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ABSTRACT 
 

This study aimed to contribute to the understanding of the relationship between 

language and music, a rapidly growing area of inquiry. By way of surveys, I sought to (1) 

directly gauge the opinions of students whose primary languages are non-Western ones 

and who are actively engaged in the process of learning appropriate Western musical 

stylistic expression, and (2) compare these opinions with those of their peers and 

professors. It was hoped that the initial exploration of opinions and experiences of a 

limited group of learners with similar backgrounds would serve as an important starting 

point for further research.  

The research stemmed from my personal experiences as a foreign-born, Chinese-

speaking piano student who once struggled in executing musical phrases in a manner that 

is acceptable and appropriate according to Western classical standards. The primary 

demographic in the study was Chinese-speaking students born in Asia, with English-

speaking piano students and piano professors as comparison groups. Three surveys were 

designed to determine whether (1) foreign-born students whose first language is a tonally 

inflected one like Chinese struggle in learning Western classical repertoire, (2) these 

challenges are influenced by language differences, (3) these challenges differ from the 

experiences of native English-speaking pianists, (4) piano professors raised in the West 

are aware of such challenges in their teaching of native Chinese speakers, and (5) 

respondents believe the hypothesized relationship between language and music is a 

fruitful one with pedagogical implications. 
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 Responses from 82 professors, 36 Chinese-speaking pianists, and 36 English-

speaking students indicate that the majority of participants across the three groups believe 

that language and music share similar properties and that knowledge of a Western 

language can benefit one’s performance of Western classical repertoire. However, 

whereas most professor-respondents believe that language differences might cause 

obstacles for Chinese-speaking students learning to appropriately phrase Western 

repertoire, Chinese-speaking students were less likely to admit to experiencing 

difficulties than their English-speaking counterparts.  The results suggest that Chinese-

speaking piano students may perceive and process Western music differently than their 

English-speaking professors and peers. Although further research is needed before 

generalizing the pedagogical implications of these data, the findings provide evidence 

that one’s spoken language may play more of an influential role than earlier thought in 

the learning and performance of music.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 
 

As a pianist from Taiwan, at one point in my life I was able to play music with the 

correct notes but was unable to interpret a piece in the correct style. French keyboard 

music, in particular, was the most difficult repertoire for me in terms of appropriate 

stylistic expression. While struggling with the French music I was studying at the time, 

one way I sought to address my challenges was by reading articles by musicologists, 

linguists, and neurologists. Their writings indicate that music and language have many 

parallel elements. Composers’ instrumental music often reflects their native languages 

with melodic and rhythmic patterns of language being the most accessible resources to 

composers when they begin to write a new piece. Additionally, it is often thought that 

French music sounds French and German music sounds German (Abraham, 1974; Hall 

1972). As Ralph Kirkpatrick states, “Both Couperin and Rameau, like Fauré and 

Debussy, are thoroughly conditioned by the nuances and inflection of spoken French” 

(Kirkpatrick as quoted in Abraham, 1974).  

 

Statement of the Problem and Justification 

 In my experience, students whose native language is a tonal one such as Chinese, 

Vietnamese, and Thai may often feel more challenged in appropriately phrasing and 

expressing traditional Western music, typically composed by non-tonal language 

speakers. Although students who speak a tonal language may not have difficulties with 
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the technical aspects of a piece, their struggle might be more with stylistic interpretation, 

which involves higher level planning of the execution of expressive qualities and nuances 

of a piece. Concerning musical phrasing, Tobias Matthay (1918) states: 

As in speech, so also in Music, phrasing always implies a break in the 
continuity of the legato. You must have commas, etc., in your speech [...] 
Many players forget this necessity, and mistakenly fancy their phrases to 
be quite well defined, while all the time they are connecting each new 
phrase to each preceding one in an unbroken continuity [...].  
 

 A musical phrase is analogous to a sentence. It has been my observation that the 

melodic contour and dynamic intensity of each phrase in Western music normally rises to 

a central apex, followed by a descent and ending with a slight pause before going to the 

next musical idea. This is also a very common prosodic characteristic found in numerous 

non-tonal spoken languages. In order to make each idea very clear to the listeners, it is 

important for an experienced performer or speaker to have a central point and an ending 

for each phrase and to have a pause in between phrases as well. In contrast, each word in 

a tonal language requires its own micro melodic contour in order to be understood: 

phrasing occurs on a foreground, rather than a background level. Since applying an 

overarching melodic shape to a sentence would obscure, rather than elucidate meaning, it 

is not an idea that would be familiar to native speakers of a tonal language. As a native 

speaker of Mandarin myself, I can certify that sentences do not rise and fall in this 

manner in Mandarin. Thus, the difficulties experienced in shaping classical musical 

phrases by some Asian students might be due to the influence of their native language, 

which might possibly be one of many factors that affect performers’ expressivity 

(Deutsch, Henthorn & Dolson 2004). By understanding a student’s background and 
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native language, and by having knowledge of a composer’s native language, I believe 

teachers may be better able to assist students in developing their interpretive skills.  

Limitations 
 

 The study was limited to graduate piano students from Asia whose primary 

language is a tonal language (Mandarin Chinese) and college piano students and 

professors raised in the West who speak English. The Chinese language differs quite 

significantly from non-tonal languages such as Indo-European languages, particularly in 

aspects of intonation. The rising and falling patterns of the Chinese language made up of 

four different “tones” (Kratochvil, 1998, p.419). I hoped to determine if Chinese-

speaking students encounter challenges in the phrasing and expression of Western 

classical music composed by non-tonal language speakers, and the possibility of whether 

the challenges were due to distinct differences between their native tonal language and 

non-tonal Indo-European languages. 

 

Purpose of the Study 
 

 The purposes of this study was to determine (1) if native Chinese-speaking piano 

students have experienced challenges in learning to express and phrase Western classical 

music that might differ from experiences of native English-speakers, (2) if piano 

professors raised in the West (e.g., United States and Europe) are aware of such 

challenges in their teaching of native Chinese speakers, and (3) whether the three 

populations—Chinese-speaking pianists, English-speaking pianists and piano 
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professors—believe the hypothesized relationship between prosodic phrasing and musical 

phrasing a fruitful one with pedagogical implications.  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 

Music and spoken language are the two “organized sound systems” in the daily 

life of most human beings (Patel, 2005, p.59). Recent neuroscience studies indicate that 

music and language are processed in overlapping areas of the human brain. The use of 

imaging techniques such as functional magnetic resonance image (fMRI), positron 

emission tomography (PET), and event related potential (ERP) support the idea that there 

is a large shared neural network for processing language and music (Brown, Martinez, & 

Parsons, 2006; Schön, Gordon, & Besson, 2005). In an effort to determine which specific 

brain areas process language and music, Schön and colleagues (2005) studied 300 non-

musician participants who either listened to noise (control group) or spoken words, sung 

words, and vocalizations (experimental group). In one of the experiments, the researchers 

studied participants’ ability to discriminate between word and melody pairs. Results show 

that words and pitches cannot be processed separately and that musical and linguistic 

processes are influenced mutually. No matter what dimension the participants’ focus, 

activation was found in both the right and left hemispheres and in overlapping brain 

regions such as primary motor cortex, Broca’s area, primary and secondary auditory 

cortices, basal ganglia, insula, ventral thalamus and posterior cerebellum.  

 It has been suggested that individuals who have problems processing linguistic 

syntax also have difficulty recognizing harmonic syntax in music (Patel, 2005). Nine 12-

year old Dutch-speakers with aphasia—a type of speech and linguistic dysfunction due to 



Texas Tech University, C. Eliza Tsai-Lin, August 2011 

  6 

a neurological injury (Springer & Deutsch, 1997)—were tested on linguistic and musical 

tasks. Performance was compared to that of 12-year olds without aphasia. Participants 

with aphasia had difficulties correctly matching sentences to corresponding pictures, 

whereas those without aphasia had no problems with the task. It was also found that 

persons with aphasia failed to identify the harmonic progression from a C major triad to a 

D major triad, whereas participants without aphasia easily identified the shift. Results 

indicate that the human brain shares crucial components in the processing of music and 

language. 

Elements of Language  
 

  Phonology and syntax are the two components in language that have more direct 

corresponding features in music. Phonology is the sound system that gives aural meaning 

in spoken language. Syntax refers to the rules used to structure phrases and sentences 

(Lenneberg, 1967). The term phonology comes from the Greek word logos, which means 

speech or discussion. It refers to the sound systems of a language (Anderson & Ewen, 

1987; Trubetzkoy, 1969). Phonetics refers to the physical production of sound and the 

perception of speech. The term phoneme indicates how certain sounds can be grouped 

into a unit to provide meaning in speech.  Phonological systems are sound systems, which 

differ from one language to another (Collier, 1991).  Syntax refers to the rules that govern 

a language’s sentence or phrase structure. By placing words in the right order, people can 

control the meaning and clarity of information they are wishing to convey (Selkirk, 

1980). In other words, syntax is the grammar of a particular language (Van Valin & 

Lapolla, 1997).  
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In fact, each language has its own unique phonology and syntax. When 

individuals learn a second language they often experience a certain degree of difficulty in 

pronouncing words precisely and speaking with correct syntactic order (Selinker, 1972).  

Noam Chomsky, an American linguist and one of the fathers of modern linguistics, 

believed that a complete grammar model of the language might exist in the brain from a 

very young age, perhaps explaining why people can be fluent in at least one language so 

quickly early in life (Chomsky, 1956).   

Research shows that music and spoken language share many similarities (Besson 

& Friederici, 2005; Neubauer, 1986; Thaut, 2008). Both are organized sound systems 

(Koelsch, Gunter, & Von Cramon, 2002; Levman, 2002; Patel, 2003) that possess 

melodic and rhythmic patterns and employ rule-governed sequences (Patel, 2005). Both 

music and language, as stated by Aiello (1994), serve as functions of communication. 

Humans have long used music and language as a communicative tool to convey precise 

information, inner feeling, thoughts, and ideas. In ancient Greek times, for example, Plato 

claimed that certain musical modes, similar to the sounds of Greek noble speech, were 

powerful in uplifting one’s spirit (Neuberger, 1986). The people of the time also realized 

that music was conducive to preserving information and often used it to memorize 

linguistic texts (Apel, 1979).  

Undoubtedly, language and music have played critical roles in the development of 

human societies. Patel (2008) states that music and language define us as human. 

Research shows that even though animals have highly conserved developmental 

communicative sound systems, these are not as complex and precise as human models of 

communication (Hauser, Chomsky, & Fitch, 2002). Human systems developed to include 
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sophisticated and specific words and meaning in language, and accurate notations and 

complex instrumentation in music. 

Language and music in Western and Eastern cultures are very different from one 

another (Condon, 1982; Levman, 2002). Almost every culture has its own scale system 

(Meyer, 1956; Zemp, 1981), which may come from linguistic influences (Patel, 2008; 

Ringer, 2001). For instance, the languages of Mandarin Chinese contain four distinct 

tones. The same pronunciation of a word spoken with different tones yields different 

meanings (Yung, 1991). Typical Chinese music is based on the pentatonic (5 pitch) scale, 

with spacing between the musical tones in the scale thought to correlate with the spacing 

of tones in the language (Koon, 1979; Yung, 1991).  

Undoubtedly, human beings have frequently used music and language as 

expressive tools to communicate their thoughts and feelings. Jackendoff (2009) states that 

“the similarities between these two activities are therefore not superficial: music and 

language could be two expressions of the competence for human communication” 

(Jackendoff, 2009, p.195). 

Elements of Melody in Music and Language 
 

 Melody is an essential component in music. Musical melody refers to a sequence 

of various pitches and durations that become an identifiable idea or phrase. It usually 

provides the main theme of a composition (Randel, 1999). Every piece has its own 

unique melody, serving as one way to make that piece memorable.  For example, there is 

a unique melodic theme in every single movement of Beethoven’s 32 sonatas. By 

recognizing the melody, it is possible to identify the opus number of these works  
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(Levitin, 2006; Overy, Norton, Cronin, Winner & Schlaug, 2005). According to Levitin 

(2006), the melody is the most salient element in audiences’ minds when first listening to 

a musical work. 

 Melody is not only used as a musical term. Linguists have also used the word to 

indicate speech patterns of pitches in all languages (Collier, 1991). The term for linguistic 

melody is intonation, which refers to a speech movement that raises or lowers pitch 

Collier, 1991;  Patel, 2008). Speech intonation for Western non-tonal languages in 

particular is not governed by a stable pitch or interval as musical melody is (Brown, 

Martinez & Parson, 2006; de Pijper & Sanderman, 1994; de Pijper, 1983). Jackendoff 

(2009) states  

[…] the organization of sounds in language is governed by the structure of 
phonological space: consonants and vowels are distinguished by how they 
are articulated in the vocal tract.  In contrast, in all traditional musical 
cultures that use pitch at all, the organization of sound in music is built 
around a tonal pitch space (Jackendoff, 2009). 

 

The use of intonation in language is essential in providing meaning to the information 

being conveyed. For example, saying the same combination of words with differing 

intonations can dramatically change the contour and connotation of a sentence (Selkirk, 

1980). Changing the pitch and duration of certain words in a phrase may stress a specific 

emotional state in spoken language (Jackendoff, 2009). 

Elements of Rhythm in Music and Language 
 

 Rhythm in music refers to notes of varying lengths that are grouped together to 

form a unit, which serves as an organization of time in music (Randel, 1999; Thaut, 
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2008). Tobias Matthay (1947), a significant pioneer in piano pedagogy in the early 20th 

century, wrote, “Without rhythm, there is but emptiness.” Rhythm can make people sense 

and feel time movement through space when listening to music. Wenk (1987) and Patel 

(2003) suggest that English and French musical themes are very different in the aspect of 

rhythm. Their studies indicate greater lengthening of the end of phrases in French 

instrumental music than in English music. The last few notes of a phrase in French works 

are on average longer than in English music (Patel, 2003). In addition, French music 

often employs larger note values and a dynamically pervasive flowing of eighth notes, 

triplets, and/or 16th-note patterns throughout a piece, which establishes a smoother and 

calmer musical style. Whereas English music often consists of smaller note values in 

syncopated rhythmic patterns using eighth notes and dotted sixteenth notes, and English 

composers often employ more long-short rhythmic contrasts in the music (Patel, 2005).  

Like music, non-tonal languages also employ rhythmic patterns. Languages are 

categorized according to isochrony, the way in which a language is generally divided into 

equal portions rhythmically (Roach, 1982). It is proposed that all languages can be 

categorized in one of three linguistic rhythmic systems: syllable-timed, representing 

languages in which each syllable has approximately the same duration in a sentence (e.g., 

Spanish and French) (Roach, 1982; Dauer, 1983); stressed-timed, in which the duration 

between any two stressed syllables is approximately the same (e.g., English and German) 

(Dauer, 1989, 1983; Low, Grabe & Nolan, 2000; Roach, 1982); and mora-timed, in 

which syllable weight is determined by duration of segments of equal length (e.g., 

Japanese and Luganda) (Eady, 1982; Warner& Arai, 2001). In comparing English (stress-
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timed) and French (syllable-timed), Patel’s study in 2003 shows that there is in English a 

higher degree of short-to-long adjacent vowel durations than in French.   

Song 
 

Music and language are frequently found together in the form of song. Singing 

has been a universal human activity since ancient times (Besson, 2005; Schön, Gordon & 

Watts & Campbell, 2008). According to Levitin (2008), there are six types of song in 

human nature, dedicated to friendship, joy, comfort, knowledge, religion, and love.  

Indeed, song as a combination of music and language that defines us as human plays a 

significant role in people’s life and in every culture (Palmer & Kelly, 1992).  

Ancient Greeks thought music was divine because they believed the gods and 

demigods had invented it. Plato stated that song is a combination of speech, rhythm, and 

harmony. He believed that it would be more efficient to convey thoughts and feeling by 

putting words into music (Grout & Palisca, 2001). The term lyric—the words of a song—

originated from the Greek word lyrikos, meaning singing to a lyre. The lyric poem, for 

example, has historically often been used to express personal feeling and thoughts (Grout 

& Palisca, 2001).  

 In Western classical music, the German lied became a very popular genre in the 

18th and 19th century. In the 1700s, cosmopolitan ideal was replaced by the expectation 

that composers write music true to their national identity. Thus, many composers during 

this time started composing songs and operas in their native languages (Randel, 1999).  

The German lied was inspired by popularity of lyric poetry such as that of 

Goethe. One characteristic of the German lied is its great lyricism. The melody, which 
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often has long, lyrical lines, fits the German lyrics well in aspects of pitch, interval and 

rhythm (Grout & Palisca, 2001). Robert Schumann, in particular, often composed a 

melody that fit the rising up and falling down intonation of the linguistic phrase; then 

implemented piano accompanying figuration to create the mood of the text (Komar, 

1971). 

 In folk song, the melodic line frequently reflects the phonological system of a 

language. For example, the unique tonal system of the Chinese spoken language, which 

contains four distinct tones that help communicate meaning, has strong influences on the 

melodic contour of Chinese folk song (Lerdahl & Jackendoff, 1983; Shen, 2001). The 

melodic pitch in works from this musical genre often corresponds to the linguistic pitch 

in order to make lyrics easy to understand for audiences (Yung, 1991).   

Instrumental Music  
  

 While the connection between language and song is more obvious, Patel (2003) 

and Wenk (1987) proposed that a composer’s spoken language might influence the way 

he/she writes instrumental music. Abraham (1974) states, “The nature of a people’s 

language inevitably affects the nature of its music not only in obvious and superficial 

ways but fundamentally.” Patel (2003) suggests that melodic and rhythmic patterns in a 

language have strong influences and have become natural sources to composers in 

writing music. It is also known that many composers are influenced by native folk songs, 

which are typically comprised of tunes that fit and match their native linguistic text 

(Kelly, 1992; Nazzi, Bertoncini, & Mehler, 1998; Palmer & Ramus, 2002). Thus, the 

differences between music from composers of distinct nationalities can often be 
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described in relation to differences between the composers’ spoken languages. As 

mentioned previously, French music often has a more even rhythmic pattern and 

smoother melodic line than English music (Hall, 1972), differences that are thought to be 

representative of the contrast in syllable timing and liaisons of the languages (Patel, 

2005;Wenk, 1987).  

 Gerald Abraham in The Tradition of Western Music (1974) discussed the 

differences between French and German Romantic music, 

I suggest that this close, indissoluble relationship between music and 
words induced by the nature of the French language has built in France 
over the centuries a tradition of music fairly precise in meaning […] 
Whereas the German romantics found that the enchantment of 
instrumental music lay in its imprecision as an expressive language, the 
greatest French instrumental romantic was constantly seeking to equate his 
music with Shakespeare or Virgil. 

 

Although Abraham believed that German Romantic instrumental music was less precise 

than French music in meaning, German musicians, such as Schumann and Schubert, were 

in fact influenced by German poetry and literature tremendously (Grout & Palisca, 2002; 

Randel, 1999). For example, Franz Liszt’s Liebesträume, a set of three pieces composed 

for solo piano, is based on three German love poems. The three Liebesträume were first 

composed as songs after poems of Ludwig Uhland and Ferdinand Freiligragh.  Franz 

Liszt took the theme and infused some pianistic elements into the piano version in 1850 

(Grout & Palisca, 2001). The melody of Lizst’ Liebesträume No.3  could fit much of the 

poem, and people could literally sing the words. Naturally, knowledge of the poems and 

of the German language may help pianists perform the pieces more expressively 

(Gordon, 1996).   
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Examples of the Interrelationship, both Intentional and Unintentional, between 
Music and Language on the Part of Composers 

 

 Background. Due to widespread political upheaval in the dawn of the 19th 

century, a new sense of national identity replaced imperial identity in many European 

countries (Adams, 2008; Ratner; 1992). The music of the Romantic era took on more 

individualistic and culturally identifiable traits (Grout & Palisca, 2001). Universal rules 

of art and beauty that had been well established and rarely challenged in the Classical era 

(1750-1820) allowed little room for individuality. The essential practice of Romanticism 

(1815-1910) was to forsake these rules and ideas for the purpose of individual expression 

in a work of art (Burns, 1984). After the 19th century, a trend towards the vernacular had 

become a fairly common practice among Romantic composers (Sadie, 1988). Russian 

and gypsy melodies, mazurkas, and Venetian boat-songs are examples that show 

composers’ efforts to express both their particular styles and national identities (Bratuz, 

1967).   

 In order to reach a more individualistic mode of expression, Romantic composers 

began implementing elements of their native languages as resources in their musical 

compositions (Tyrrell, 1985). Their efforts were undoubtedly facilitated by naturally 

occurring cognitive processes inherent in language acquisition:  

 

It is known from studies of language acquisition that the 
perceptual system is sensitive to the rhythmic patterns of 
language from a very young age. Composers, like other 
members of their culture, internalize these patterns as part 
of learning to speak their native language.  […] when 
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composers write music, linguistic rhythms are “in their 
ears”, and they can consciously or unconsciously draw on 
these patterns in weaving the sonic fabric of their music.  
[…] developing composers are influenced by the music of 
their compatriots. This music, in turn, is influenced by the 
music these composers hear as children, such as popular 
and folk songs whose rhythms bear the imprint of their 
associated linguistic texts. […] this link is likely to be 
greater in historical epochs where composers seek a 
national character for their music (Patel, 2003). 

  

Patel (2008, 2003) states that both a composer’s native language and the folk 

songs they learned at a young age could be an accessible tool and familiar resource when 

writing a new musical piece. Especially in the Romantic age of individual and national 

identity, these tools, already a part of the composers themselves, were useful for crafting 

unique compositions, yet ones with indispensably nationalistic characteristics. Two 

composers known to have intentionally implemented native linguistic components into 

instrumental music are Leoš Janáček and Béla Bartók. 

 Leoš Janáček. Czech composer Leoš Janáček (1854-1928) spent more than 

thirty years in public places notating the rhythmic and melodic components of people’s 

speech (Grout & Palisca, 2001). Janáček once pointed out that, in his opinion, there were 

four interconnectors in one’s speech—rhythm, intonation, register, and speed of delivery 

(Tyrrell, 1998; Wingfield, 1992). Variations in the combination of these basic elements 

account for the diversity of sounds uttered by people in everyday life. Astutely observing 

that people’s speech mirrored their innermost feelings, emotions, and thoughts, Janáček 
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carefully transcribed these speech patterns into musical notation (Tyrrell, 1970), and 

applied this knowledge to his own musical works to great effect (see Figure 2.1). 

In 1916, Janáček himself stated, “According to my principles of composition, 

where tune is created by the word, the whole melody depends thus upon the sentence, it 

couldn’t be otherwise.  Of course there are some composers who can fit up any kind of 

text with one of their ready-made tunes. That’s something I can’t do” (Tyrell, 1970, 

p.793). 

Many musicians and audiences are convinced that there is a strong resemblance 

between  Janáček’s music and the sound pattern of Czech spoken language, particularly 

in his operas (Katz, 2009). For instance, Jan Racek (1963) has revealed a strong speech-

melody association in his opera Jenufa. Speech-melody formations serve as the 

fundamental schema upon which various dynamic levels and dramatic expressive layers 

are manifested, appearing not only in the vocal parts, but in the instrumental parts as well.  

 

Figure 2.1. Example from Janáček’s speech-melody—a theme of the grandmother’s 
anger from Jenufa by Leoš Janáček (Tyrell, 1970).  

 

 Compared to English and German, spoken Czech has a much flatter intonation 

(Tyrrell, 1970), as we see in the above example. The content of a sentence determines the 

rising or falling sound at the end of the sentence. In most cases, sentences rise at the end 
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in Czech (Katz, 2009). Yet, as a counterexample, only a question that requires a yes or no 

answer has a rising pattern, whereas a question requiring a more informational answer 

will have a falling end (Tyrrell, 1970). Janáček’s implementation of native linguistic 

elements into his musical works endowed them with his own individualistic identification 

and expression (Wingfield, 1992). He may have developed this deeply personal 

composition method to facilitate the composition process, and because he himself was 

completely immersed in the Czech culture and language from which it was derived, this 

system most assuredly would have expedited his work (Simeone & Tyrrell, 1997). He 

considered every person’s utterance as a unique instantiation that would have been 

recognizable by his audiences as exuding the personalities and the mood of the speakers 

(Tyrrell, 2006).  It was Janáček’s belief that the same content spoken by the same person 

may sound differently when spoken at a different time due to the fact that the speaker 

may be influenced by the environment or other factors, an observation that may have 

informed his use of the “theme and variations technique” (Tyrrell, 1970), for example, in 

a work such as his Zdenka Variations. Janáček’s reputation as a pioneer (Grout & 

Palisca, 2001) in combining linguistic and musical elements together in his own 

compositions was ultimately codified when he became a great influence (Grout & 

Palisca, 2001; Laki, 1995) to two later Hungarian composers, Béla Bartók and Zoltán 

Kodály. 

 Béla Bartók (1881-1945). Bartók’s native language was Hungarian, and one of 

the most essential characteristics in his works was the use of Hungarian linguistic 

elements in music (Gordon, 1996).  He is considered to be one of the greatest composers 

of the 20th century. Damiana Bratuz (1967) in her dissertation titled “The Folk Element in 
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the Piano Music of Béla Bartók” pointed out that Bartók described this as his “purest 

resource” and cultivated a type of “mother-tongue parlando” style. According to Bratuz, 

parlando style means singing in a speech-like manner, which bears certain similarities 

with the recitatives of Italian opera in the way that words are uttered in the most natural 

cadence possible.  

Hungarian spoken language has a very different linguistic grouping system than 

other European languages (Lendvai, 1971); therefore, non-Hungarian singers frequently 

struggle with the language when singing Bartók’s opera, Duke Bluebeard’s Castle 

published in 1911 (Wingfield, 1992). Bartók himself pointed out that the “ancient eight, 

scheme of four metric units of two syllables each per line of verse” was the most crucial 

rhythmic pattern throughout the entire opera. The ancient eight is the pattern that 

Hungarian music and poetry follow strictly (Bratuz, 1967).  

In the Hungarian language, there is always an accent on the first vowel of each 

spoken word. In other words, there is no upbeat or anacrusis (Stevens, 1993). Therefore, 

Bartók frequently made thorough accent and articulation markings in his instrumental 

music (Antokoletz, 1984). Grout and Palisca (2001) state that Bartók often used the piano 

more like a percussion instrument than an instrument that can imitate or produce the 

sound of an orchestra, as Romantic composers had done. The use of piano as percussion 

in his works assists in strongly highlighting the particular conventions of the spoken 

Hungarian language (Gordon, 1996). Erich Leinsdorf believed that Bartók’s performance 

of his own works was “speech-conditioned performance” and that this “was the unwritten 

code behind the music in Bartók’s playing” (Leinsdorf as quoted in Bratuz, 1967). 
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 Bartók’s instrumental parlando music employs nuances of the Hungarian 

language in the form of free ornamentation and rhythmic patterns (Lendvai, 1971). In the 

fifth of his Ten Easy Pieces, for example, Bartók successfully builds a climax through a 

combination of changes in rhythm, dynamics, and articulation, while the underlying 

melodic and harmonic aspects remain largely static (Burge, 2004). 

 Bartók also composed many piano works for less-advanced students. In the Three 

Popular Hungarian Songs for instance, Jane Magrath (1995) observes that there are more 

demands in aspects of rhythm and interpretation than technical aspects. Laszlo Somfai 

(1996) suggests that Bartók’s For Children is one good example of parlando style. The 

music is deceptively simple however, since instructors and students must take particular 

care to ensure precision, being sure to carefully adhere to Bartók’s specific articulation 

markings, such as dashes and stresses (Somfai, 1996). In fact, the task of executing the 

piece appropriately would be greatly augmented by possessing some knowledge of the 

factors that formed Bartók’s style.  For example, piece number eight, titled “Dance” in 

Volume I of the collection For Children (see Figure 2.2) asks for an assorted array of 

articulations. 
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Figure 2.2. “Dance” from For Children volume I by Béla Bartók showing his specific 
ariculation markings (influenced by spoken Hungarian) in his piano repetore for early 
advanced students. 
 

 Connections between spoken French and Debussy’s musical works. Unlike 

Leoš Janáček and Béla Bartók, who openly acknowledged the intricate connections 

between their native language and their musical works, Claude Debussy, one of the most 

well known French composers in music history, never discussed publicly any relationship 

between his music and his primary language. Yet musicologists such as Abraham (1974), 

Hall (1972) and Kirkpatrick (1974) have recognized that the nuances and intonation of 

the French language are very much emulated in his musical works. The following 

paragraphs will discuss general similarities found in spoken French and Debussy’s 

instrumental works.  When discussing music in the 19th and 20th centuries, Oliver Sacks 
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(2007) in his book Musicophilia states, “They (musicologists) found by plotting rhythm 

and melody together, that a striking pattern emerges, suggesting that a nation’s language 

exerts a gravitational pull on the structure of its music (p.243). ”  

 French spoken language is often considered a “musical language” because it 

usually flows smoothly without much noticeable pause in between words (Lawless, 

2003). Furthermore, Hirst and Di Cristo (1998) suggest that French is a language 

employing a “general principle of eurhythmicity (p.197).” For the purpose of producing 

balanced rhythmic patterns/sequences in speech, French speakers are known to use  

“stress alternations” in order to make their utterances sound flowing (Di Cristo, 1998).   It 

has been observed that French speakers are generally sensitive about infusing balance and 

harmony into their speech, thereby maximizing the quality of flow (Riviere, 2004). 

 In the 1890s, Debussy began to develop his own musical language, which was 

colorful and dreamy, and was influenced by the Symbolist movement (Simms, 1996). In 

contrast to Wagner’s use of large orchestras ― monumentalism being such a favored 

technique by the late-Romanticists ― Debussy composed Prelude to The Afternoon of a 

Faun for a much smaller ensemble. In this piece, he strongly emphasizes instrumental 

color and timbre. It has been claimed that as a native French speaker, Debussy’s 

sensitivity in sound arrangement and his exquisite taste for colorful sounds are revealed 

in his orchestral works (Austin, 1970). 

 French is categorized as a syllable-timed language, which means that every 

syllable has fairly equal duration (Roach, 1982). Therefore, syllable-timed languages 

typically have calmer and smoother linguistic patterns than stress-timed languages (Hirst 
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& Di Cristo, 1998). There is another fairly important rule in French called liaison (faire 

la liaison entre les mots), which means connections between two words. The function of 

liaison is to reduce vowels sounds in a phrase. If there are too many vowel sounds, 

utterances become unbalanced rhythmically or conflict with phonetic principles (Riviere, 

2004). Also, the consonant at the end of a phrase/sentence is usually not pronounced, 

allowing sentences to end smoothly rather than abruptly. It is important to make the voice 

flow gracefully and sound euphonious when speaking French (Riviere, 2004). 

 From Debussy’s middle period, he began to bring a fluidity of rhythm and sound 

color in his music in pieces such as Pelléas et Mélisande and the three Nocturnes 

(Lockspeiser, 1965). Debussy’s fluidity of rhythm and colorful use of instrumentation 

was something quite new to Western music, which had been dominated primarily by the 

angular music of German composers until that time (Wenk, 1983). Patel (2003) suggests 

that Debussy’s fluidity of rhythm may relate to the linguistic rhythmic patterns of his 

native, syllable-timed, language.   

 In his piano works, Debussy’s harmonic structure seemingly possessed few tonic 

resolutions, a technique described by himself as "floating chords” (Grout & Palisca, 

2001). From the performance perspective, it is therefore important to use the blending 

effect afforded by the damper and soft pedals, which is essential in highlighting this 

important feature (Gordon, 1996). Debussy’s famous piano works were mostly published 

in 1903-1913 such as Estampes, two books of Images, and two books of Preludes. The 

impressive variety of technical executions required for realizing the subtle color changes, 

the interweaving voice layers, the captivating pianistic effects, the vivid poetic and 
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pictorial imaginations in these collections, is a testament to an emphasis placed on sound 

itself and its exquisite attractiveness (Grout & Palisca, 2001).   

 In Debussy’s instrumental music, a common way to express emotion is through 

the use of harmony and tone color (Parks, 1989). Like many impressionists, his intention 

is not necessarily to tell a literal story (Adams, 2008). Rather, his purpose is to create an 

atmosphere and stimulate a mood or fleeting sentiment in his listeners. Again in the 

Prelude to The Afternoon of a Faun, one of Debussy’s most celebrated orchestral works, 

he was influenced by French symbolist poets by treating the subject the same way that 

the poets did, which is through the use of stasis, connotation, and misdirection to create a 

mood, instead of expressing intense emotion by the use of tension and release. (Parks, 

1989)   

 In contrast to the contemporary German composers at the time who frequently 

employed harmonic motions to shape a phrase by building and dispersing the tension, 

French composers including Fauré and Debussy prefer to form the music with melodic 

shape or color value by treating every chord as a sonorous block in a passage (Grout & 

Palisca, 2001). Debussy’s orchestration greatly supports this compositional idea and 

preference (Austin, 1970).  Even though some of his works require a large orchestra, the 

use of a loud sound can rarely be seen in his works (Wenk, 1983). For example, strings, 

horns, and trumpet are typically divided and muted, harps were frequently asked for a 

distinctive touch, and the use of multiple percussions adds another layer of sound color 

(Austin, 1970). These characteristics can also be seen in his Nocturnes.  

 Concerning French music it is important to make an important philosophical 
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observation:  

The French tradition is essentially Classic, regarding music as a sonorous 
form rather than as an expression. Order and restraint are fundamental. 
Instead of emotional displays and musical depiction we get subtle patterns 
of tones, rhythms, and color. The music sounds more lyric or dancelike 
than epic or dramatic.  It is economical, simple, and reserved rather than 
profuse, complex, and grandiloquent. It delivers no message about the fate 
of the cosmos or the state of the composer’s soul. To comprehend such 
music, listeners must be sensitive to quiet statement, nuance, and exquisite 
detail, able to distinguish calmness from dullness, wit from jollity, gravity 
from portentousness, lucidity from emptiness (Grout and Palisca, 2001, 
p.661).  

 

Differences between Music and Language 

 Though the similarities between music and language are many, there are naturally 

differences between the two (Besson, 2005). Music has the power to stimulate emotion 

and affect, but cannot convey as clear a message as language does in general. Language 

can affect emotional states but is perhaps the best tool by which specific information is 

communicated (Jackendoff, 2009). Music is regulated and organized by pitch, rhythm, 

and harmony in ways that speech is not (Lerdahl, 2003). Rhythm in music is more regular 

than it is in spoken language. Musical rhythmic grouping is regular and metrical, whereas 

linguistic intonational phrase is limited by the sentence (Jackendoff, 2009). Spoken pitch 

in language depends on the structure of phonological space; unlike sound in music, which 

is usually organized by a tonal pitch space (Jackendoff, 2009). Languages contain 

grammar, including words that can convey very precise meaning and information, 

whereas music is usually more obscure or vague in communicating meanings (Jackendoff 

& Pinker, 2009).   
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Similarities between Second Language Acquisition and Music Learning 

 From the point of view of perception and cognition research, adults are normally 

fluent in at least one language, most often the one learned in their youth. While learning 

one’s primary language is a natural and seemingly effortless process, second language 

acquisition after a certain age becomes increasingly difficult due to one’s native language 

having been strongly structured in the mind (Lenneberg, 1967). It is common to hear 

mistakes when people speak a second language, especially in the aspect of syntax 

(Hahne, 2001). Soler and Jordan (2008) and Kasper and Rose (2002) have shown that the 

majority of second-language learners initially reference the word order of their native 

language. The semantic aspects of language can easily be learned regardless of age; 

however, the full acquisition of syntactical aspects might be more difficult to grasp, 

especially after the early teen years (Scherag, Demuth, Rösler, Neville, & Röder, 2004). 

With this in mind, it may be reasonable to assume that for young musicians, perceiving a 

new style of music by a composer whose native language differs from theirs may be 

challenging. Learning to be musically expressive in a manner that is appropriate to the 

style intended by the composer is a process that may be facilitated by possessing some 

level of knowledge of the composer’s native language. In other words, understanding the 

characteristics of aural aspects of a language could lead to better understanding of what 

the piece should sound like. Accordingly, piano teachers may want to carefully consider 

how to best introduce and teach interpretive aspects a new style of music to their 

students. 
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Effects of language on music perception 

 Research suggests that there may be connections and mutual influences between 

speech production and perception of musical patterns. For example, Deutsch, Henthorn, 

and Dolson (2004) propose that the way people perceive pitch classes is strongly 

influenced by their first language. In their study, subjects’ perception of the octave 

placement of a tritone interval was found to be significantly affected by their native 

language (Vietnamese or American English). The Vietnamese participants heard the 

pitches in a higher register than American English speakers did.  The findings indicate 

that linguistic speech pitches and patterns heard in one’s early life might influence 

strongly one’s musical illusion. Another of Deutsch’s findings (1991) indicates that 

native language is a major factor in terms of musical pitch perception but that there are 

also significant differences in musical pitch perception among people who speak the 

same language. Deutsch compared two groups of people—American English speakers 

and British English speakers—and observed that they perceived and organized pitch-class 

cycles into very different patterns. The findings suggest that the specific speech patterns 

one is exposed to early in his life strongly influences the ways he perceives sound and 

pitch, even for people speaking dialects of the same language with similar phonology and 

syntax.   

 Early imprint—language. As mentioned earlier, positive connections and 

mutual influences between perception of speech and musical patterns have been 

suggested (Deutsch, Henthorn & Dolson, 2004). Research indicates that one’s first/native 

language is an early imprint in every individual’s life (Kail, 2010; Hoff, 2005). A 

newborn can easily distinguish all sound patterns in all languages, especially in the first 
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six to eight weeks of his or her life (Hoff, 2005). Infants normally start to exclude the 

phonological systems from languages they rarely or never hear (Kuhl, 1997). At about at 

a year old, babies usually are able to produce some sequences of the syllables which 

employ inflection of their target language (Cooper & Aslin, 1990). 

  The languages that infants hear consistently in early life have a strong influence 

on their capacity to produce vocalizations (Kuhl, 2004). Even a young child at the age of 

10 months can produce sounds that have vowel-like elements or certain precise sounds of 

his or her target language. And after about a year and a half, young children typically can 

produce more sounds of their target language with longer linguistic sequences or more 

meaningful phrases (Kuhl, Tsao & Liu, 2003). Children develop more advanced 

capacities for mapping the phonological system before the age of two (Kuhl, 2000). 

Mehler and colleagues (1988) show that newborns become more excited and interested 

when they hear the language that is familiar.  

Tonal versus non-tonal languages. Languages can generally be categorized as either 

tonal or non-tonal. Approximately fifty percent of spoken languages in the world are 

tonal languages (Dediu & Ladd, 2007).  Tonal language refers to the essential role that 

pitch plays in word utterances. The meaning of a word is contingent upon the precise 

execution of its pitch components, and that meaning can be easily changed if care is not 

taken to do so (Michaud, 2008; Fromkin, 1978). Among all the tonal languages, Chinese 

is probably the most well known. However, there are many other tonal languages spoken 

in East Asia such as Vietnamese, Thai, and Lao. Tonal languages can also be found in 

some of the native languages of North and South America such as the Athabaskan 

languages of Alaska (Kingston, 2005). For non-tonal languages, Indo-European 
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languages are perhaps the largest group that belong to this category (Bao,1999; Kortlandt, 

1990). English, German, French and many other European languages are considered to be 

members of the Indo-European language family (Fortson, 2004).  In general, these non-

tonal languages share similar prosodic characteristics in contrast to tonal languages.  

 Pitch perception between Chinese and English speakers. Studies closely 

associated with perception of musical pitch between Chinese and English speakers 

indicate that Chinese (tonal language) speakers are much more pitch-sensitive and 

normally receive higher accuracy rates in identifying pitch changes (Lee & Lee, 2010; 

Baharloo, Johnston, Service, Gitschier & Freimer, 1998). When comparing American and 

Chinese conservatory students, Chinese students with absolute pitch far outnumber 

American students in each level of musical training. The results suggest that speakers of 

tonal languages possess a more cultivated perception of musical pitch (Deutsh, Henthorn, 

Marvin & Xu, 2005).  

 Although there are many studies related to native language influence on music 

perception, the native language influence from the perspective of instrumental performers 

has yet to be discussed explicitly. In order to ascertain this, I referenced numerous books 

and research articles covering topics in music education, music perception, music 

performance, and language and speech, as well as scanned over 3000 dissertation 

abstracts closely related to music, language, performance, and teaching from the past 15 

years. I found no similar topics related to my particular study, which was to examine 

whether there are influences among performers who speak a tonal language in learning to 

appropriately phrase Western classical music composed by non-tonal speakers. 
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CHAPTER III 

MEHTODOLOGY AND MATERIALS 
 

Surveys 
 

 Three surveys were designed to determine the opinions of musicians regarding the 

relationship between language and music. Three different groups were pinpointed to 

provide a sufficient basis for comparison, while maintaining a narrow focus relevant to 

my own area of inquiry: (1) graduate piano students from Asia whose primary language 

is Chinese, (2) piano major students whose first language is English, and (3) piano 

professors raised in the West (e.g., Europe, United States, or Canada) teaching at the 

university level. The main purposes of the three surveys were to determine (1) if native 

Chinese-speaking piano students experience challenges in learning to express and phrase 

Western classical music that might differ from experiences of native English speakers, 

(2) if piano professors raised in the West are aware of such challenges in their teaching of 

native Chinese speakers, and (3) whether the populations believe the hypothesized 

relationship between language phrasing and music phrasing is a fruitful one with 

pedagogical implications. The questionnaires allowed me to gather data on participants’ 

learning background and native language, ideas related to the connection between music 

and language, and experiences in personal learning or teaching of Western classical. 

 Surveys comprised 20 questions for both student populations and 21 questions for 

piano professors. Questions were grouped into one of several response categories: (a) 

choose one, (b) choose all that apply, (c) 5-point preference scale rating, and (d) free 



Texas Tech University, C. Eliza Tsai-Lin, August 2011 

  30 

response. Questions in the student surveys addressed the processes by which the piano 

students learn to execute music by Western-born composers in a manner consistent with 

classical standards and expectations. Questions in the survey for piano professors focused 

on whether instructors have observed difficulties among their Chinese-speaking piano 

students, the types of instructional approaches used in addressing challenges in 

performing standard piano repertoire in a way that is expressive and appropriate 

according to Western classical standards, and their perceptions regarding language 

influences on music learning.  

 Surveys were created and administered online via SurveyMonkey.com, an online 

survey service that allows users to generate personal surveys. The service provides a web 

link to each survey that can be sent to potential respondents via email. In the case of this 

study, all survey procedures were processed electronically.  

Populations 
 

 Piano professors. I administered a survey to piano professors raised in the West 

(mainly in the United States, Canada, and Europe) and whose primary language was 

English or another Western language (e.g., Spanish, German, or French) to examine their 

experiences in teaching Chinese-speaking students. I researched potential participants by 

reading piano professors’ biographies online in order to determine area of expertise and 

nationality, if possible. I located email addresses for professors at approximately 250 

universities across the United States through an online database of music schools and 

departments  (library.music.indiana.edu/music_resrouces/som.htm). Four hundred eighty-

two (482) emails with a link to the online survey were sent to faculty members inviting 
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them to participate in the survey (See Appendix B). In the same email message to 

professors, I asked if they might forward a link to the student surveys to their present and 

former Chinese- and English-speaking students who they felt might be willing to 

participate in the survey.  

Chinese-speaking pianists. Survey invitations were also sent to students from Asia 

whose primary language is Chinese (and who did not become fluent in speaking a 

Western language before the age of 16). The survey was limited to those either currently 

seeking graduate (master’s or doctoral) degrees or those who had completed graduate 

degrees in piano at American colleges. The rationale for targeting only graduate Chinese-

speaking students was that I wished to focus on those students who came to this country 

after the age of 18 and learned English (or another Western language) as a second 

language. 

In addition to requesting that professor participants inform their current and 

former students of this project, 20 email invitations were sent to my Chinese-speaking 

pianist peers. The email invitation to this population was written in both Chinese and 

English. It was hoped that the participants would recognize whether they qualified as 

candidates for the survey after seeing the Chinese description for the survey, since those 

unable to read the Chinese would exclude themselves from participating. 

English-speaking pianists. A survey was also designed for English-speaking piano 

majors studying in the United States who reported their native language as American, 

Canadian, or British English. The survey was open to graduate and undergraduate 

English speakers, unlike the survey for Chinese speakers which was limited to graduate 
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students. As mentioned above, my focus was on graduate Chinese-speaking students who 

learned English (or another Western language) as a second language. I was interested in 

the differences, if any, between participants who were strongly influenced specifically by 

one language or another.   

Procedure 
 

 Survey-creation process. I first created two draft questionnaires for piano 

professors and Chinese-speaking students. Each questionnaire consisted of twelve 

questions without asking any demographic information of participants. Pilot surveys were 

conducted with six participants (three per group) in the summer of 2010. A feedback 

interview for participants took place immediately after the pilot surveys. Based on the 

comments of participants, I wondered if there were any similarities or differences 

between Chinese- and English-speaking students. Therefore, I decided to include 

English-speaking piano students in the study, and made a survey for this additional 

group. The questionnaire for English-speaking students contained many overlap 

questions from the survey for Chinese-speaking students. Questions for each of the 

surveys were modified in response to feedback received from the pilot participants. I 

brought the modified questions to the chair and co-chair of my committee. We then sent 

the potential surveys to my entire committee for their feedback and approval. After this 

approval was received, the three surveys with my dissertation proposal were sent to the 

graduate committee of the School of Music at Texas Tech University for further 

approval. While waiting for the decision of the graduate committee, a proposal for 

surveying three different groups of pianists as an exempt study was sent to the 

Institutional Review Board  (IRB) for consideration. The study was approved by both the 
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graduate committee of School of Music and the Institutional Review Board at Texas Tech 

University in the fall of 2010.   

 Official survey process. After uploading each of the official surveys to 

SurveyMonkey.com, email invitations were sent to potential participants (see Appendix 

B). Four hundred eighty-two (482) survey invitations were sent to professors, 20 to 

Chinese-speaking students, and 20 to English-speaking students. (Recall that I also asked 

professor-respondents to forward survey links to both Chinese- and English-speaking 

students. The number of total students receiving the survey invitations via professors is 

unknown.) The contents of the emails addressed the purpose of each survey and supplied 

links to the professor or student surveys online. After arriving at the online survey, 

subjects read an introduction to their respective surveys (see Appendix C). The 

introductions aimed to heighten participants’ interest in responding to the survey and 

provided subjects a better idea of whether they were qualified to participate.  

 Participants in the three groups completed their respective surveys anonymously 

although some participants chose to provide personal information in their survey 

responses. For instance, eight professors left contact information (i.e., email address, 

phone number, etc.) in their written comments. Additionally, 49 professors shared their 

opinions and personal experiences relevant to the survey topic directly to me via email.  

Each survey took approximately 10 minutes to complete. When subjects 

concluded the survey, they received an acknowledgement email sent automatically from 

SurveyMonkey.com on my behalf. Access to subject data from the three online surveys 
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required a password, to which only my faculty advisors and I had access. Participant 

computers’ IP addresses were not accessible in the survey results.  

 Data analysis. Because of the exploratory nature of this study, descriptive 

statistics—mainly percentages—were used primarily to describe the data. I did not 

attempt to reach conclusions beyond the immediate data since my aims at this time were 

to determine whether other Chinese-speaking students struggle, as I had in the past, in 

learning Western classical repertoire and whether these particular subjects believe their 

challenges, if any, might be influenced by language differences.  
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 
 

Demographic Information of Chinese-Speaking Pianists 
 

 A total of 36 respondents participated in the survey intended for Chinese-speaking 

pianists.  These target participants were Chinese-speaking graduate piano majors who 

identified their primary language as Mandarin Chinese and who had studied in North 

America or Europe. All respondents studied in the U.S. and Canada and identified their 

primary language as Mandarin Chinese. Among the Chinese-speaking respondents, 30 

(83.3%) were female. 19.4% respondents indicated having studied abroad for more than 

nine years, 11% from seven to nine years, 25% from four to six years, 30.6% from one to 

three years and 13.9% for less than one year.  

All participants had played piano for more than five years. Specifically, 55.6% 

indicated having played the piano more than 21 years, 27.8% had played 16 to 20 years, 

13.9% had played 11 to 15 years, and 2.8% had played six to nine years. The majority of 

respondents (94.5%) stated they had started learning the piano before the age of nine, 

with 41.7 % indicating having started piano lessons before five years of age and 52.8 

indicating they had begun to learn piano between the ages of six and nine. Only 5.6% 

began between the ages of ten and thirteen and no one reported starting lessons after the 

age of 14.  
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Aside from being fluent in Mandarin, 55.6% indicated that they were able to 

speak other Chinese regional dialects, as well. 83.3% reported being able to speak 

English fluently. Of the participants, 2.8 % indicated they spoke German and another 

2.8% reported speaking Italian.  

Students were asked to indicate their current educational level. 30.6% reported 

being enrolled in master’s programs in piano performance or pedagogy and 8.3% were 

students in doctoral programs in piano performance or pedagogy. 36.1% reported being 

piano instructors who own a piano studio and/or teach piano at the university level and 

8.3% worked as accompanists/collaborative pianists. Approximately 22% of respondents 

who did not indicate they were in a graduate piano program or teaching at the present 

time reported being enrolled in a non-music graduate program, working as a keyboard 

technician, and teaching at an elementary school. 

Demographic Information of English-Speaking Pianists 
 

 A total of 36 respondents participated in the survey for English-speaking pianists. 

The target participants in this survey were undergraduate and graduate piano majors. 

97.2% of the respondents indicated speaking American English and 2.8% reported 

speaking primarily Canadian English. Among these respondents, 26 (72.2%) were 

female. All participants had played the piano for more than five years. The majority 

(41.7%) of participants indicated having taken piano lessons for more than 21 years. 25% 

had played 16 to 20 years; 30.6% had played 11 to 15 years; and 2.8% had had 

instruction for six to nine years. More than half of the respondents (76.5%) indicated 

having begun learning to play the piano before the age of nine and 74% indicated 
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beginning lessons between the ages of six and nine. 2.5 % indicated starting piano lessons 

younger than five years old, and 17.6% of students began piano lessons between the ages 

of 10 and 13. 2.9% began between the ages of fourteen, and seventeen and 2.9% started 

piano lessons after the age of 18.   

 Other than being fluent in English, 11 participants indicated they were able to 

speak other languages. Three respondents indicated speaking French fluently, and three 

responded that they were able to speak at least one other language such as Spanish, 

Russian, or Pennsylvania Dutch. Five of the respondents identified themselves as 

Chinese-Americans—they were born in the United States and had spoken English for 

their entire lives but also communicated in Chinese with their families at home.  

When asked about their current status, 22.3% indicated they were undergraduates, 

13.8% were in a master’s program in piano performance or pedagogy, and 2.8% were 

students in a doctoral program in piano performance or pedagogy. 55.6% were piano 

instructors who own a piano studio and/or teach piano at the university level and 33.3% 

indicated they worked as accompanists/collaborative pianists. 19.4% of the participants 

indicated they were currently not working in a piano-related occupation.  

Piano Professors 
 

 Demographics. The target participants in this survey were piano professors 

teaching at American universities. A total of 82 professors responded (44 females). A 

majority of respondents (70%) reported teaching at the university level for more than 20 

years. English was the native language of more than 90% of the respondents. Of those 

whose primary language was not English, three professor respondents listed their native 
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language as Russians, two as Hebrew, two as French, one as Norwegian, one as Polish, 

one as Romanian, and one as Italian. The majority (83.6%) reported being able to fluently 

speak another language in addition to English, such as Spanish, German, or French. 

 Perceptions of Chinese students’ learning styles. Professors were asked 

questions regarding their views about general learning styles among the Chinese-

speaking students they had encountered. Most professors were of the opinion that their 

Chinese students had acquired a substantial grasp on technique prior to coming to the 

United States: 80.3% stated that their Chinese students came to study in the U.S. 

primarily to get a “bigger picture” about aesthetics and style characteristics of Western 

art music; whereas 7.4% disagreed with the postulation.  

More than half of the respondents (55%) expressed some frustration in helping 

their Chinese students fully assimilate Western styles as “their own.” A majority of 

respondents (76.3%) believed that their Chinese students tended to prefer more specific 

and detailed instruction when being shown how to be more expressive in performance, 

whereas only 2.6% of the respondents were doubtful of this preference.  

 Perceived connections between language and music. Participants were asked 

their opinions about the researcher’s dissertation hypotheses based on their personal 

teaching experiences. The hypotheses stated were  

• One’s native language, its rhythms and phrasing, can be deeply formative of our 
sense of aesthetics;  

 

• Asian languages, especially tonally inflected ones like Mandarin Chinese, have 
sentences and phrases that “flow” and are shaped in dramatically different ways 
than those of Western language; and  
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• This very discrepancy could be a key factor in the struggles some Asians have in 
mastering Western musical phrasing. 
 

Approximately 75% of the respondents acknowledged that the hypotheses were 

intriguing and worthy of further investigation, whereas 8.5% disagreed altogether with 

the statements. More than half of respondents (68.7%) believed that the hypotheses 

seemed logical to them; 12 % did not find them to be logical. 

 When asked whether they perceive French music to flow differently than German 

music in ways that are reminiscent of intrinsic differences between the two languages, 

80% of professors agreed and 6.1% disagreed.  

More than half of the respondents (60%) had entertained the idea that language 

differences might cause obstacles for Chinese-speaking students learning to appropriately 

phrase Western classical repertoire (see Figure 4.1). However, 13.8% disagreed that some 

learning obstacles might be related to performers’ native language. 
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Figure 4.1. Professor responses to whether language differences cause challenges in 
learning appropriate phrasing in Western classical music. 
 

Comparison Questions 
 

One of the key goals of the surveys was to compare experiences among three 

populations (Chinese-speaking pianists, English-speaking pianists, and professors) in 

teaching and learning Western classical music. The following paragraphs compare 

responses to questions posed to more than one group. 

Perceptions about language and music. All three populations were asked whether they 

believe that language and music share similar properties (Figure 4.2).  Results show that 

more than 90% of the professor respondents agreed, with 56.8% of them agreeing 

strongly. Similarly, over 90% of English-speaking students agreed, with 57.1% agreeing 

strongly. For Chinese-speaking respondents, 81.8% agreed, with 33.3% strongly 

agreeing. In total, 86.6% of participants across the three groups agreed that music and 

language share similar properties, while only 13.4% were neutral or disagreed with the 

statement. 
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Figure 4.2. Participants’ assessment of the similarity between language and music. 
 

Respondents were asked to what degree they subscribed to the statement, “The 

knowledge of a Western language, such as English, German, French, or Russian, can 

benefit one’s own performance of Western classical repertoire.” As seen in Figure 4.3, a 

majority (74.4%) of professor respondents agreed with the statement, with 43.9% 

agreeing strongly; only 4.9% disagreed. For English-speaking students, 66.7% agreed 

(25% strongly agreed), while 8.3% disagreed with the statement. Although most Chinese-

speaking students agreed with the statement (78.8%), a slightly greater percentage of 

participants from this group disagreed altogether (15.2%), as compared to 13.2% total 

disagreement for the professors and English-speaking students combined. Tallying the 

results for all three groups, 73.3% of all participants agreed, while 17.3% were neutral, 

and 9.4% disagreed. 
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Figure 4.3. Respondents’ opinion of the benefit afforded by the knowledge of a Western 
language on the performance of classical repertoire. 
 

Further, when asked if it would be beneficial for all advanced piano students to be 

able to pronounce some phrases well in the spoken language of the composers whose 

music they are playing (see Figure 4.4), 63.8% of professor respondents agreed (36.3% 

strongly) and 6.3% disagreed. For the student respondents, 77.7% of English-speaking 

pianists agreed (44.4% strongly) and 11.1% disagreed. A significantly lower percentage 

of Chinese-speaking students (48.4%) agreed with this statement (24.2% strongly) as 

compared to the other two groups. Quite a large percentage of Chinese-speaking students 

(39.4%) were reportedly neutral, and 12% disagreed altogether (3% strongly). 
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Figure 4.4. Respondents’ impressions of the benefits provided by the ability to speak 
some phrases in a composer’s native language. 
 

Pedagogical questions. Respondents were asked to rate their preference for five teaching 

approaches, assigning their most favored approach a five and their least favored approach 

a one. While the students were instructed to rank the approaches in order of preference, 

professors were asked to rate the approaches based on what they believed to be the 

preferred approach of their Chinese students. In Figure 4.5 the preferences for piano 

professors and Chinese-speaking students are compared. 
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Figure 4.5. Average ratings by piano professors and Chinese-speaking pianists for five 
common teaching approaches. 
 

There was a consensus between professors and Chinese-speaking pianists about 

the preference for combining the approaches of discussing the bigger picture in the music 

and receiving detailed information about the execution of a particular phrase. This 

approach averaged the highest rating from both groups. Both groups also reported a high 

preference for discussing phrase rules in the lesson. There was a slight divergence 

between the two groups in regard to the value of providing/receiving detailed information 

about a particular phrase and generating ideas for being more creative in one’s playing. 

Data indicate that Chinese–speaking pianists prefer to be more creative and thus rated 

approach number 5 as their second most preferred approach; however, it was the lowest 

rated item in the professors’ survey. Professors reportedly believed that their Chinese 

students would be more likely to prefer receiving specific information about phrasing, 

giving this approach their second highest rating. Yet this approach was ranked low 
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among Chinese-speaking pianists. In Figure 4.6 the preferences for Chinese-speaking and 

English-speaking student pianists are compared. 

 

Figure 4.6. Five teaching strategies rated by Chinese-speaking pianists and English-
speaking pianists. 
 

 

 Both Chinese- and English-speaking piano students equally preferred the 

combined approach of discussing the bigger picture in the music but also receiving 

detailed information about specific phrases, giving it their highest preference rating. As 

reported above, professors also believed this approach to be of preference to Chinese-

speaking students. Thus, the approach of discussing the bigger picture in the music but 

also receiving detailed information was rated as the most favorable instructional method 

overall. Moreover, the approach of generating ideas for being more creative in one’s 

performance was highly favorable by both student populations.  
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 All survey participants were asked to choose which specific strategies they 

believed would help one play more expressively. All respondents were able to select as 

many strategies as they wished (see Figure 4.7). 78.5% of professors, 62.9% of English-

speaking students, and 43.8% of Chinese-speaking students felt addressing the “bigger 

picture” in the music was most effective. 64.6% of professors, 62.9% of English-speaking 

students, and 46.9% of Chinese-speaking students indicated addressing physical 

technique. 83.5% of professors, 88.6% of English-speaking students, and 53.1% of 

Chinese-speaking students chose modeling how the phrases should be played. 68.4% of 

professors, 68.6% of English-speaking, and 59.4% of Chinese-speaking students chose 

discussing the shaping of each phrase, one by one. 34.2% of professors, 6.3% of English 

speaking, and 5.7% of Chinese-speaking students provided supplemental strategies that 

were not listed, including singing, listening, using body movement, and implementing 

linguistic elements. 
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Figure 4.7. Responses regarding teaching strategies helpful in overcoming the challenges 
of learning Western classical music. 
 

 Performance observations. Professors were asked if their Chinese-speaking 

students’ playing became too fixed, unchanged, and predictable after the professor’s 

suggestion for a particular musical phrase (see Figure 4.8). 50% agreed (10% strongly), 

31.3% indicated a neutral stance, and 18.8% disagreed in response to the question. 

Chinese-speaking piano students were asked about their own performance following a 

teacher’s suggestion for a musical phrase. 48.5% agreed to the statement (3% strongly), 

30.3% were neutral, and 21.2% disagreed (3% strongly). Clearly, there was a high level 

of agreement between professors and Chinese speakers as to the manner in which 

students respond to their teachers’ instructions. 
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Figure 4.8. Responses regarding the propensity for predictability in performance after 
receiving a suggested proposition for phrasing (Piano professors vs. Chinese-speaking 
students). 
 

 The responses from English-speaking piano students to the same question indicate 

that they also feel a propensity for predictability in their performance after receiving a 

suggested proposition for phrasing (see Figure 4.9). Slightly more than half (52.8%) of 

the English-speaking respondents indicated that they agreed with the statement. As was 

the case between Chinese-speaking students and professors, there was a high level of 

agreement between the two student groups although English speakers tended to feel more 

strongly that their performances lacked flexibility following their teachers’ instructions. 

These data may suggest that Chinese-speaking students may be slightly more amenable to 

the idea of receiving unambiguous direction. 
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Figure 4.9. Responses regarding the propensity for predictability in performance after 
receiving a suggested proposition for phrasing (Chinese-speaking students vs. English-
speaking students). 
 

 Further, professor respondents were asked if they felt that their international 

students played music from their own country more convincingly than other repertoire 

(see Figure 4.10). More than half (57.5%) of professor respondents agreed with the 

statement, with 17.5% strongly agreeing. 
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Figure 4.10. Professors’ assessment of international students’ ability to play solo 
repertoire from their own countries. 
 

 Likewise, English- and Chinese-speaking students were asked whether they felt 

more confidence and emotion in playing solo repertoire composed by American and 

Chinese composers respectively (see Figure 4.11). Among English-speaking students, 

47.3% agreed (16.7% strongly) that they are more confident when playing music 

composed by Americans. However, 36.1% remained neutral and 16.7% disagreed (5.6% 

strongly disagreed). Among Chinese-speaking students, 42.4% expressed more 

confidence in performing Chinese solo repertoire (12.1% strongly agreed). However, 

45.5% remained neutral and 12.1% disagreed with the premise. Although many of the 

respondents across both groups remained neutral in response to the statement, English-

speaking students showed slightly more willingness to express strong opinions to this 

question. In fact, while no Chinese-speaking students strongly disagreed, 5.6% of 

English-speaking students did so. 
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Figure 4.11. Students’ self-assessment regarding their ability to perform piano repertoire 
from their nation of origin. 
 

 Experiences in learning Western classical music. Piano professors were asked 

whether their Chinese-speaking students had experienced difficulty in learning to 

correctly phrase and express Western classical music when beginning studies in the U.S. 

Responses were indicated on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 indicating no experienced difficulty 

and 5 indicating significant experienced difficulty. 18.8% of professor respondents 

indicated that their Chinese-speaking students experienced much difficulty (4 and 5), 

28.8% indicated that they had experienced a slight amount of difficulty (2), and 6.3% 

indicated no difficulty whatsoever in their students’ playing  (see Figure 4.12). On the 

whole, most professors (46.3%) remained neutral in response to the question. 
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Figure 4.12. Initial extent of difficulty experienced by Chinese-speaking students in 
learning to correctly phrase Western music upon arrival to the United States according to 
piano professors.  
 

 Likewise, Chinese-speaking and English-speaking piano students were asked 

whether they had ever experienced difficulty in learning to appropriately phrase and 

express Western classical music in the past (see Figure 4.13). Responses show that many 

participants had in fact experienced such difficulties to a certain degree. Among Chinese-

speaking respondents, 21.2% confidently expressed having experienced no difficulty. 

This is quite a startling contrast to the English-speaking responses: only 2.8% of English-

speaking students professed to having experienced no difficulty in the past. Most students 

conceded to having experienced at least some level of difficulty, however. 60.7% of 

Chinese-speaking students and 83.4% of English-speaking students indicated 

experiencing low to medium levels of difficulty (2 and 3), while 18.2% of Chinese-
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speaking students and 13.9% of English-speaking students reported experiencing high 

levels of difficulty in the past (4 and 5). 

 

Figure 4.13. Students’ perceived degree of difficulty experienced in learning to phrase 
Western music in the past.  
 

 The student participants in both groups were asked, “At the present time, to what 

extent do you experience difficulty in appropriately phrasing and expressing Western 

classical music?” Respondents rated their perceived difficulty on a scale of 1 to 5 (see 

Figure 4.14). The responses from both groups of participants indicate that shaping 

Western music in an appropriately idiomatic style is an ongoing learning process in many 

pianists’ experiences. For Chinese-speaking respondents, 25% indicated experiencing no 

difficulty, 53.1% were experiencing low levels of difficulty, 15.6% were experiencing 

medium levels of difficulty, and 6.2% showed experiencing significant difficulty.  For 

English-speaking students, 16.7% were experiencing no difficulty, 58.3% indicated 

having low difficulty, 25% reported experiencing medium difficulty, and none were 
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having significant difficulty. The data for both groups are comparative, with most 

participants generally reticent about admitting to experiencing any great amount of 

difficulty in their current capacities to correctly phrase a musical passage. 

 

Figure 4.14. Students’ perceived degree of difficulty experienced in phrasing Western 
music in the present.  
 

 Finally, piano professors and Chinese-speaking students were asked whether they 

believed that living in the United States and speaking English was beneficial in learning 

appropriate Western musical phrasing and expression (see Figure 4.15). 53.8% of 

professor respondents reportedly agreed, with 18.8% strongly agreeing, 38.8% remaining 

neutral, and 7.6% disagreeing. For Chinese-speaking respondents, 50.6% agreed, 27.3% 

strongly agreed, 33.3% were neutral, and 9.1% disagreed.  
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Figure 4.15. Estimation of the impact of cultural acclimation on the acquisition of proper 
phrasing. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 
 

 This research started with my personal quest as a graduate student to perform the 

piano with greater artistic expression. In the past, I had observed a tendency among 

native Chinese speakers, including myself, to sometimes be rigid and mechanical in their 

piano performance and less inclined to explore alternative interpretations of the music 

being studied. Subsequent to my arrival to the United States and becoming much more 

fluent in speaking the English language, the value of playing with greater expressivity 

became more evident to me. I was curious if this phenomenon is rooted in how a mind 

physiologically wired to speak and hear the Chinese language interacts with learning an 

art form historically produced in a culturally dissimilar environment. It strikes me as 

more than coincidental that an increase in language proficiency should result in a 

correspondingly enhanced aptitude for expressivity. The more I speak English on a daily 

basis, the more I am able to observe a similarity of shapes between Western musical 

phrases and Western linguistic sentence contour. Musical contours appear to be endemic 

to the region or culture that gave rise to them. This effect of greater familiarity with 

language begetting greater musical aptitude was magnified when I received help from my 

piano professor in the French and German language and music. Although there is no 

shortage of scholarly literature devoted to the topic of music and language, the practical 

application of understanding phonological elements and their relationship to the task of 

creating a more expressive and appropriate musical performance has also yet to be 

discussed explicitly.  
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Three surveys were designed to determine the extent to which (1) native Chinese-

speaking piano students experience challenges in learning to express and phrase Western 

classical music that might differ from experiences of native English-speakers, (2) piano 

professors raised in the West are aware of such challenges in their teaching of native 

Chinese speakers, and (3) the three populations believe the hypothesized relationship 

between prosodic phrasing and music phrasing is a fruitful one with pedagogical 

implications. Although the primary focus of the surveys was to determine if there is any 

learning obstacle caused by the performers’ native language, it should also be taken into 

consideration that the survey results might have been influenced by a myriad of cultural 

factors. That, however, would need to be the focus of a subsequent study. 

To shape and express music according to its appropriate style and spirit is a 

learning process, and it is reasonable to believe that most piano students have the 

capacity to learn to master the skill regardless of their mother tongue. While there is an 

array of variables involved in the learning process, language and music are related at such 

a fundamental level, that the examining the attitudes and predispositions of musicians, 

especially those negotiating a new and unique culture, is certainly warranted. Music and 

language are the two sound-systems used in the daily life of most human beings, and 

musicians in particular (Patel, 2005). Language allows us to communicate ideas, 

information, emotions, and whims very precisely, while music does so abstractly, yet 

both are intimately related. Thus, those on the front lines of learning and teaching a 

language, music, and a culture are in a unique position, and have correspondingly unique 

viewpoints to offer.  
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 Results from the surveys do indicate that a large majority of survey participants in 

all three groups believe that language and music share similar properties, and that 

knowledge of a Western language can benefit one’s performance of Western classical 

repertoire. As one professor stated, “I think there is a direct relationship between the 

language and the music.” In addition, both professors and Chinese students strongly 

believe that living in the United States and speaking English play important roles in 

aiding the acquisition of idiomatic Western musical phrasing and expression. Implicitly, 

this would seem to be in contrast to the alternative of studying exclusively in a Chinese-

speaking country. In addition, the professors overwhelmingly agree with my hypotheses 

that (1) one’s native language, its rhythms and phrasing, can be deeply formative of our 

sense of aesthetics, (2) Asian languages, especially tonally inflected ones like Mandarin 

Chinese, have sentences and phrases that flow and are shaped in dramatically different 

ways than those of Western non-tonal languages, and (3) this very discrepancy could be a 

key factor in the struggles some Asians have in mastering Western musical phrasing 

because many languages move toward a key word that is emphasized—a sort of high 

point of the phrase—whereas an inflected language like Mandarin is restricted by the 

fixed tone of each word, and its sentences tend to have a less strong central point of 

emphasis than a language such as English. 

Although all participants agree that knowledge of a Western language can benefit 

one’s performance of Western classical repertoire, it must be pointed out that one cannot 

necessarily attribute this result as a tacit acknowledgement of the inherent relationship 

between language and music. It might just as well be recognition of the practical reality 

that in order to learn, one must first understand what is being said, as suggested by a 



Texas Tech University, C. Eliza Tsai-Lin, August 2011 

  59 

professor-respondent: “I think Asian students appreciate detailed instructions not because 

their specific mentality but because many of them come with limited English and want to 

make sure they understand what is being said.” In addition, although most professors 

believe that language differences may cause obstacles for Chinese-speaking students 

learning Western repertoire, this does not necessarily prove an endorsement on their parts 

of a connection between linguistic phrasing with musical phrasing. Again, they may 

simply be attesting to the practicalities of communication. In fact, several of the Chinese 

students suggested that it would be very beneficial if their professor had used alternative 

linguistic constructions to better convey their expectations regarding the musical phrase. 

One Chinese student stated, “I wish my teacher may quote examples that Asian students 

could easily understand, use simple wordings in lesson, help Asian students to establish 

their creative and imaginative abilities, do not confine it with rules." One cannot ignore 

the rather large component that basic communication plays in many of the answers given 

in response to the survey questions, regardless of the hypothesized relations between 

language and music. 

Nevertheless, when asked about whether French music flows differently than 

German music in ways that are reminiscent of intrinsic differences between the two 

languages, a large majority of professors agreed. We can, by extension, infer that 

Western music flows differently than Chinese music, or at least that, Chinese students 

may perceive Western music differently, which may be symptomatic of the vast 

differences between Mandarin and Western non-tonal languages. We can safely make the 

generalization that when the native language of a performer is exceedingly different from 

the language of an entire culture of music, there must certainly be differences in how that 
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music is perceived and performed. Many Chinese respondents commented that Chinese is 

a tonal language and has to be executed with precise pitch for every spoken word. 

Therefore, it is natural for Chinese speakers to be tuned in to pitch perception and 

combination in music, which complicates their ability to see the bigger picture. One 

professor in my survey suggested that Chinese is not exclusive in this respect: 

I think your topic can apply to all the Asian languages. I myself have 
noticed that in the countries with several spoken languages, like Romania, 
Moldova, Albania, Belgium, the students show more native ability to 
understand the phrasing and the overall structure of the music. Very often 
Asian students regard their performance as a flawless technical execution 
and need very specific instruction that leads to a better understanding of 
the musical aspects. 

 

Another professor’s comments mirrored these sentiments: 

I think this is a worthy study. It might benefit from considering language 
characteristics of other Asian cultures, especially Japanese and Korean. I 
feel this survey should address experiences with students speaking other 
non-Western non-tonal languages, such as Japanese, Korean, Indonesian, 
etc. I must say that I have noticed many similarities with my Korean and 
Japanese students to the hypotheses you here present. 
 

 When first learning to shape a Western musical phrase, undue attention may be 

paid to each pitch in isolation, to the exclusion of its relation to the phrase. It makes sense 

that when a Chinese speaker acquires greater familiarization with Western non-tonal 

languages, they may achieve a corresponding understanding of phrasing in Western 

music. Western language and music share the potential for meaning-altering patterns of 

stress and release.  For the same sentence, a slight variation on the emphasis of different 

words may impart a slightly different meaning. The same may be said of Western music. 
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The synaptic programming engrained by lifelong exposure to a language may have a 

profound influence on musical discernment. A speaker of one language may attribute 

importance to discrete elements within the musical structure dissimilarly from a speaker 

of a different language. 

Interesting results were obtained relating to the Chinese students’ assessment of 

their own abilities. Even though most of the professors expressed some frustration in 

helping their Chinese students fully assimilate Western styles as their own, the majority 

of Chinese students admit to experiencing little to no difficulty in learning to phrase 

Western music prior to their coming to the United States, and were less likely to admit to 

experiencing difficulties than their English-speaking counterparts. Professors felt that 

language might cause obstacles for Chinese-speaking students. However, Chinese-

speaking students didn’t feel as strongly that they had had obstacles. Yet when asked 

about their present abilities, a number of Chinese speakers indicated growing more 

confident in their performance after having studied for a substantial time in the United 

States.  This result may lend support to the idea that exposure to a Western language may 

in fact have proven beneficial to them. 

Compared to what the professors had reported, Chinese-speaking students on the 

whole tended to minimize the idea that they had any interpretive difficulties related to 

language. This is further borne out by their impression of the benefits provided by the 

ability to be able to pronounce some phrases well in the spoken language of the 

composers whose music they are playing. Whereas most of the Chinese-speaking 

students disagreed with this concept, the majority of English speakers and piano 

professors concurred. These results suggest that Chinese-speaking piano students may in 



Texas Tech University, C. Eliza Tsai-Lin, August 2011 

  62 

fact perceive and process Western music differently than their English-speaking 

professors and peers. 

This topic, a growing area of inquiry, generated great enthusiasm from the survey 

respondents, particularly professors, as reflected in various comments: “This is an 

interesting concept, and I hope you will give us your findings;” “Very interesting topic. I 

strongly believe that the native language and, also the temperament deeply influence our 

approach and interpretation of music;” “Thank you for sending this survey. The influence 

of language on music is an interesting topic, which I have spent significant time thinking 

about” and; “As an American who lived in England, I know very well how the same 

language can be used and understood in very different & subtle ways due to the 

inflection.” I was pleasantly surprised to see such enthusiastic responses and genuine 

interest in this topic, and I am appreciative of the more than 60 professors who provided 

generous feedback about their personal experiences and thoughts in response to the 

questions I asked. 

 The findings support my hypothesis that the native language, or the most 

consistent language being used in a performer’s daily life, might be an influential factor 

in the way he/she perceives and produces music. Approximately 75% professors agree 

with my research hypotheses. In their answers, they indicated that they have considered 

that linguistic background might be one of many influential factors in students’ musical 

learning processes, with the understanding that students with different primary languages 

may learn the same repertoire with different approaches and outcomes. 
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According to my personal observation and experience as a Chinese student, 

people raised in the Chinese-speaking world have very limited exposure to Western non-

tonal languages other than English. While studying English is a requirement, few people 

in Mainland China or Taiwan are actually fluent. The unlikely prospect of being able to 

study a Western language other than English is an unfortunate state of affairs, yet one that 

may help us to understand the general ambivalence expressed by Chinese pianists. On the 

contrary, many English-speaking students have either learned, or have been encouraged 

to learn, a variety of foreign languages before college. In fact, many American student 

respondents indicate fluency in a non-English Western language. The findings indicate 

that earlier exposure to a number of languages would assist in the acquisition of fluency, 

which is a situation not dissimilar to the favorable effects elicited by early exposure to 

musical training (Radocy & Boyle, 2003). 

 Several Chinese-speaking students suggested that it would be beneficial to them if 

their professor used alternative linguistic constructions as demonstrations of the musical 

phrase. As stated earlier, these sentiments may be rooted primarily in issues pertaining to 

basic communication. 

Professors who are able to speak more than one Western language fluently seem 

to implement more linguistic elements into their teaching. For instance, one professor in 

particular who indicated he had studied 15 languages and was able to speak Spanish, 

French, Greek, and German professed, “I discussed the difference between western 

poetry and oriental poetry, oriental construction of languages in the East versus oriental 

languages.” According to the data, professors able to speak multiple languages tended to 

see more connections between music and language, were more likely to concede that a 
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performer’s primary language might influence one’s ability to perform, and more readily 

recognized the benefits of implementing linguistic elements—such as delivering a 

sentence with two distinct inflections—into piano instruction, thus assisting in the 

learning process. One such example of using linguistic elements for the sake of 

facilitating learning may include delivering a sentence using two distinct inflections to 

help Asian students better understand the importance of stress in language and musical 

phrasing. 

 After participating in the survey, many Chinese-speaking pianists contacted me 

with sentiments that indicate a renewed willingness to reconsider their experience in 

processing music. Such sentiments represent an unintended, yet hoped for outcome of 

this study: “I like your survey. It is in-depth and it makes me think how Cantonese has 

affected my study of Western Music.” The survey’s focus on possible native language 

influences may have caused respondents to reflect upon their own struggles with 

expressivity and musical shaping. 

 Professors, for their part, are all too aware of the difficulties that Chinese students 

typically encounter in learning Western music. Professors were asked if after the 

suggestion for a particular musical phrasing their Chinese-speaking students’ playing 

became too fixed, unchanging, and predictable in their performances, 50% of professors 

agreed with the statement. Chinese-speaking piano students were asked the same question 

regarding their own playing in this respect. Among Chinese-speaking respondents, 

approximately half (48.5%) agreed with the statement. To my surprise, the response from 

English-speaking piano students to the same question indicates that they also feel a 

propensity for predictability in their performance after receiving a suggested proposition 
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for phrasing. Slightly more than half (52.8%) of the English-speaking respondents 

indicate that they agreed. Thus, for students who speak a foreign language, seeking to 

reinforce measures pertinent to fostering greater creative interpretation in their playing 

may be a worthy endeavor. Yet this endeavor is not one that should necessarily be 

confined to Chinese-speaking pianists, since students whose primary language is a 

Western one such as German or English seem to experience comparable difficulties. 

Findings may indicate that professors should be aware of these difficulties and encourage 

students to play with greater and more nuanced emotional expression.  

Enhancing an awareness and responsiveness to personal interpretation in all 

students, regardless of nationality, is a crucial challenge for every piano instructor to 

consider. A number of professor comments alluded to this notion:  

I have many English-speaking students who are unmusical as well as 
Chinese-speaking [students]. I am not convinced there is any connection 
between mother tongue and musicality. It depends on the innate talent of 
the student. Everyone can improve in phrasing beautifully.  

 
I agree that there is a strong connection between language and music, but I 
worry about your generalizations regarding Chinese students. I find that 
native English speakers also can have problems, and that Chinese can 
adopt well and easily. There are wonderful players coming directly out of 
China now, and much of the problem was the set-back the Cultural 
Revolution caused in their instruction of Western classical music. I have 
long advocated that your premise holds true with French and German 
music, and perhaps it does also regarding the Chinese (it would make 
sense!). It may be that I've been blessed with the most talented students.....  

 

From my perspective, it is difficult to posit a connection between a 
student's inability to play classical piano repertoire convincingly and the 
mother tongue being Chinese. There are just as many French-speaking, 
German-speaking, and Italian-speaking pianists who have difficulty in 
conveying music effectively. I don't know how one would ever say to a 
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Chinese-speaking pianist, "Oh...you don't get this musical phrase because 
you are Chinese." Some of my Chinese piano students are GREAT with 
Rachmaninoff, and they don't speak Russian. I have taught French piano 
students who played Ravel poorly, some German students who played 
Bach poorly, etc. There are many possible reasons why a piano student 
may play poorly. I can't imagine that a tenable thesis could ever be proven, 
showing that Chinese-speaking students are inherently less able to convey 
phrasing in Bach, Beethoven, etc. MERELY BECAUSE their native 
language is Chinese. 

 

 Chinese-speaking and English-speaking piano students were asked whether they 

had ever experienced difficulty in learning to appropriately phrase and express Western 

classical music in the past. The answers show that many participants had in fact 

experienced such difficulties in the past, but both groups indicated that they experience 

less difficulty in shaping the music at the present time. Both student groups are similar in 

that participants were generally reticent about admitting to experiencing any great 

amount of difficulty in their current capacities to correctly phrase a musical passage. The 

results indicate that stylistically appropriate phrasing is a learnable endeavor regardless of 

one’s language. The responses from both groups of participants suggest that shaping 

Western music in an appropriately idiomatic style is an ongoing learning process in many 

pianists’ experiences.  

 Although many professors agreed that the native language of a performer might 

be one possible roadblock in their musical learning process, a number of them pointed 

out that there are many factors that impact students’ learning processes and performance 

outcomes. The professors’ comments make simplistic generalizations or easy conclusions 

impossible: 
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While language plays a part in your thesis, I think it is only one of many 
factors. The major factors are the kind of musical training that the student 
receives, their intellect, and talent. It is dangerous to generalize about 
Chinese teaching. There are many types of teaching in China, just as 
there are many types of teaching in Russia, Europe, and the U.S. 

 
Everyone is different. The students from Taiwan are very different from 
mainland China and Hong Kong. It is hard to make stereotypes of the 
Chinese-speaking student as each one has their own personalities and 
characters. I am only commenting on a general and combined sense of the 
students I have taught. Many are creative and free spirits that do not fall 
into these categories.  

 
You are onto something. But I think you need to probe the emotional 
factors more---language alone is not enough. It is true that Asian students 
tend to be mechanical at times. But so do those from Arkansas or 
Manitoba or Jerusalem. Music speaks in non-verbal ways and while 
phrasing is connected to speech, other factors are not. 

 

 There were a couple of questions in the survey that featured teaching approaches. 

Respondents were presented with five common instructional methods and asked to assign 

a preference rating for each. All three populations were in agreement that discussing 

phrasing “rules” that can be applied in other similar contexts, with its more general 

emphasis on looking at both the macro and micro features of a piece, was the most 

favorable one. Both student groups also selected the approach with its attention to 

fostering creativity, as the second most appealing approach. It initially seems that these 

two groups are not as different as one might expect. However, the English-speaking 

students seemed less willing to prefer excessively detailed instruction than Chinese-

speaking students. Interestingly, Chinese-speaking students’ least desirable approach—

discussing the “bigger picture”—was viewed to be at least a tolerable alternative by the 

English-speaking students. This finding correlates with the professors’ responses 
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indicating their belief that Chinese speakers prefer to receive very specific information 

about a particular phrase. It may be that professors perceive their Chinese students to be 

more amenable to the idea of receiving detailed information and instruction, as opposed 

to investigating competing approaches. Professors may believe that Chinese students, in 

general, may attain better learning outcomes when their professors provide more detailed 

instruction. The professors’ comments in this regard are noteworthy: 

I think Asian students appreciate detailed instructions not because their 
specific mentality but because many of them come with limited English 
and want to make sure they understand what is being said. While speaking 
languages is great, and the more is the better, I don't believe that it alone 
contributes directly into more musical playing. While it is obvious that 
French and German music have different flow, I am not sure that it is 
directly connected with the differences in the language simply because I, 
regrettably, speak neither. 
 
Most of my work with Asian students (both solo pianists, collaborative 
pianists, and singers) has revolved around vocal literature. In addition to 
the answers which I have provided, I would like to add that my experience 
has repeatedly shown me that the majority of Asian students want to know 
precisely "how" a piece should be performed -- with fixed dynamics, 
tempi, and agogical stresses. It is sometimes difficult to convey to the 
students, that a totally different approach to the music is also possible or 
even more exciting than the interpretations, which they have learned and 
heard from various CD recordings. I must say that I find the flow and 
feeling of musical stress is even more difficult for my Japanese students to 
understand --- their language is almost void of stresses and the 
rising/falling of the voice. 
 

There are several questions that I would ask differently if given the chance to 

modify my survey. First, I would expand the question inquiring about participants’ ability 

to perform music from their own country more convincingly than other repertoire. I feel 

that this question would have received a very different response if asked of German and 
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French pianists regarding the performance of solo repertoire composed by someone from 

these same nationalities. There is far less repertoire from China and America as compared 

to German, French, Russian, and Spanish cultures. I would instead ask the English-

speaking group to compare German and French music and select one that they find to be 

easier to play expressively. The German and English languages are normally categorized 

as stress-timed, whereas French and Spanish are considered as syllable-timed. My 

suspicion is that a native English speaker would select German music rather than French 

music, because their native language is more commensurate with the rhythmic and 

melodic contour of the music. Second, I would extend inclusion of a question asked only 

to the professors in the current survey to the Chinese-speaking students as well. I would 

ask Chinese-speaking participants if they have considered whether their native language 

has ever influenced their learning process of Western classical music. I believe this added 

question would have illuminated, perhaps more directly, whether foreign-born musicians 

recognize a language effect on their learning. Third, instead of specifically focusing on 

determining whether students had sought study in the U.S. to attain a bigger picture about 

the aesthetics and style characteristics of performance, I would have asked Chinese 

speakers about their motivations for coming to the U.S. in a more open format. Answers 

to this rephrased question could have provided more accurate information about what 

Chinese-speaking students seek out when traveling to a foreign country to hone their 

craft.   

The strongest version of the hypothesis, i.e. that there is a causal relationship 

between one’s language of origin and one’s ability to phrase Western music 

appropriately, is not supported by the data because the survey only asks participants’ 
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experiences and opinions. I concur with the statement made by more than one professor 

that, ultimately, individuals are individuals. Every person is different even if he/she 

speaks the same language. Language is closely associated with every person’s daily life, 

and many of the respondents pointed out that music and language not only share certain 

properties when analyzing these two systems objectively, but also they are two 

significant systems that musicians are subjectively experiencing every day. The survey 

results cannot answer whether or not Chinese students actually have difficulty in learning 

to play with more expressivity. Also, the results cannot answer definitively whether or 

not native language could be a possible influential factor in performers’ learning process. 

At the same time, however, one cannot claim that individuals’ native language never 

affects the way they perceive and process music.   

Since language plays significant and indispensable roles in every person’s daily 

life for communicating information, knowledge and emotion, the languages that one uses 

most consistently may be an instrumental factor when processing information, producing 

ideas, and expressing emotion. Therefore, I would like to ask the following questions: 

Can incorporating linguistic elements prove to be a positive illustration tool in teaching 

the piano? Can using linguistic elements as examples help in students’ pursuit of more 

beautifully shaping/expressing/executing musical phrases? Can the use of a language-

conscious approach produce stronger emotional impact in students’ imagination? Can the 

approach of being aware of the connections between linguistic and musical ideas in one’s 

playing make performer-audience communication more effective? Given the perception 

among survey participants that there is connection between music and language, the use 

of linguistic elements in piano lessons may make teaching and learning more effective. 
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Thus, I would argue that implementation of a linguistically-aware approach to piano 

instruction could potentially enhance teaching and learning outcomes. 

It is my hope that this will be just the beginning of my research. The full extent to 

which students perceive and process information and ideas differently due to their 

language and unique position within a cultural crossroad will be the focus of much 

follow-up research. Future study should endeavor to determine whether or not 

implementing linguistic elements in piano lessons can bring out more effective teaching 

and learning outcomes. The materials and methods for incorporating linguistic elements 

in piano lessons have to be carefully designed. And the methods for assessing learning 

outcomes also have to be delicately planned. Such detailed and time consuming research 

is beyond the scope of this study, which aims only to uncover the attitudes and 

predispositions of those within the music/language intersection.  
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APPENDIX B: LETTER OF INVITATION—EMAIL USED TO RECRUIT 
PARTICIPANTS 

 

Invitation for Piano Professors 

 

Dear Professor (NAME), 

 

I am a PhD candidate from Taiwan majoring in piano pedagogy at Texas Tech 
University. My dissertation topic focuses on the influences of language on music 
perception and performance. Because the Chinese language differs quite significantly 
from Western non-tonal languages, particularly in aspects of intonation (i.e., the rising 
and falling patterns of a spoken language), I often wonder if Chinese-speaking students, 
like myself, encounter challenges in the phrasing and expression of Western classical 
music.  

 

I am conducting a survey* (https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/8RMJGRF) to determine 
whether Chinese-speaking piano graduate students experience challenges, due to the 
influences of their native language, when learning Western classical music phrasing. I am 
interested in your particular experiences, as a piano faculty member at an American 
university, in teaching these specific students. The survey takes approximately 10 
minutes to complete. 

 

I am also currently seeking CHINESE-SPEAKING STUDENT PARTICIPANTS to 
complete a similar survey. Would you please forward the email message below to current 
and/or former Chinese-speaking students who you believe would be willing to 
participate? Many thanks! 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Eliza Tsai-Lin 

PhD candidate in piano pedagogy 
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Texas Tech University 

eliza.tsai-lin@ttu.edu  

 

If you have any questions or concerns, feel free to contact the faculty advisors for this 
study: 

Dr. William Westney, william.westney@ttu.edu 

Dr. Carla Davis Cash, carla.d.cash@ttu.edu 

All surveys for this study have been approved by Texas Tech University’s Institutional 
Review Board. 

 

 

Invitation for Chinese-speaking Graduate Piano Students 

Dear student, 

I am a PhD candidate from Taiwan majoring in piano pedagogy at Texas Tech 
University. Your piano professor felt you might be willing to participate in a survey I am 
conducting to determine whether there are any common obstacles among Chinese-
speaking pianists in first learning appropriate Western musical phrasing. I am interested 
in your particular experiences as a native Chinese speaker in studying and performing 
Western classical music in a Western country. My goal is to ascertain if there is a native 
language influence on the process of learning and performing new repertoire.  

I invite you to participate in this survey, which is accessible by clicking the following 
link: https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/D9GHZCX. The survey takes approximately 10 
minutes to complete. I look forward to sharing the results of my research with you in the 
near future.  

Sincerely, 

 

 

Eliza Tsai-Lin 

PhD candidate in piano pedagogy 
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Texas Tech University 

eliza.tsai-lin@ttu.edu 

 

我是一位從台灣來的鋼琴演奏與教學的博士資格候選人, 目前就讀於 Texas Tech 
University.  您的鋼琴指導教授相信, 您會樂意參與我的問卷調查. 
這份問卷主要是想知道以中文為母語的鋼琴家們, 在學習演奏西方古典音樂過程, 
特別是在詮釋表現音樂的時後是否曾經歷相似的問題與挑戰.  
非常期待能夠了解您在學習上的心路歷程  我的目標是希望能找出, 
是否演奏者的母語, 對於他們學習並演奏新的曲目時,有所影響. 

 

誠摯的邀請您參與我的問卷訪查 
（問卷網址：https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/D9GHZCX） 
只需花您不到十分鐘的時間 然而您的參與對我而言意義重大, 
期待有機會能和您分想我的研究結果.   

 

林晨星 

    敬啓 

eliza.tsai-lin@ttu.edu 

 

If you have any questions or concerns, feel free to contact the faculty advisors for this 
study: 

Dr. William Westney, william.westney@ttu.edu 

Dr. Carla Davis Cash, carla.d.cash@ttu.edu 

All surveys for this study have been approved by Texas Tech University’s Institutional 
Review Board. 
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Invitation for English-speaking Piano Students 

 

Dear pianist, 

 

I am a PhD candidate majoring in piano pedagogy at Texas Tech University. Your friend 
felt you might be willing to participate in a survey I am conducting to determine the 
process by which native English-speaking pianists learn to appropriately phrase Western 
Classical music. My goal is to ascertain if there is a native language influence, be it 
positive or negative, on the process of learning and performing new repertoire.  

 

I invite you to participate in this survey, which is accessible by clicking the following 
link: https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/Englishdc5P The survey takes approximately 5 
minutes to complete. I look forward to sharing the results of my research with you in the 
near future.  

Sincerely, 

 

Eliza Tsai-Lin 

PhD candidate in piano pedagogy 

Texas Tech University 

eliza.tsai-lin@ttu.edu 

 

If you have any questions or concerns, feel free to contact the faculty advisors for this 
study: 
Dr. William Westney, william.westney@ttu.edu 
Dr. Carla Davis Cash, carla.d.cash@ttu.edu 
  
All surveys for this study have been approved by Texas Tech University’s Institutional 
Review Board. 
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APPENDIX C: SURVEY INTRODUCTIONS FOR THE THREE POPULATIONS 
 
 
Survey Introduction for Piano Professors 
 
My dissertation topic focuses on the influences of language on music perception and 
performance. Because the Chinese language differs quite significantly from Western non-
tonal languages, particularly in aspects of intonation (i.e., the rising and falling patterns 
of a spoken language), I often wonder if Chinese speaking students encounter challenges 
in the phrasing and expression of Western classical music.  

 

In university piano departments across the United States, Asian students are beginning to 
outnumber their Caucasian peers.  My goal with this survey is to ascertain whether 
students raised speaking Eastern languages experience challenges in learning to express 
Western music. I am interested in learning more about your experiences, as a piano 
faculty member at an American university, in teaching Chinese-speaking students. For 
the purpose of this survey, I am assuming that these particular students have had enough 
conversational proficiency that spoken communication in your studio has not been an 
issue. My concerns have more to do with aesthetics, performance, and pedagogy. I thank 
you for taking the time to complete the survey below and look forward to sharing the 
results of my research with you in the near future.  
 
Survey Introduction for Chinese-speaking Graduate Piano Students  
 
引言  （Introduction in Chinese）  

我是一位從台灣來的鋼琴演奏與教學的博士資格候選人,我的論文主要是討論音樂
及語言的關連性. 許多先前的研究結果顯示, 作曲家的音樂非常受他母語的影響, 
特別是在節奏和聲韻上. 而中文因著有四聲的講就,  
所以跟西方的聲韻有許多的差異, 我想知道以中文為母語的我們, 是否曾經, 
在學習演奏西方古典音樂的過程, 也有過類似的挑戰? 

期望藉由這個問卷, 能對以中文為母語的鋼琴家, 並他們的學習過程, 
有更深入的了解, 
您的經驗與分享,對我來說十分的寶貴,也期待這份問卷最後的分析結果,能對許多未
來學習音樂演奏的學生們, 有所幫助 
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最後非常謝謝您的參與和分享. 

 

 

My dissertation topic focuses on the influences of language on music perception and 
performance. Because the Chinese language differs quite significantly from Western non-
tonal languages, particularly in aspects of intonation (i.e., the rising and falling patterns 
of a spoken language), I often wonder if Chinese speaking students encounter challenges 
in the phrasing and expression of Western classical music.  

 

 My goal with this survey is to better understand the experiences of native Chinese-
speaking pianists in their study of Western classical music. I THANK you for taking the 
time to complete the questionnaire below and look forward to sharing the results of my 
research with you in the near future. I hope that my findings will benefit many other 
Chinese-speaking students who will study aboard in the future. 

 
 
Survey Introduction for English-speaking Piano Students 

 

My dissertation topic focuses on the influences of language on music perception and 
performance. Because each language has its own unique sound systems and patterns, 
particularly in aspects of speech rhythm and intonation (i.e., the rising and falling patterns 
of a spoken language), I often wonder if pianists encounter challenges in the phrasing and 
expression of Western classical music based on their native language influences.  MANY 
THANKS for taking the time to complete the questionnaire below, and I look forward to 
sharing the results of my research with you in the near future.  
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APPENDIX D: RESPONSES FOR PIANO PROFESSOR SURVEY 
 

Section 1-  

1. Gender 
1) Female—53.7% 
2) Male—46.3% 

 
2. I would say that many of my Chinese-speaking students fit this profile: They 

had a lot of technique in place before coming to the U.S., and came here 
primarily to get a “bigger picture” about the aesthetics and style 
characteristics of Western art music, 

1) Strongly Agree—21.0%  
2) Agree—59.3% 
3) Neutral—12.3%  
4) Disagree—4.9% 
5) Strongly Disagree—2.5% 

 
3. I have often experienced some frustration in helping them really make 

Western styles “their own.” 
1) Strongly Agree—17.5%   
2) Agree—37.5%  
3) Neutral—22.5%  
4) Disagree—21.3%  
5) Strongly Disagree—1.3% 

 
4. In general, to what extent have your Chinese-speaking students experienced 

difficulty in learning to correctly phrase and express Western classical 
music? Please indicate your response on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 = “Experienced 
no difficulty”; 5 = “Experienced significant difficulty.”)  

1) 1—6.3%   
2) 2 –28.8% 
3) 3—46.3%  
4) 4—16.3%  
5) 5—2.5% 

 

5. I find that Chinese-speaking students tend to prefer more specific and 
detailed instruction when being shown how to be more expressive in 
performance. 

1) Strongly Agree—27.5%   
2) Agree—48.8% 
3) Neutral—21.3%  
4) Disagree—1.3%  
5) Strongly Disagree—1.3% 
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6. Once I have suggested to a Chinese-speaking student a particular musical 
phrase shape, I find that the suggestion then becomes too fixed, unchanging, 
and predictable in their performance. 

1) Strongly Agree—10.0%   
2) Agree—40.0%  
3) Neutral—31.3%  
4) Disagree—18.8%  
5) Strongly Disagree—0% 

 

7. What specific strategies or ideas have you presented to help your Chinese-
speaking students overcome the challenges of phrasing Western classical 
music? (Check all that apply.) 

1) I have discussed the “bigger picture” in the music—78.5%  
2) I have addressed the student’s physical technique—64.6%    
3) I have modeled/demonstrated how I believe the phrasing should be 

executed—83.5% 
4) I have addressed the shaping of each phrase, one by one—68.4% 
5) Other (Please describe)—34.2% 

 

8. Please rate each of the following teaching approaches on a scale of 1 to 5 
based on what you believe to be Chinese-speaking students’ preference. (1 = 
Students do NOT prefer this approach; 5 = Students very much prefer this 
approach.)  

1) Receiving specific information about a particular phrase or pedaling—
4.12 

2) Discussing the “bigger picture” in the music—3.35 
3) Discussing the bigger picture but also receiving detailed information about 

how to execute phrasing in a particular section—4.13 
4) Discussing phrasing “rules” that can be applied in other similar contexts—

3.65 
5) Generating ideas for being more creative in their playing—3.29 

 

Section 2 

My dissertation presents the following hypotheses. I am curious to know what you 
might think about them: 

(a) One’s native language, its rhythms and phrasing, can be deeply 
formative of our sense of aesthetics.  

(b) Asian languages, especially tonally inflected ones like Mandarin 
Chinese, have sentences and phrases that “flow” and are shaped in 
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dramatically different ways than those of Western non-tonal 
languages 

(c) This very discrepancy could be a key factor in the struggles some 
Asians have in mastering Western musical phrasing. 

 

1. I find the above hypotheses intriguing and worthy of further investigation. 
1) Strongly Agree—39.0%   
2) Agree—35.4%  
3) Neutral—17.1%  
4) Disagree—8.5%  
5) Strongly Disagree—0% 

 

2. The hypotheses above seem logical and realistic to me. 
1) Strongly Agree—25.3%   
2) Agree—43.4%  
3) Neutral—19.3%  
4) Disagree—10.8%  
5) Strongly Disagree—1.2% 

 

3. I feel that language and music share similar properties. 
1) Strongly Agree—56.8%  
2) Agree—34.6%  
3) Neutral—7.4%  
4) Disagree—0.0% 
5) Strongly Disagree—1.2% 

 

 

4. I think that the knowledge of a Western language, such as English, German, 
French, or Russian, can benefit one’s own performance of Western classical 
repertoire. 

1) Strongly Agree—43.9%   
2) Agree—30.5%  
3) Neutral—20.7%  
4) Disagree—4.9% 
5) Strongly Disagree—0.0% 

 

5. I have considered whether language differences may cause obstacles for 
Chinese-speaking students learning to appropriately phrase Western 
repertoire. 

1) Strongly Agree—17.5%   
2) Agree—42.5%  
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3) Neutral—26.3%  
4) Disagree—13.8%  
5) Strongly Disagree—0.0% 

 

6. I have experienced a situation where international students, Chinese-
speaking students in particular, play music from their own country more 
convincingly than other repertoire. 

1) Strongly Agree—17.5%   
2) Agree—40.0%  
3) Neutral—28.8%  
4) Disagree—11.3%  
5) Strongly Disagree—2.5% 

 

7. I think French music tends to flow differently than German music, in ways 
that are reminiscent of intrinsic differences between the two languages. 

1) Strongly Agree—34.1%   
2) Agree—45.1%  
3) Neutral—14.6%  
4) Disagree—6.1%  
5) Strongly Disagree—0.0% 

 

8. I think it would be beneficial for all advanced piano students to be able to 
pronounce some phrases well in the spoken language of the composers whose 
music they are playing. 

1) Strongly Agree—36.3%   
2) Agree—27.5%  
3) Neutral—30%  
4) Disagree—5%  
5) Strongly Disagree—1.3% 

 

9. I think that living in the United States and speaking English play important 
roles in helping Chinese-speaking students learn appropriate Western 
musical phrasing and expression. 

1) Strongly Agree—18.8%   
2) Agree—35.0%  
3) Neutral—38.8%  
4) Disagree—6.3%  
5) Strongly Disagree—1.3% 

 

Section 3 
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1. What is your native language? 
1) English—81.7% 
2) Russian—4.8%  
3) French—1.2%  
4) Italian—1.2% 
5) Hebrew—3.6% 
6) Polish—1.2% 
7) Bulgarian—1.2% 
8) Norwegian—1.2% 
9) Armenian—1.2% 
10) Romanian/Hungarian—1.2% 
11) Tagalog—1.2% 

 

2. Which of the following languages do you speak fluently? (Check all that 
apply.) Please indicate how long you have spoken the language. 

1) English—94.1% 
2) German—24.1% 
3) French—30.4% 
4) Spanish—15.2% 
5) Others—13.9% 

 

3. How long have you taught piano at the college level? 
1) Less than 5 years—6.1% 
2) 6-10 years—8.5% 
3) 11-15 years—7.3% 
4) 16-20 years—8.5% 
5) More than 20 years—69.5% 

 

4. If you wish to add any comments or describe any personal experiences you 
may have had related to the statements above, please do so below: 

 

Thank you for completing this survey. 

 



Texas Tech University, C. Eliza Tsai-Lin, August 2011 

  92 

APPENDIX E: RESPONSES FOR CHINESE-SPEAKING GRADUATE PIANO 
STUDENTS 

 

1. Gender 
1) Female—83.3% 
2) Male—16.7% 

2. How many years have you studied abroad (in U.S. and/or Europe)? 
 

1) Less than 1 year—13.9%   
2) 1-3 years—30.6%   
3) 4-6 years—25.0%   
4) 7-9 years—11%  
5) More than 9 years—19.4% 

 

3. How many years have you played (studied) the piano? 
 

1) Less than 5 years—0.0%   
2) 6-10 years—2.8%  
3) 11-15 years—13.9%  
4) 16-20 years—27.8%  
5) more than 21 years—55.6% 

 

4. How old were you when you first started learning piano? 
1) Younger than 5 years old—41.7% 
2) 6-9—52.8% 
3) 10-13—5.6% 
4) 14-17—0.0% 
5) Older than 18—0.0% 

 

5. Which of the following best describes your current status (check all that 
apply)? 

1) Student in master’s program in piano performance or pedagogy—30.6%  
2) Student in doctoral program in piano performance or pedagogy—8.3%  
3) Piano instructor—36.1% 
4) Accompanist/collaborative pianist—8.3%  
5) Other—22.2% 
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6. Which of the following languages do you speak fluently? 
1) English—83.3%  
2) German—2.8%  
3) French—0.0%  
4) Italian—2.8%  
5) Others—12.4% 

7. I think that the knowledge of Western non-tonal languages, such as English, 
German, French, and Russian, benefits one’s own performance of Western 
classical repertoire.  

1) Strongly Agree—30.3%   
2) Agree—48.5% 
3) Neutral—6.1%  
4) Disagree—9.1% 
5) Strongly Disagree—6.1% 

 

8. I think it would be beneficial for all advanced piano students to be able to 
pronounce some phrases well in the spoken language of the composers whose 
music they are playing. 

1) Strongly Agree—24.2%  
2) Agree—24.2% 
3) Neutral—39.4%  
4) Disagree—9.1%  
5) Strongly Disagree—3.0% 

 

9. I believe that living in the United States and speaking English has helped me 
in better learning and understanding appropriate Western musical phrasing 
and expression.    

1) Strongly Agree—27.3%   
2) Agree—33.3%  
3) Neutral—33.3%  
4) Disagree—6.1% 
5) Strongly Disagree—3.0% 

 

10. I feel that language and music share similar properties. 
1) Strongly Agree—33.3%   
2) Agree—48.5%  
3) Neutral—15.2%  
4) Disagree—3.0%  
5) Strongly Disagree—0.0% 
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11. I had good technique in place before coming to the US to study, and came 
here primarily to get a “bigger picture” about the aesthetics and style 
characteristics of Western art music 

 

1) Strongly Agree—21.2%   
2) Agree—42.2%  
3) Neutral—24.2%  
4) Disagree—12.1%  
5) Strongly Disagree—0.0% 

 

12. When you first began your study in the U.S., to what extent did you 
experience difficulty in learning to appropriately phrase and express 
Western classical music? Please rate your perceived difficulty on a scale of 1 
to 5 (1 = Experienced no difficulty; 5 = Experienced significant difficulty) 

1) 1—21.2% 
2) 2—33.3% 
3) 3—27.3% 
4) 4—12.1% 
5) 5—6.1% 

 

13. If you did experience difficulty, how did you become aware of it? 
1) My teacher addressed it in my lessons—37.5%   
2) My peers or friends discussed it with me—3.1% 
3) I became aware of it on my own—21.9% 
4) All of the above—34.4% 
5) Others—3.1% 

 

14. What specific strategies or ideas has your piano professor presented to help 
you overcome this difficulty? (Check all that apply.) 

1) He/She addressed the “bigger picture” in the music—43.8%  
2) He/She addressed my physical technique—46.9%  
3) He/She modeled/demonstrated how the phrases should be played—53.1% 
4) He/She discussed the shaping of each phrase, one by one—59.4% 
5) Other—6.3% 

 

15. At the present time, to what extent do you experience difficulty in 
appropriately phrasing and expressing Western classical music? Please rate 
your perceived difficulty on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 = Experienced no difficulty; 5 
= Experienced significant difficulty) 

1) 1—25.0% 
2) 2—53.1% 
3) 3—15.6% 
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4) 4—3.1% 
5) 5—3.1% 

 

16. Once my teacher has suggested a particular musical phrase shape, I find 
myself playing that phrase almost the same way in every performance. 

1) Strongly Agree—3.0%   
2) Agree—45.5%  
3) Neutral—30.3%  
4) Disagree—18.2%  
5) Strongly Disagree—3.0% 

 

17. Please rate each of the following instructional approaches used by teachers 
on a scale of 1 to 5, based on your preference. (1 = I do NOT prefer this 
approach; 5 = I very much prefer this approach.)  

1) Receiving specific information about a particular phrase or pedaling—
4.06 

2) Discussing the “bigger picture” in the music—3.82 
3) Discussing the bigger picture but also receiving detailed information about 

how to execute phrasing in a particular section—4.36 
4) Discussing phrasing “rules” that can be applied in other similar contexts—

4.09 
5) Generating ideas for being more creative in my playing—4.12 

 

18. I play Chinese solo piano repertoire with a lot of confidence and feeling. 
1) Strongly Agree—12.1%   
2) Agree—30.3%  
3) Neutral—45.5%  
4) Disagree—12.1%  
5) Strongly Disagree—0.0% 

 

19. Please rate your level of comfort in playing Chinese solo piano repertoire (1 = 
I do NOT feel comfortable; 5 = I feel very comfortable). 

1) 1—3.0%   
2) 2—12.1% 
3) 3—51.5%  
4) 4—15.2% 
5) 5—18.2% 
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20. (Optional) If you would like to suggest ways that your American professors 
might have a better understanding of Asian students, please do so in the 
space below. 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Thank you for completing this survey. 
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APPENDIX F: RESPONSES FOR ENGLISH-SPEAKING PIANO STUDENTS 
 

1. Gender 
1) Female—72.2% 
2) Male—27.8% 

 

2. How many years have you played (studied) the piano? 
 

1) Less than 5 years—0.0%  
2) 6-10 years—2.8%  
3) 11-15 years—30.6%  
4) 16-20 years—25.0%  
5) more than 21 years—41.7% 

 

3. How old were you when you first started learning piano? 
1) Younger than 5 years old—20.4% 
2) 6-9—56.1% 
3) 10-13—17.6% 
4) 14-17—2.9% 
5) Older than 18—2.9% 

 

4. Which of the following best describes your current status (check all that 
apply)? 

1) Student in master’s program in piano performance or pedagogy—36.1%  
2) Student in doctoral program in piano performance or pedagogy—2.8%  
3) Piano instructor—55.6% 
4) Accompanist/collaborative pianist—33.3%  
5) Other—19.4% 

 

5. Which of the following best describes the type of spoken English you use 
most often? 

1) American English—97.2%  
2) British English—0.0%  
3) Others (Canadian English)—2.8% 

 

6. Which of the following languages do you speak fluently? 
1) German—0.0%  
2) French—2.7%  
3) Italian –0.0% 
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4) Chinese—8.3% 
5) Others—1.2% 

 

7. I think that the knowledge of Western non-tonal languages, such as English, 
German, French, and Russian, benefits one’s own performance of Western 
classical repertoire.  

1) Strongly Agree—2.55   
2) Agree—41.7% 
3) Neutral—25.0%  
4) Disagree—8.3%  
5) Strongly Disagree—0.0% 

 

8. I think it would be beneficial for all advanced piano students to be able to 
pronounce some phrases well in the spoken language of the composers whose 
music they are playing. 

1) Strongly Agree—44.4%   
2) Agree—33.3%  
3) Neutral—11.1%  
4) Disagree—11.1% 
5) Strongly Disagree—0.0% 

 

9. I feel that language and music share similar properties. 
1) Strongly Agree—57.1%   
2) Agree—34.3%  
3) Neutral—11.4%  
4) Disagree—2.9%  
5) Strongly Disagree—0.0% 

 

10. I feel that it is easy for me to be expressive in my performance of Classical 
music.  

1) Strongly Agree—41.7%       
2) Agree—52.8% 
3) Neutral—2.8%  
4) Disagree—2.8%  
5) Strongly Disagree—0.0% 
 

11. I feel that my technique allows me to be as expressive as I wish in my 
performance of Classical music.         

1) Strongly Agree—22.2%   
2) Agree—52.8%  
3) Neutral—8.3%  
4) Disagree—13.9%  
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5) Strongly Disagree—2.8% 
 

12. When you first began to shape classical music according to its appropriate 
style, to what extent did you experience difficulty in learning to appropriately 
phrase and express Western classical music? Please rate your perceived 
difficulty on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 = Experienced no difficulty; 5 = Experienced 
significant difficulty) 

1) 1—2.8% 
2) 2—41.7% 
3) 3—41.7% 
4) 4—11.1% 
5) 5—2.8% 

 

13. If you did experience difficulty, how did you become aware of it? 
1) My teacher addressed it in my lessons—87.5%  
2) My peers or friends discussed it with me—0.0% 
3) I became aware of it on my own—31.3% 
4) All of the above—6.3%   
5) Others—0.0% 

 

14. What specific strategies or ideas has your piano professor presented to help 
you overcome this difficulty? (Check all that apply.) 

1) He/She addressed the “bigger picture” in the music—62.9%  
2) He/She addressed my physical technique—62.9%   
3) He/She modeled/demonstrated how the phrases should be played—88.6% 
4) He/She discussed the shaping of each phrase, one by one—68.6% 
5) Other—5.7% 

 
15. At the present time, to what extent do you experience difficulty in 

appropriately phrasing and expressing Western classical music? Please rate 
your perceived difficulty on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 = Experienced no difficulty; 5 
= Experienced significant difficulty) 

1) 1—16.7% 
2) 2—58.3% 
3) 3—25.0% 
4) 4—0.0% 
5) 5—0.0% 

 

16. Once my teacher has suggested a particular musical phrase shape, I find 
myself playing that phrase almost the same way in every performance. 

1) Strongly Agree—16.7%   
2) Agree—36.1%  
3) Neutral—27.8%  
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4) Disagree—16.7%  
5) Strongly Disagree—2.8% 

 

17. Please rate each of the following instructional approaches used by teachers 
on a scale of 1 to 5, based on your preference. (1 = I do NOT prefer this 
approach; 5 = I very much prefer this approach.)  

1) Receiving specific information about a particular phrase or pedaling—
3.64  

2) Discussing the “bigger picture” in the music—3.89  
3) Discussing the bigger picture but also receiving detailed information about 

how to execute phrasing in a particular section—4.14  
4) Discussing phrasing “rules” that can be applied in other similar contexts—

3.83  
5) Generating ideas for being more creative in my playing—3.91  

 

18. I play solo piano repertoire composed by American with a lot of confidence 
and feeling. 

1) Strongly Agree—16.7%   
2) Agree—30.6%  
3) Neutral—36.1%  
4) Disagree—11.1%  
5) Strongly Disagree—5.6% 

 

19. Please rate your level of comfort in playing American composers (1 = I do 
NOT feel comfortable; 5 = I feel very comfortable). 

1) 1—5.6%   
2) 2—2.8% 
3) 3—38.9%  
4) 4—33.3% 
5) 5—19.4% 

 

20. (Optional) If you would like to offer more specific information in your 
learning process of performing Classical music with its appropriate, please 
do so in the space below. 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Thank you for completing this survey. 


