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ABSTRACT
s1ng the analogy of language syntax,; th1s paper

- describes the development of music. syntax in children ages 5 months
-to 5 years. It is suggested that music syntax enables the child to
comprehend familiar and unfamiliar music and to reproduce familiar
music and create novel music. Observations were made in a day care
Center and a nursery school of 150 children who were provided with
informal music activities, Children of different ages performed
activities such as rhythmic movement, chanting, and singing. Data

were 1nterpreted as suggest1ng three stages of music babble: (1) At
- the first level, the child performs discrete music elements
concurrently "in time" with a musical stimulus. (2) At the second
level, the child performs combinations of discrete music eléments
rranged synchronically "in time", but those discrete elements do not
give rise to tonal or rhythmic organization. The emergence of
spontancous performance apart from a mus1ca1 stimulus is 1nterpreted
as an objective indication that the child is capable of representing
musical sounds mentally (audiation). (3) At the third level, the
child's performances become more coherent and resemble, but are not

identical to, familiar songs, It is concluded that ch:ldren can learn -

a great deal through informal exposure to music and that this
exposure should begin before kindergarten. (Author/CB)
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_music is not a languago, music and languago do ‘share ébmmon qharagtbristics..

sentences orally., There is extensive observational, theoretical, and

" Development of Music Syntax 1

The Develdpmeﬁt'o{'nupié Syntax: e

Some Observations of Music Babble In Young Children#
The idea that music is a langdagu is neither new nor correct. Althpdgh Tff

Two surface similarities may be idontn!uod easnly. First, both languaée and
music are oxpor:oncod fuqdamontally as sound. Second, the sounds of language
and music are arranged ln time, “ At a more abstract level of analysis, a third
similarity may be id;ntifiod. The orderly aérang;mont of the iounds'of languagg

and music are comprehended through‘iyntai.

Languigo syntax enables the child to comprehend familiar aﬁd unfamiliar

sentences aurally, and to reproduce familiar-senfencps and create novel

expérimontai research that bears on the nature and development of language

syntax in young'childrén. One goal of psychollngunstlcs is to create a formal

o _‘

explanatory .theory of how the young child makes the transition from "language

babblor' in infancy to knoulodgoablo and solf-diroctod language user boforo the

-

"*]age of five. It is generally accepted that a description of the dovolopmont of

the child’s syntactic Knowledge is an important cumponent of an adequate theory
of language development.
Music syntax, like language syntax, onablos the child to comprehend
familiar and unfamiliar music aurally, and to reproduce familiar music fnd to
create novel music orally. In the psychology of music, or psychomusicology,
there is relatively little research ?hat bears on the preschool child’s
acquisition of music syntax from infancy to age five, The preschool ch?ld's e
musi¢c behavior has been characterized as being "music babble"® (Hoorhead and }

Pona, 1977; Moog, 1?74; Gordon, 1984), A formal explanatory theory of how the

3 | .



NN ﬁgmrjﬁ4. hi,aa,,j : ng.,;:q._ _Development of Musnc Syntax 2

Young child makes the transntion 4rom 'musnc babblor' to solf dlrectod music Y

‘

““f*imaker, in torms of a thoory of muslc !yntax, |s not avallablo. Porhaps thls ls
because the chnld's music dovolopmont is slow whon camparod to his languago S

. douolopmont. Nonotholess, it seems’ reasonablo to suggost that a thoory of musigi:
~syntax is an vmportant component of an tdequate thoory of musuc devolopmnnt.yi7'¥

' Although the reception and productlon of both language and music may bo

'doscrlbed in torms of syntax, there is no substantluo evldonco to support the
assumptlon that prnnclplos of gonoratlvo lnngunstncs can or should be applltd to ::
"a formal theory of music syntax (Lordahl and Jackondoff, 1983). "1t seems
reasonable to suggest, however, that similar cognitive procossos aro;igvolvod in
:tho skills of . llstonlng to, and porformanco of, language and musuc. The
dlfforonces botwoon language and music are matters of their contont and’
functions. | ‘

Given that'perspectivo, music syntax may bé broadly defined as the
cognitive capacnty to give organlzatlon to music as lt is hoard or parformod.
There is consensus among psychomusico. ognsts that 'auditory imagory.' '|nnor
hearing," or "audiation" is a fundamental process of music cognition.

T "Audiation takes place when one hears music through recall or creativity, the
sound not being physically present except when one is ingaging in perfobmanco,
and derives musical meaning" (Gordon, 1979, p.7). ﬁudiated music-is_givin
drganization through music syntax. Tonal syntax is e;bodiod in the rocognitiqn
or identification of tonality-- major, minor, dorian--.and s0 on. Rhythm syntax
is embodied in the recognition or identification of meter-— duple, trip!e--lind
so on. When one audiates music with toﬁal and rhythm syntax, one is said to
possess a sense of tonality and a sense of meter (Gordon, f984). A formal
theory of tonal syntax and rhythm syntax should explain the Knowledge a person
possesses when he posses;es a sense of tonality and a sense of meter. Such a

formal description should identify the mental structures which give rise to the




o of young ch|1dren who cngagod |n one-to-one |nteract|ons with the writor and 2)

To |ntorprot thoso obsorvatnons glvon tho proma;o that much of what a chnld

——

‘:mt5-_' loarns from thoso bohavlors |s manifest in tho devolopmont of music syntax.‘%;

fmle o
Two SAMplos of proschool ;ge chlldron were obsorvod. ﬁno samplo
. consusted of 125 flvo-nonth— to five-year-old children, |n‘five homogonoous age .
groups, who were enrolled in tho Tomp]ﬁ University Day Carp‘Contor.!* The
childrog ;Jphoiented divordo‘othnic'and'socio-econbmic groups lfving in |
ﬁofroﬁolitin Philadelphia.. Th; Eﬁ(ldr‘n.in each age group were provided
ﬁn#oﬁm;l music activities ang wiro.ob;orvod in two thirty-minute sessions each
o ‘wook'for four mon ths. Observation; were obtained from large group interactions
among the children three yoarsl;f abi and older, and small group and }ndividu§l
interactions with the childfon yodnﬁ?r than three years old. |

The -second sample congisted of 25 prodominaﬁtly white, middie class,
three- to five-year-old childron'who were enrolled in a pap;nt cooperative | ) ' ]f
nurs‘rv school in Lancaster, ?onnsylvanii.*!! The children were provided o '
informal music activities on one day each woék for(%Qo academic years, The
writer parti;ipated in the children’s play, work; and meal-time actfvitios
throughoﬁt the day, thus providing many opportunities to oéiervo their music
behaviors in large group, small group, and individual interactions.

Cross sectional observations reported here were obtained from infants
-aﬁd children younger than three years‘old in the first sample and longitudinal
observations were obtﬁinod from children three to five years old in the second

sample, ’Obsgrvqtions were recorded in notebooks, and on some occasions, on

audio tappuroﬁoédings. The reported observations are representative of typical

Ut



'mTho chlldron in the longntudinal and cross sectlonal groups were

) provldod tnformal oxposuro to music by tho wrntor. Tho oxposuro consisted pf }f

.o

3,:sin9|ng songs in maJor, minor. mlxolrdian, ddrian, lydlan, and phryglan'

tonalltios, wlth and wlthout harmonic lcompanimont on a guatar or an autoharp.i

The children were given opportunutIQS'todplng familiar songs of their own

chbosibg, anq'{o‘crgétovspnés,'i¥'ﬁhoilfo‘q.sirod; The ch3ldron were dlsol
;yf ‘ ,oncodb;gtddto novt.to'mgsic,~usihg iquo and ;nill ﬁusqlo;. ‘Tho song'ma!qfialg gl@
| included duple, triple and unusuil "paire'd (gm n \) 'meters. T‘ho children |
. were given opportunntnos ta move to music ‘in. rhythmlc rosponsos suggostod by the
writer and |n movoments of thelr own choosnng. o | _;‘”:

The musnc actuvntlos were informal for the followlng reasons. First,'

songs and activities were not t;ught wlth.a rote procodure. Chllern were free

to listgn'to and baéficipate in actibit{os wf{hout roifrictions or domapds ‘:;; . 5§
imposed by'th; writer, Second, no attemptiwas made to "teach" specific music?l' ~'ﬁ1f§ﬁ
or non-musical concepts such as pitch matching, 'beat,'-'high' and "low," "loud® ‘;;
and "soft,"and ‘“steps” and "sKips,” which are ﬁxamples of formal music -  -=‘ _;ﬁ

. instruction and’ theoretical understanding. " Third, the children were oncouﬁqggd | 5 ;£
to respond to the music acfiyites, but they were never told that'a specific .
response was inadequate or incorrect., Fourth, regordod music and music : ;'E
instruments werq never.used as substitutes for use of the hu&an voice and body |
in mﬁsic activities.,
rvati

The introduction of informal music activities was a rclativoi)
unfamiliar ?orm of multidimensional stimulation for the children in both Qroups.
Listening to, singing, or movinb to music as simple as a rote song is, in
itself, a multidisensional experience. The complex whole of a rote song

™
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, Dovolopmont of Music Srntax 5‘

"or combination of dimonsions at any timo. For many chiidran, tho song toxt

.....

:saomad to dominata thair conscious auaronass. On some occasions, howovar, a
glvon child dononstrated auaranoss of tonal or rhythm olomonts, usuaiir a

.,pattarn of one . to thrae tones. or a briaf rhythm patthn.

Fnon the boginning of instruction, the infants and young children in tho
cross*soctional group engagod in one-to-one . |ntoractions with the writor. Two

~nino-month-old infants oftan babblo-sang discrato pitchos in rosponso to roto fiffh

sorigs. When songs were. boing ‘sung in the koy of D major and minor, one of thoso g

infants ropoatodiy*babblo-sang .A above middle C; when songs were being sung in:
the Key of G major and minor,'sho'babblo-sang G above middle C.. h .

Tho infants and 7oung chiidron in the cross sactional gnoup ongagod in
all types of movement responses to music. One olavon-month-oid boy was
particularly fond of swaying to music while standing in a secluded corner of the
room._ With his hands and foet outstrotchod at his 5|dos, ha swayed from side to
side, using tha walls to support his waight. Hislswaying'was not synchronizodAﬂ'
with the tempo of the music, however, he swaxod only when music was being
performed. Whenever the music stoppad, he peered from around the-corner in
anticipation of moving to more music. |

Many children in the longitudinal group participatod in one-to-one
interactions with the writer. In those first interactions, a given child sang
familiar songs that had recently been sung to him,ibut on some occasions, he
created a novel songJ’ A spontaneous performance of a rote or created song
usually consisted of one or two phrases. Rarely did a child sing a rote song in

its entirety, unless the writer was asked to sing along. The tonal aspects of

7




Devolopmont of Muslc Syntax 6 :
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hose spontanoous porformances only vaguoly risomblcd tho tonal characteristics

bt &

*of-tho sonos to which tho childron had boon lntroducod.- Ono putch, lf nny, was

: >aconsnstent throughout a performanco. nbifioront chlldron sang the samo rote song
ln dlfforont ways, but any ono chlld tondod to slng tho same song uslng sumil;r |
'7tonal pattorhs $rom one porformanco to tho noxt.‘ﬁ‘ S o /. |
o Nhon ongagod in spontanoous porformanco, most chnldron ioomod to‘bo ;li»,

solf-absorbod, |f not self—conscious. On somo occasuons, however, a glvon child

v

- could be obsorvod snnglng spcwtanoouslr, soemlngly wothout solf auaronoss.

Y
Vo L)
L

Tho children . in the longltudnnal group also ongagod in all typosrgj‘uh
'mbuomont responses to music, Thoy walked, ran. Jumpod, hopped, clapped, rncked,
" and suaycd in rosponso to music. As a group, there was no consensus ,f, _,£ . oy
",domonstratod in the charactorlst!cp of their mouomont. Al though the chlldron ;9;4 .Fi‘
moved si?mingly'withodt self awareness or reservation, thepé seemed to be little
re}itionihip botweqﬁ.thi subiectivo charactoqistics.of tho}r moﬁemont and the
objottivoirhythm}é chafacfonistick‘oi the musié“to §hich they moved.

AEQFQ Advanced Performances / |

'As music became more famiiiar to the chil@ron,_thoir'muﬁicgi
perfbrmanées became more advanced. In the cross sectional group, the
,nine;month-old Qirl who bibblo-;ang to music frdm thg'boginning o# informal
_instructiqn continued to dd s0., Her musicaf babble-singing was extended to

include singing individual pitcﬁos and pitch patterns without music being
present physically. Her ﬁ;ronts_roportod that "singing" and "dancing" became
par!upf her daily activities. Likewise, a 15 month-old boy'increasod his active

participation in music-making, however, he sang only in conjunction with a

musical stimulus, He frequently sang the song *Up and Down."

J

/



“Up and Down Up and Down 1'm as Wide as 1 am Tall

" Up and Down Up and Down

Lo

Undorlinad port|ons uoro babblo-sung by tho child as ho listonod to the song

]

rf~/- e : o K v

. He evidently sang ilong wi th on]rlthdsg.parts‘gf the song that he could

~

N approximate in speech. It is also intebeitn{d to note :t'hat each portion that he
:sang, ‘with the oxcoptlon of the Jast pltch, consustod of tho same three tone |
ST " pattern of dls.mnct dntomc lntorvals in the same me’lodu: rhythm (rJ J).
All portions that he sang included the tonic tono (G).
A2 1/2~yoar-old boy ofton spontanoously sang the song *Bingo."
Contrary to the preuious examplos,"ho sang the song in its ontiroty, al though

‘the 'words' and "music® of his porformanco could baroly be recognized as being

the song 'Blngo.

The childron"in the iongitudinal grodb also demonstfcted more advanced

-

levels of por@ormanco achievement. A 3 1/2-year-old girJ was observed to be

-

walking and chantung the following in a consistent tompos i

Char-lie Brown and Snoo-py

/

-

Her mother indicated that the giri had learned to chant that rhythm by

being exposed informally to her older sister’s Suzuki piano )oisons} Al though




T .cho-cuppmg rhythms with the writer. Among the duple meter patterns that he..

. X . : v . . . .

,f*On lnother occasion, a four~yoar-old boy bocame |ntorostod in

r..—.~

1”31 .cho-clappod woro tho followlno palr of pattorns, uhnch :omprnso tho song “Up .

1 2

[

Al'though he could clip tho'ihdiQiduil patterns quito~consistonf1y, he coﬁld not.

.;clap tho molodic rhythm of tho song 'Up and Doun"consistontly with the writor.“fJ{
| A fivo-yoar-old garl spontanoously sang tho farst two phrasos of a song - -

to which she only recently had been |ntroducod. The tonal patterns which

compr i se th§ two phraseé of the song ;s'{hcy had been sgnd to the children (1) o

and as she sang tﬁom (2} were as follows: . I {'1 SRR '.“‘*;i“‘

| S R 2, .

The two renditions of the two phrases have the same melodic contour, but not the

Appresinete

same interval content. Although not all of the note-to-note relationships are

preserved in the spontanqbus performance, it is perhaps most imporiapt that both

e

renditions begin and end on the same pitch.
Creative Music gggpgﬁ;gg

Many children in both the cross sectional and longitudinal grodps
created novel songs. In general, (hoir creative acts were one of two types.
The first, and most fﬁoquont creations, Q!P; modifications of familiar songs,
In those creations the child improvised a song based on the melody, rhythm, and

text of the familiar 'song. The second type of creative performances consisted

10



ormuli in ‘a 4rto rhythnnc structuro.'¥

.,

A flvo-yoar-old 9|rl |n tho longitudqnal group ofton croatod iongt of

he sncond typo. On one occasnon she croatod a song basod on 'Tho Throo Boars'.

}ory. Sho was. ablo to rocreato that lmprovisation a socond tnmo, moro

@ ' * ¢

fhours after tho first. Many molodnc and rhythmnc dota;ls of ‘the two

than two

,J,:prrformancos woro ;lmllar, if not |dontical.

A four—roar-olﬂ gnrl bocamo intorostod |n ocho-snnglng tonal pattorns i
o v ety

-

~L,with tho urltor whilo playing outdoors ‘one diy. ~Afton echoing four or five .

patterns on noutral syllable, tho following pattorns were performed:

.

;i*‘fﬁ;:#f‘:l,f _',' (I)Hodol . (2)Response (3)Hodol . - (4)Response oo

"?"&5—;—4 ==== == -

R

}Sho ochoed tho furst pattorn confidontlr, wuthout self-awaronoss.

Sutuiuget

(3) was porformod by the uritor, the gnrl turnod way, as if wi hdrawung from -
the dlaloguo, then sho responded wlth pattorn (4), lqg;ofitoly aftor tho
pefformance, sho’ran off andvdid not ri;pond to any other tonal patterns.sung by
the writ r. She apparently was not upset, bot somewhat bewildered by what she
had performed. | “ B | S .

o ror N 'J q

' :lt seoms‘reasonablo to suggest that three qualitativoly different levels ”

of music babble moy be identified in the forogoing obsoovatjooi. At the first
level of babble, the child performs discrete music elements concurrootly *in
time® with a musical stimulus-- a pitch, a tonal pattern, a movement, or a
rhythm pattern, The child-in'thio level of development ;ypica[lxﬂdoos not
perform apart from ousfcal stimulition. c

} At the second level of music babble, the child performs combinations of

discrete music elements arranged synchronically "in time," but\irose discrete

11



Dovelopmnnt of Music. Syn{

~olcments do not givo rnso to tonal or rhyfhmlc organlzatuon. To the adult,

hoso porformancos aro incohoront. Tho child in the socond lovol of mu;;c

e s

~ibabblo is capablo of spontnnoous poriormanco of music: apart. frnm a musical

stumulus. The omorgonco of spontantoous porformanco can bo |ntorprotod as bolng

~

n“mentally-- tho chlld |s boglnnung to audlato apart from porcoptaon.j Tho qualuty].:
f’:_:w and quantlty of a proschool chuld’s spontanoous nusuca! ’performances may. bo the

bost productor of Wis concurront roto singing achiooomont and his lator .

dovolopmental music aptltudo in kindorgarton (soq Goﬁﬂon, 1979).;;§i
At the thlrd lovol of music babble, tho chuld's spontanoous porformancos |

L',.bocomo‘moroucohoront. -Spontanoous porformancns of flmllliPﬁIODQS‘P'SOMDl."but'!

“are not identical to, the ghahacinr}itics‘6§ ‘the So@gg_asfthorAhad}bogh sung to °
jthe €hild. The child in'the third level of music babble is also capable of
croating and |mprovising muslc apart from concu?ront muslcal stimulation.

Spontanoous and croatluo porformancos tako on tonal ‘and rhythmic . organization._,

R

The chnld $ings songs with a rocurring pitch contor, or porforms rhrfhmicnllr

Q with a consistent tempo. Organtzatlonhof this type exists "across time"
@

diachronically. Music syntax begins with the emergence of dnachronnc

H

organization (Gordon, 1984). Uhon the child at. the thlrd level of babblo

listens to op performs music, he is boglning to bocomo aware of rolatlonshups

- -

among the sounds of the musuc that have' occurred in the immediate past. and are
occurrlng in tho present. The child’s music syntax originates in the»second and

third levels of music babble and becomes more sophisticated through formal music

: B e

Do
S IR IR T

& instruction throughout the school years (Gordon, 1984),

That the development of musfc syntax is more than a function of memory

-
s ) voix

is demonstrated by th‘ ofganization of the child’s croitibo music responses.

-

Al though they are novel, and therefore not memorized, the child’s creative

responses are only as coherent as his rote singing and spontaneous performances. .;

o . Q

- 109 L



Thoro is littlo doubt that tho chnld loarns a groat doal from |nformal

-

exposure to, and spontanoous pdrfornanco of. music.‘ Tho same can bo sand of. tho'

L

-child’s oxposuro'to, and quntlnoous porformanco of,'languago. Chomsky (1975),;“

observos that tho chuld’s acquusutlon of llnguistuc compotenco is basod on

- ra

extronolr littlo oxposuro ‘to the “data’ of languago. ‘One can onlr speculato

abou't what thc young cﬁild could loarn if he woro txposod to tho 'data of music ::
ono-half as much as he is oxposed to th' 'data' of language. 1t seems ;
reasonable to suggost that the practico of bogunning to expose chnldron to music )
“whepn they arrive in knndergarton is incroas;ngly suspect, That preschool |
children can profit from informal music instructuon may provndo “impe tus for

additional research investigations which b!;h on how and what the young'child
learns by li;foning to, aﬁd performing mu:!c; E{fﬁcfivo informal oxboﬁuro iOf

music will be crucial for the future musical devoioﬁmoﬁf of young children,



# Thls research was caried out from 1980- 1982 while the wrltor was -a Russoll

COnwell Unnverslty Fellow.at Temple University.
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