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ABSTRACT: 
 

In music education, Emile Dalcroze and Carl Orff were known for their teaching 

techniques that involved movement to aid in learning. Likewise, music educators Zoltan 

Kodaly and Edwin Gordon were noted for their discoveries in ‘inner hearing’ or 

audiation.  In the field of Developmental Psychology, Jean Piaget helped develop the 

concept that children learn through movement, and Lev Vygotsky theorized that children 

learn through speech, both private and inner speech.  This paper seeks to determine if 

there is a connection between the theories of these music educators and the theories of 

developmental psychologists.  In short, does music education assist in children’s learning 

and developmental process according to the theories of Piaget and Vygotsky? 
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INTRODUCTION 

In music education, Emile Dalcroze and Carl Orff were known for their teaching 

techniques that involved movement to aid in learning. Likewise, music educators Zoltan Kodaly 

and Edwin Gordon were noted for their discoveries in ‘inner hearing’ or audiation.  In the field 

of Developmental Psychology, Jean Piaget helped develop the concept that children learn 

through movement, and Lev Vygotsky theorized that children learn through speech, both private 

and inner speech.  This paper seeks to determine if there is a connection between the theories of 

these music educators and the theories of developmental psychologists.  In short, does music 

education assist in children’s learning and developmental process according to the theories of 

Piaget and Vygotsky? 

 

LEARNING THROUGH MOTION 

Jean Piaget (1896-1980) 

Jean Piaget, a Swiss scientist with a wide variety of interests, developed the Cognitive 

Stage Theory that attempted to describe the learning process of children from birth until early 

adulthood.  In Piaget’s theory, the child learns through their active interaction with the world 

around them. In the Sensorimotor period (birth to 2 years old), the child understands based upon 

their own action on the world.  In the Preoperational period (ages 2 to 7), they add symbols to 

represent objects in the world.  In the Concrete operational period (ages 7 to 11), children are 

able to process mental operations, internalize them, and reverse those operations. Finally, 

children in the Formal operational period (ages 11 to 15) are able to think in pure logic and 

abstract ideas (Miller, 2011, p. 39). 



 In essence, children learn through movement.  Younger children require physical 

movement to understand their world while older children visualize that movement to understand 

their world.  Furthermore, the educational process starts within the child and develops from 

within the child.  It is with the active involvement of the child that he/she is able to learn and 

grow in knowledge. 

 

Emile Jaques-Dalcroze (1865-1950) 

Emile Jaques-Dalcroze, a Swiss composer and music educator, helped foster a greater 

appreciation of the importance of movement in music education.  Early in life he studied music 

at the Geneva Conservatoire and served as assistant director of the Algiers Theatre Municipal.  It 

was during this time that he developed an interest in the rhythms of the Middle East.  In 1892, he 

began teaching harmony at the Geneva Conservatoire.  During his tenure at the Conservatoire, he 

began to replace the traditional forms of education with his new system of involving body 

movement with the music. His goal was to help students experience music. In 1910, he assisted 

in organizing a school to teach rhythmical training, and in 1914, he formed the Institut Jaques-

Dalcroze in Geneva (Haward & Ring, 2009). 

  The Dalcroze method (also called Dalcrozian) was originally designed to foster a sense 

of rhythm in music students; however, it also provides assistance in music theory training and 

develops improvisation and rhythmic movement.  It can be used in the education of children 

because it helps enhance mental responsiveness and personal expression (Haward & Ring, 2009).   

Furthermore, the theory emphasizes the importance of personal experience in learning 

(Odom, 1992, p. 122). “Rather than relying on the verbal and visual instruction, such as 

demonstrating movements, Dalcrozian [educators] suggest possibilities through the variety of 



their playing.  Their pupils listen and find ways to respond from inside themselves, or 

conversely, the pupils move and the teacher creates music that corresponds to what they do.” 

(Odom, 1992, pp. 123, 124)  

 

Carl Orff (1895-1982) 

Carl Orff, a German composer and music educator, also used movement to further 

develop musical ability.  “Music is taught through speech, movement, and childhood songs,” 

(Koskoff, 2000, p. 281).  In his curriculum, Schulwerk, he began with “simple poetic materials 

such as children’s rhymes and singing games, all rich in mimetic and gestural elements” 

(Fassone, 2009) and used these tools as the foundation for improvisational music and movement.  

In contrast to traditional forms of education, the Schulwerk seeks to develop creativity in the 

child. Orff also developed a large group of instruments, primarily percussion and recorders, to 

assist the child express themselves and improvise in music.  His methods are used today in the 

field of music education for children as well as in the field of music therapy (Fassone, 2009). 

 

Commonalities 

Piaget emphasized the importance of movement in children’s education. Through 

movement, the child begins to experience the world around him/her. Both Dalcroze and Orff 

emphasize the importance of movement in learning. “Dalcrozians suggest possibilities through 

the variety of their playing.  Their pupils listen and find ways to respond from inside themselves, 

or conversely, the pupils move and the teacher creates music that corresponds to what they do” 

(Odom, 1992, p. 124).  Orff wrote music with movement in mind for the development of the 



child.  The methods of both Emile Dalcroze and Carl Orff coincide with the findings of Jean 

Piaget in this area of movement.   

 
LEARNING THROUGH INNER SPEAK 

Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky (1896-1934) 

Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky, an intellectual from a Russian Jewish family, developed the 

Socio-cultural Theory which describes learning in terms of cultural understanding. He believed 

that knowledge is passed through the culture and in a cultural context (Miller, 2011).   

On aspect of his theory is the concept of Inner Speech (Ridgeway, 2009, pg 46). 

Vygotsky believed that there was an important connection between the mind and language.  He 

said that speech and thought were separate at birth, but at about two years of age, the two merge. 

At the age of three, children begin what he termed ‘private speech’ where the child speaks 

audibly to himself.  This private speech helps strengthen the child’s thought process.  According 

to Vygotsky, at age seven, the private speech becomes ‘inner speech’ and the thinking and 

speaking connection becomes silent inside the mind (Miller, 2011, p. 185).  

Vygotsky also noticed that when the task became very difficult, even older children 

would revert back to the more familiar private speech to help them think though the provided 

problem.  According to his research, even many adults use private speech to think through and 

process a problem (Miller, 2011, p. 187).    

 

Zoltan Kodaly (1882-1967) 

Zoltan Kodaly, born in and raised in Hungary, is one of the great names in music 

education history. His early years were spent in the countryside of Hungary where he learned the 

traditional Hungarian music.  He also developed a love for classical music and became proficient 



on several instruments.  He became friends with Bartok, another well known Hungarian 

composer, and together, they worked at preserving the Hungarian tradition.  He began teaching 

at the Academy of Music and taught for many years (Eosze, 2009). 

Kodaly first developed a love for children’s education in 1925 and he began to write 

music for children based on folksong and traditions.  In 1929, he wrote, “If the child is not filled 

at least once by the life giving stream of good music during the most susceptible period – 

between his sixth and 16th years – it will hardly be of any use to him later on.”  He developed 

hand signs, rhythmic syllables and stick notation (musical shorthand) and spent considerable 

time composing simple two and three part singing and reading exercises.  These were designed 

to help the child be able to read music quickly and internally. (Eosze, 2009) He believed that a 

musician should be able to read music in the same way that a person can read a book (Koskoff, 

2000, p. 281). His methods were also used to educate people of all ages (Eosze, 2009).   

 

Edwin E Gordon (1927- ) 

Edwin Gordon, an American researcher and educator, developed the Music Learning 

Theory which is a “music learning sequence of instruction.” (Koskoff, 2000, p. 281).  In this 

theory, the instructor helps develop the student’s ability to hear the rhythm and melody 

internally, also known as audiation.  Patterns of rhythm and melody are taught to develop the 

child’s ability to rehearse the music in the mind.  A child who can hear the music accurately in 

the mind without prior assistance is audiating.  (Garner, 2009, p. 24).   

Audiation can also be developed through the use of movement games like hopscotch, 

jump rope, ball tosses and singing games. In each of these games, the child’s internal rhythm is 



strengthened and when these games are combined with melody exercises, the child grows in their 

ability to audiate (Garner, 2009).  

 

Commonalities 

Although the works of Vygotsky and Kodaly/Gordon are in two completely different 

fields, the connections between the two are profound.  In Vygotsky’s theory, children learn by 

speaking to others in the culture, then speaking to themselves audibly in private speech, and 

finally speaking to themselves internally in inner speech (Ehrich, 2006, p. 14).  Gordon believed 

that it was best to teach children to learn to hear and sing the music in their mind, an action he 

termed audiation. Likewise, Kodaly used hand signs and other methods to help children (and 

adults) learn to produce the music in their minds prior to producing it in performance.  In music 

education, children are taught to make music with others, and then learn to read the music on 

their own but audibly. The final step of learning music is through the inner hearing and 

audiation.  Perhaps this connection between Vygotsky’s Socio-cultural Theory and Gordon’s 

Audiation should not be so hard to accept since music is itself a language, and is often learned in 

the same way as a language. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In the previous sections, it has been demonstrated that music educators Dalcroze and Orff 

believe that movement is foundational to the child’s ability to learn.  This was evident in their 

writings and their methods.  Likewise their beliefs agree with developmental psychologist Piaget 

who suggested that movement is how children learn.  Also, music educators Kodaly and Gordon 

believed that it was important to develop the inner hearing of the child.  When a child (or adult) 



is able to audiate, produce the music in their mind without previous hearing of the piece, then 

they are better musicians.  Lev Vygotsky came to the conclusion that children do learn through 

speech, first through communication with adults, then through private speech, then inner speech.  

This inner speech is the highest form of thinking according to Vygotsky.  Therefore, once again, 

music educators agree with the theories of Vygotsky.  

The original question posed was, “does music education assist in children’s learning and 

developmental process according to the theories of Piaget and Vygotsky?” The answer seems to 

be obvious, yes, according to the theories of Piaget and Vygotsky, music education does assist in 

the child’s learning because the music education uses the same theories as Piaget and Vygotsky. 
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