-test and it is un-

clear say to why this was.   

Participant B1 did also score a 6 on the pre-test and a 4 on the first post-test after hearing the spoken 

version of the song. However, after hearing the original song he/she scored a 6 again.  Like participant 

A3, participant B1 changed several answers between tests.  

Participants B3 scored a 7 on the pre-test and scored an 8 on both post-tests. The participant changed 

his/her answer on tsutaetai from the lexical meaning, “want to convey”, to the more poetic meaning, 

“want to tell”. This suggests that the student understood the nuance of the word when heard in context. 

In addition, this suggests that the important factor was context, not the fact that it was heard in song or 

in spoken discourse. 

Participant C3 scored a 4 on the pre-test and a 6 on the post-test. The changes made between the tests 

may suggest that the student understood the words better after hearing the words in context. However, 

as with the other participants mentioned in this chapter, it is difficult to give a definite answer as to 

why this was. The test results can only tell so much about why participants answered as they did.  
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6. Discussion and potential factors    
This chapter will compare the results of this study with other empirical studies and relate them to the 

previous research, as well as to discuss potential factors that could have had an impact on the study. 

6.1 Discussion 

The results of the t-test show that there was no significant difference in the pre- and post-test results, 

neither between any of the groups or within each group. The exposure to music did not have an impact 

on vocabulary acquisition. This would suggest that the circumstances the students were put in were not 

optimal for Japanese language acquisition. The aim for this paper was to investigate if music could 

help better understand nuances in Japanese vocabulary. The results do not represent how second year 

students acquire language under these conditions. Song explains that due to lack of empirical studies 

on listening comprehension, there is a need for more long-term research.41 The field of listening to 

music and acquiring language needs more empirical research on a larger scale than this study. 

Comparing the results to Medina, where she also generated an insignificant mean, even though the 

participant were at a larger number. What also differs between this study and Medinas was the amount 

of time dedicated to the experiment. Median’s study was conducted over a 4-day period, whilst the 

experiment for this paper dedicated roughly 20 minutes per group. In contrast to Medina and the study 

made for this paper, Yousefi et al had results that were positive for vocabulary acquisition and was 

done during a longer period. Perhaps, if this study had been done within a longer time frame, results 

could have been different. As cognitive science has suggested, a musical training aids the retention of 

audial memory,42 which is supported by the founding of Yousefi et al. Due to time restrictions for this 

paper, there was no time to do a study on long-term vocabulary retention.  

Another difference between this study and the one done by Yousefi et al, was that the words were 

unfamiliar to the students.43 If a student knows the meaning of a word when hearing it in a story or 

song for the first time, Krashen’s theory suggests; that the word as comprehensible. However, it does 

not mean that the word is necessarily familiar. If vocabulary that was unfamiliar was taken from the 

songs in the study for this paper, there could have possibly been a larger score difference between pre- 

and post-test results. (This is discussed later in the conclusions.) Alternatively, the vocabulary could 

have been words that were used in all three songs; making the set of vocabulary not exclusive for each 

song. This would also compensate for the lack of repetition within one song if a word was repeated in 

another song. Hallam’s study on musicians and non-musicians, show that the natural repetition that 

musical training demands, enhances the ability of attention. This could in turn relates to Schmidt’s 

                                                             
41 Song, Yin p. 284 
42 Cohen, M.A. Evans, K.K. Horowitz, T.S. Wolfe, J.M. Auditory and visual memory in musicians and non-

musicians Psychonomic Bulletin & Review: a journal of the Psychonomic Society, Psychonomic Society, Inc., 

Austin, TX, 1994, p. 588 
43 Atefeh, Yousefi, et al. The Effect of Modern Lyrical Music on Second Language Vocabulary Acquisition p. 

2584 
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noticing hypothesis.44 If this study was to be done on a larger scale, interviewing the participants after 

the post test could also lead to a more qualitative result, since one would know why a participant 

answered as they did.  

6.2 Potential factors 

The results of this study are statistically insignificant and suggest that music does not have an impact. 

This could be due to several factors that had an impact on the test. The limitation of time, that played a 

large role in this paper, and other limitations are discussed in further detail below. 

6.2.1Vocabulary Nuances 

A pattern that could be seen was that participant answered the lexical meaning of tsutaetai and 

nagareru, “want to convey” and “to flow”, rather than the meaning used in the song. This pattern could 

mean that when students were given vocabulary, they were already familiar with, the nuanced 

meaning was overshadowed by the lexical meaning. This could be interesting for further research on 

vocabulary nuances.  The results suggest that the selection of words was not optimal for the students in 

the second year. Comparing to Krashen’s i+1 model, these words needed to be just beyond the 

knowledge that the students already possed. Since the second-year students should be on N2 or N3 

level, the words chosen for the test were to reflect that level. However, the nuance of the words 

meaning was overshadowed by the lexical translation. Meaning that the nuanced use of tsutaetai and 

nagareru cannot be considered “i+1” because they were not beyond the students’ levels. In addition, 

this could have been due to that the selection of vocabulary was too simple for the second-year 

students in general. The vocabulary in this test ranged from the levels N5 to N1 (see chapter 5.2.2) and 

was concentrated more to the N3 part of the spectrum. On the pre-test, students knew mostly words 

that were N3 and below. This is important to note because if students knew the vocabulary well before 

participating in the test, what they heard in the song lyrics would not have played any role in how they 

interpreted the words.  

This does not discredit music as a vehicle for SLA, since the data was not significant enough to tell if 

being exposed to music aids SLA. These results above all point to the fact that students did not learn 

any of the vocabulary, that were given in the test, through listening to the songs or the spoken version. 

In other words, the results seemed to be only based on what the students knew before the test. Further 

studies could benefit from exploring different genres of music as vehicle for vocabulary acquisition.  

6.2.2 Ambiguous data results 

As explained above, certain participants answers were notably different. Although the answers were 

interesting, it was difficult to say why students answered as they did.  Song says in his paper: “In this 

method, the survey results tend to be concentrated in the middle of the scale, or biased to overscale or 

                                                             
44 Schmidt, Richard W., The role of consciousness in second language learning 
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under scale, so it is necessary to conduct a follow-up interview etc. after the survey to sufficiently 

study the survey results.”45 This is suggest that follow-up interviews would lead to better 

understanding the data gathered from surveys. This could be applied to the pre- and post-tests of this 

study and therefore get more qualitative results. 

6.1.4 Students’ skill levels 

Japanese language students at Stockholm University have, from the start of their studies, different 

experience (prior knowledge) of the language. This prior knowledge differs from students not being 

able to read kana46 to being able to have full conversations. By the second year the gap between 

students narrows down but, the difference in experience does still exist due to students being offered 

to study abroad in Japan. This plays a crucial role in how much vocabulary students know. This may 

have affected the results due to students being familiar with the vocabulary. 

6.1.5 Limitations of this paper  

This paper had several limitations due to time restrictions. The study could not be carried out over 

longer period to test students’ long-term retention of vocabulary. In addition, if the study would have 

been carried out over a longer period, more songs could have been added to the list. As mentioned 

above, follow up interviews could not be conducted to better understand why students answered as 

they did. The vocabulary was limited to the appropriate words use in the songs. A longer song list 

would naturally lead to a broader selection of vocabulary and allow variation of song genre. 

  

                                                             
45 Son, Yin,  p. 285 
46 Japanese phonetic characters   
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7. Conclusion 
The goals of this paper were to give students at Stockholm University a potential external activity to 

be exposed to the Japanese language outside of class. Also, to make teachers aware of music as 

potential tool to use in the classroom to teach nuances in the language. This paper poses the question:  

Can students learn Japanese vocabulary better from music than spoken text? The results suggest 

that hearing vocabulary in songs does not have more effect than hearing the lyrics in regular speech. It 

also suggests that students do not acquire any vocabulary if they know the vocabulary beforehand. The 

questions could not be answered, due to the data not having statistically significance, meaning that the 

chance of results happening by sole chance were much higher than 5%. The use of music, as presented 

in this paper, did not aid Japanese vocabulary acquisition, nor did it aid the understanding for nuances. 

Further empirical studies are needed in the field about Japanese SLA through music on a larger scale 

to investigate long-term memory retention. Japanese music as a vehicle for general Japanese SLA. 

Thus, how Japanese as a second language can be facilitated by listening to Japanese music could be an 

interesting topic for the field of linguistics. Also, further research is, in general, needed for how music 

can aid SLA.  

When conducting similar studies importance should lie on having a larger number of participants to 

generate results of statistical significance. In addition, when selecting vocabulary from the song lyrics, 

the vocabulary should be unfamiliar to the students and, preferably, outside of the curriculum to 

ensure that students acquired it from the music. 
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Appendix  
 

The Test 

1. Super Beaver - Your song  

 

伝えたい（つたえたい） 

 
Want to convey  

 
Want to tell  
 
Want to make you understand  
 

結局 (けっきょく) 

 
After all  
 
Sometimes 

 
However 
 

嘘っぽい（うそっぽい） 

 
To let know 
 
False sounding  

 
Convincingly  
 

2. Aimyon - Kimi wa rocku wo kikanai (君はロックを聴かない) 

 

流れる（ながれる）  

 
To be tracked  

 
To flow 
 
To be heard  

 

気づく（きづく） 

 
To be attached  

 
To realise 
 
To know  

 

近づく（ちかづく） 

 



28 
 

To approach  

 
To stand close  
 
Soon to be 

 

3. Aimer – Kataomoi (カタオモイ) 

 

それでも   
 
Not even  
 
Without  

 
Even so 
 

要らない（いらない） 

 
Doesn’t exist  

 
Don’t need 
 
Doesn’t become  
 

辛い（つらい） 

Painful  
 
Uncomfortable 

 
Boring  

 


