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USE MUSIC TO MAKE YOUR LEARNING SING

Our connection to music is emotional, almost visceral. Music transcends verbal 
language and cultural values to communicate in deeply personal, meaningful ways. 
In your learning sessions, songs can help set a mood, reinforce learning, and  
maintain participants’ energy levels.

Review the following questions to help select and use music best suited to  
your training activity.

Can You Move to It?
Action Step: Try to walk or sway to your 
planned music. If you can do either, use it.
All music, in every cultural tradition, has rhythm, 
and this rhythm is closely aligned with human 
activity. In Western culture, the two most 
common representations of rhythms, called 
time signatures, are 4/4 and 3/4.
Most learners listen to music that parallels the 
rhythm created when we walk, pace, or run. 
Because 4/4 and 3/4 so closely parallel natural 
human rhythms, any piece of music that your 
learners can walk or sway to will feel familiar and 
is unlikely to distract from your learning message. 

Does the Music Communicate 
A Mood?
Action Step: Play the selection. Feel the 
music. Is your mood positive? Happy? 
Does your toe tap? If so, use that music to 
encourage movement and positive emotion.
Music has moods that are communicated by 
the notes that create the piece of music. Use 
movement-oriented music whenever you want 
people to wake up, become more excited, 
stand, stretch, or move from place to place. 
After a long or difficult training module, a break 
accompanied by happy music instantly brings 
sleepy or tense learners back to life.
Music with a positive feel is usually in a major 
key. Up-tempo rock and popular songs, including 
perennial favorites like “Johnny B. Goode,” 
“Celebration,” and “Y.M.C.A.,” fall into this category.
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Will Learners Think to It? 
Action Step: Play the selection. Feel the music. 
Is your mood reflective? Thoughtful? If so, use 
the piece to encourage thought and reflection. 
Songs that are slower have a reflective 
feel great for small group discussions, self-
assessments, and other activities focused on 
thinking rather than doing. 
Thinking songs can come from any musical 
style, with baroque, new age, and light jazz-
rock being ideal. Appropriate selections usually 
pulse in 4/4 at a rate paralleling the human 
heart at rest, usually about 60 beats per minute.

Will It Be Constant?
Action Step: Listen to the complete piece of 
music without adjusting the volume level. If 
its tempo, instrumentation, and volume do 
not change, use it. 
Music used in learning is usually best when 
it maintains a steady beat, volume, and 
instrumentation. When music’s tempo 
changes, mood changes too. If volume or 
instrumentation changes, you’ll have to adjust 
the output device’s volume. 
Music that draws repeated attention to itself 
distracts listeners. Select music that maintains 
its pace and volume without requiring your 
attention. Otherwise, you’ll find yourself instructing 
with one hand glued to the volume control.

Will It Feel Integrated?
Action Step: Use music only when there is a 
reason to do so. Tie the music so tightly to the 
content that you cannot imagine the content 
without the music (like thunder and lightning). 
Effective activities emerge organically out of 
your course’s content; so should any music you 
use. Make sure it feels like a seamless part of the 
whole and not a disjointed add-on.
In film and learning, music serves a support 
function. In films, the story dictates the music; 
music does not govern the film. Likewise, 
learning should dictate the music; music should 
not dictate learning.

Will It Be Judicious?
Action Step: Evaluate the amount of music you 
use. Use only enough to augment, not engulf, 
the learning. If in doubt, leave it out. 
It’s not the notes that make the music; it’s the 
silence between the notes. Just as we must 
know valleys to appreciate mountains, silence 
helps focus your learners on the music. Music 
in a classroom, as composer Max Steiner once 
commented, “should be felt rather than heard.” 
Sound continuously made and sustained 
without breaks becomes droning. Do not cover 
your learning environment with sound. Select 
musical moments for specific reasons and let 
those musical moments sing.

Will It Be Appropriate?
Action Step: Carefully evaluate your song 
selection for alignment with learner tastes, 
appropriateness, and negative connotations. 
Regardless of how carefully you choose your 
music and how successfully you integrate it into 
your instruction, music to which your learners 
don’t relate will distract from instruction. You 
cannot know every cultural and personal factor 
concerning participants. You can, however, 
ensure that music you select fits your instruction. 
It should match so seamlessly that learners focus 
on the training, not the music. 
Some musical selections may also not be 
appropriate in specific situations. The shark 
theme from Jaws, for example, is not a good 
motif for a boating safety class. 
Use material that is familiar but not current. 
Topical songs, especially those ones on current 
popular radio, are too immediate to be used. 
Participants will define those pieces in terms of 
their current meaning and not in the context of 
your learning point. 
Songs with lyrics can also have hidden 
meanings. Visit one of the many song lyric 
websites and read the lyrics of any song you 
wish to use. Carefully analyze the lyrics and verify 
the song means what you think it means.
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Will It Cue Reactions?
Action Step: Identify key or procedural bits of 
information that could benefit from a musical 
cue. Select and try music that might meet 
that need.
Game shows use music to tell contestants 
when their time is up. Magicians use music to 
create an aura of mystery. Television shows use 
music to indicate that an episode has started, 
and movies use music to warn of dangerous 
situations ahead. In much the same way, music 
cues actions in learning environments. Up-
tempo, “happy” music can announce a break. 
Break music cranked up to high volume then 
stopped can announce a return from break. 
Fanfares can call attention to critical information.
You can even embed a sound, such as a ding, into 
your PowerPoint presentations to direct trainees 
to turn their workbook page. Once learners know 
what a sound means, they will follow along.

Does It Feature Vocals?
Action Step: Use songs without lyrics to place 
the music in the background. Use songs with 
lyrics to place music in the foreground.  
As noted, songs with lyrics are a distraction. 
They call the brain’s logical portions to attention 
in ways that instrumental songs do not. When 
the brain hears a human voice, it focuses on 
what is being said rather than what is being felt.

Will It Be Legal?
Action Step: If royalty-free music meets your 
needs, use it. If you need to use copyrighted 
material, consult with your organization’s 
legal department or read the copyright law. 
Music, like real estate, is owned. You are required 
to pay rent to use it. Whenever you’re using 
popular songs, it is wise to get permission rights 
from ASCAP, BMI, or other similar organizations 
in your home country. 
Fortunately, royalty-free or buyout music is 
readily available online. Some vendors offer 
one-time payments for the rights to use music 
legally. In other words, you own rather than rent 
the music. Be sure you know what is legal. Don’t 
take chances.

This job aid is adapted from the ATD Links articles “Tips to Make Learning Sing,” parts one and two, by Lenn Millbower.
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