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  Abstract 
This study explores the use of graphic notation in early childhood music education 
and its impact on children’s learning and development. Using semi-structured 
interviews with four preschool music teachers and classroom observations, the 
research identifies key benefits of graphic notation in both song teaching and 
music appreciation contexts. Graphic notation concretizes abstract musical 
concepts, supports creativity and self-expression, accommodates diverse learning 
needs, enhances engagement through multisensory experiences, and promotes 
holistic development across cognitive, social, and emotional domains. The findings 
highlight that graphic notation functions as a developmentally appropriate 
pedagogical tool, enabling young children to actively construct musical 
understanding rather than passively receive instruction. These insights provide 
practical implications for music educators, curriculum designers, and early 
childhood practitioners seeking to foster inclusive, engaging, and creative music 
learning experiences. 
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1. Introduction 

Graphic notation is a nontraditional method of representing music through images, 
symbols, text, and even physical objects. Unlike conventional Western staff 
notation—which requires mastery of technical symbols such as clefs and time 
signatures—graphic notation emphasizes visual accessibility and intuitive 
understanding, making it particularly suitable for young children. Its forms range 
from simple visual elements (dots, lines, shapes) to child-friendly pictorial 
representations, which can convey key musical concepts such as pitch direction, 
rhythmic duration, and dynamics. 
Beyond mere representation, graphic notation captures children’s attention through 

https://doi.org/10.63313/EH.9036
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Zhou Lei. Seah Siok Peh. Zhang Ming. Changwei Chen and Kejia Zhu 
 

 

DOI:10.63313/EH.9036 2 Educational and Humanities 
 

color, imagery, and playfulness, fostering their imagination and connecting sound to 
concrete visuals. In early childhood music education, this approach addresses a 
critical developmental need: children aged 3–6 have limited abstract thinking skills 
and often struggle to comprehend musical concepts through verbal explanation 
alone. By “seeing” music, children can intuitively perceive melody, rhythm, and 
dynamics. Moreover, graphic notation encourages creative engagement by allowing 
children to interpret and create their own symbols, transforming music learning 
from passive reception into active exploration and laying the foundation for future 
music literacy and performance skills. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. The Concept of Graphic Notations 

Graphic notation refers to music notation systems that use visual symbols, shapes, 
and pictorial elements to represent musical parameters such as pitch, duration, and 
dynamics (Reybrouck & Brattico, 2015). Unlike traditional Western staff notation, 
which relies on fixed symbolic conventions and requires technical mastery, graphic 
notation offers flexibility and openness for interpretation. Learners can assign 
personal meaning to visual elements, supporting varied cognitive and creative 
processes rather than strict technical decoding (Reybrouck et al., 2015). For 
example, a child might use a wavy blue line to represent a calm melody or a red star 
for a high-pitched note; both representations are valid as long as they convey the 
child’s understanding of the music. 
Studies in music education have shown that children naturally produce graphical 
representations when making sense of music. Reybrouck and Brattico (2015) 
observed that young learners spontaneously use lines, shapes, and colors to 
represent melodies and rhythms, highlighting the potential of graphic notation as 
both a reflective and expressive tool in music learning. These findings demonstrate 
that graphic notation not only makes music more tangible for children but also 
engages their cognitive and visual-spatial abilities. 

2.2. The Value of Graphic Notations in Early Childhood Music Education 

Graphic notations are especially suitable for early childhood contexts because they 
reduce cognitive barriers associated with traditional notation. Staff notation 
demands understanding of abstract symbols (e.g., clefs, rhythmic notation), which is 
often beyond the developmental capacity of young children. By contrast, graphic 
notation allows learners to engage with music visually and experientially, 
supporting multisensory and active learning (Demirel, 2022). 
Developmentally appropriate music education emphasizes that children learn best 
through play, exploration, and sensory experiences (Copland et al., 2011). Graphic 
notation aligns with these principles by transforming abstract musical concepts into 
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concrete visual symbols. For example, children can trace rising lines to understand 
pitch, follow colored shapes for rhythm, or act out notations with movement. This 
approach engages visual, auditory, and kinesthetic modalities simultaneously, 
supporting deeper learning and sustained attention (Vygotsky, 1978; Copland et al., 
2011). 

2.3. Graphic Notations in Curriculum and Instruction  

In early childhood curricula, graphic notation transforms passive listening into 
interactive learning. Activities such as drawing soundscapes—where children depict 
melodic contour or rhythm visually—enable learners to externalize their musical 
perceptions and develop musical literacy (Reybrouck & Brattico, 2015). Similarly, 
creating simple compositions with shapes or drawn symbols allows children to 
express creativity while practicing musical concepts like pitch and duration. When 
children perform group compositions, they develop social skills such as cooperation 
and communication alongside musical understanding (Demirel, 2022). 
These instructional applications align with Orff Schulwerk principles, which 
emphasize active, improvisational, and playful engagement with music (Frazee, 
2000). Graphic notation provides a visual “map” for exploration, allowing children 
to experiment with sound while reinforcing core musical structures. 

Table 1. Applications in Curriculum and Instruction 

Activity Age/Grade Instructional Focus Observed Benefits 

Drawing melodic contours 3–4 yrs Melody recognition Engagement, pitch perception 

Group composition 5–6 yrs Creativity & collaboration Social skills, musical literacy 
 

2.4. Applications and Adaptability of Graphic Notations 

Graphic notation is highly adaptable, supporting group work, individual expression, 
and inclusive classrooms. Reybrouck et al. (2015) found that children’s graphical 
representations vary by age and experience, indicating that graphic forms can serve 
both developmental and instructional purposes. In inclusive contexts, simplified 
visual notation systems such as Figurenotes enable participation for children with 
autism or motor delays, lowering barriers to engagement and providing visual 
support to follow musical structure (Figurenotes, 2023). 
Moreover, graphic notation facilitates multimodal learning: children can combine 
drawing, movement, and instrument performance, integrating musical, cognitive, 
and social learning objectives (Copland et al., 2011). The flexibility of this approach 
allows educators to tailor instruction to diverse developmental needs, enhancing 
accessibility and engagement for all learners. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Study Design 
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A qualitative research approach was adopted for this study, as it is particularly 
suitable for examining educators’ subjective experiences, contextualized practices, 
and nuanced insights into teaching processes (Creswell, 2013; Patton, 2015). Unlike 
quantitative methods, which emphasize measurement and generalizability, 
qualitative research facilitates an in-depth exploration of how and why graphic 
notation is applied in early childhood music education. This study focused on 
real-world classroom practices and outcomes related to graphic notation 
implementation. 

3.2. Participants 

Four kindergarten teachers with diverse experiences in early childhood music 
education were purposively selected to ensure a range of perspectives. Participants 
were recruited from two public urban kindergartens and included both experienced 
educators, capable of sharing longitudinal observations, and early-career teachers, 
able to provide novel insights into innovative instructional practices. Participant 
demographics are summarized as follows: 
Respondent A (RK1): 34 years old, 10 years of early childhood teaching experience, 
5 years using graphic notations. 
Respondent B (RK2): 38 years old, 15 years of early childhood teaching experience, 
7 years using graphic notations. 
Respondent C (RK3): 24 years old, 2 years of teaching experience, 1 year 
implementing graphic notations, trained in Orff Schulwerk. 
Respondent D (RK4): 26 years old, 4 years of teaching experience, 2 years using 
graphic notations in inclusive classrooms. 
This purposive sampling strategy ensured the inclusion of both established 
practices and emergent perspectives, enhancing the credibility and transferability of 
the findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

3.3. Data Collection 

Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted to collect data, enabling 
exploration of both pre-defined topics (e.g., benefits of graphic notation in song 
teaching) and emergent themes (e.g., inclusive teaching challenges). Each interview 
lasted 45–60 minutes and took place in a quiet setting within participants’ 
kindergartens to ensure a conducive environment for detailed responses. The 
interview protocol included open-ended questions such as: 
“Can you describe an instance of using graphic notation in a song teaching lesson 
and the children’s responses ?” 
“How is graphic notation employed to support children with diverse learning 
needs ?” 
“What developmental benefits (e.g., creativity, social skills) have you observed 
through the use of graphic notation ?” 
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All interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent and transcribed 
verbatim. Field notes documenting non-verbal cues were maintained to provide 
additional context. 

3.4. Data Analysis 

Thematic analysis was employed to identify, analyze, and report patterns within the 
qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Analysis followed six stages: familiarization, 
coding, generating themes, reviewing themes, defining themes, and reporting. 
Coding was guided by both the research objectives and emergent patterns in the 
data. Themes were iteratively reviewed and refined to ensure they accurately 
represented the data. This approach emphasizes depth and relevance rather than 
exhaustive reporting of every observation (Nowell et al., 2017). 

3.5. Ethical Considerations 

Ethical guidelines for qualitative research were rigorously followed (American 
Educational Research Association, 2018). Informed consent was obtained from all 
participants, ensuring they understood the study’s purpose, procedures, and 
voluntary nature. Participant confidentiality was maintained through 
anonymization, and all data were securely stored with access restricted to the 
researcher. Ethical approval was granted by the university’s Institutional Review 
Board. 

4. Findings 

4.1. The Advantages of Graphic Notation in Song Teaching 

Analysis of classroom observations and teacher interviews revealed four 
interrelated advantages of using graphic notation in song teaching: (1) enhanced 
visual clarity and accessibility, (2) increased student interest and engagement, (3) 
improved perception of melody and rhythm, and (4) support for musical aesthetic 
development and creativity. Together, these advantages suggest that graphic 
notation transforms song teaching from a primarily imitative activity into a more 
active and meaning-oriented learning process. 

Table 2. Summary of findings in song teaching 

Advantage Description Example/Observation 

Visual clarity Abstract music → concrete shapes RK1: Rising line for pitch 

Engagement Colors & drawing encourage 
participation RK2: Children traced symbols 

Melody & rhythm 
perception Easier to follow structure RK1: Singing more expressive 

Creativity Children design own symbols RK2: Express emotion with 
colors 

 

4.1.1. Strong Visual Clarity and Ease of Understanding 
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Teachers consistently reported that graphic notation helped translate abstract 
musical concepts into concrete visual forms that were accessible to young children. 
Simple shapes and symbols representing pitch direction, rhythm, and duration 
provided visual reference points that supported children’s understanding and 
reduced reliance on verbal explanation. This visual clarity was perceived as 
particularly effective for younger children who had difficulty following abstract 
verbal instructions. 
One teacher explained that visual symbols allowed children to immediately 
associate sound with shape, noting that “when a melody goes up, a rising line helps 
them understand pitch changes right away, without lengthy explanation” 
(Respondent A, RK1). 

4.1.2. Stimulation of Interest and Increased Engagement 

Teachers observed that graphic notation increased children’s interest and sustained 
attention during song teaching activities. The use of colors, shapes, and 
opportunities for drawing or tracing notation encouraged active participation and 
reduced distraction. Compared with traditional singing activities, lessons 
incorporating graphic notation were described as more interactive and playful, 
leading to higher levels of student engagement. 
As one participant noted, “after introducing graphic notation, children stayed 
focused on the symbols and enjoyed following or creating them, which made them 
more willing to participate in singing activities” (Respondent B, RK2). 

4.1.3. Support for the Perception of Melody and Rhythm 

Graphic notation was reported to support children’s perception of melodic contour 
and rhythmic structure by visually representing musical movement and duration. 
Teachers noted that children were better able to follow pitch direction and rhythmic 
pacing when guided by visual symbols, resulting in more accurate and expressive 
singing. This visual support helped address common challenges in early childhood 
song teaching, where children often rely on imitation without understanding 
melodic or rhythmic changes. 
One teacher reflected that “children could follow pitch movement by looking at the 
shapes, even without reading standard notation, and their singing became more 
stable and expressive” (Respondent A, RK1). 

4.1.4. Cultivation of Musical Aesthetic and Creativity 

In addition to supporting musical reproduction, graphic notation encouraged 
children to express personal interpretations of music through visual representation. 
Teachers reported that when children created their own graphic notation, they 
demonstrated sensitivity to musical mood, emotional content, and pitch variation 
through the use of imagery and color. This process positioned children as active 
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creators rather than passive performers and supported the development of musical 
aesthetic awareness. 
One teacher described how children used visual elements to express emotion, 
stating that “they chose colors and images based on how the music felt to them, 
linking sound with feeling in a very natural way” (Respondent B, RK2). 

4.2. Advantages of Graphic Notation in Music Appreciation Teaching 

Music appreciation in early childhood education is often challenging, as young 
children may have difficulty sustaining attention during extended listening activities. 
Graphic notation addresses this challenge by transforming passive listening into 
active musical exploration. The findings indicate that graphic notation enhances 
music appreciation teaching through five interrelated advantages: visual clarity, fun 
and engagement, ease of understanding, cultivation of musical literacy, and support 
for diverse teaching activities. Together, these advantages contribute to a more 
meaningful and developmentally appropriate music learning experience for young 
children. 

Table 3. Summary of findings in music appreciation 

Advantage Description Example/Observation 
Visual clarity Represent melody & dynamics visually RK3: Dots & wavy lines for Vivaldi 

Engagement & fun Multisensory participation RK4: Movement with symbols 
Ease of understanding Color & repetition aid comprehension RK3: Peter & the Wolf symbols 

Musical literacy Recognize patterns & express RK4: Descriptive language develops 
Inclusive participation Supports diverse needs RK4: Children with sensitivities benefit 

 

4.2.1. Visual Clarity 

Graphic notation employs visual elements such as points, lines, shapes, colors, and 
objects to represent abstract musical features, including melody, rhythm, pitch, 
tempo, and dynamics. By externalizing sound into visible forms, graphic notation 
enables children to perceive musical changes—such as rising and falling melodies or 
variations in loudness and speed—more clearly. This visual support reduces 
cognitive load and lowers the listening difficulty for young learners, who may not 
yet possess stable auditory discrimination skills. 
One teacher (Respondent C) explained that graphic notation provides children with 
a clear focus during music appreciation activities. For example, when listening to 
The Four Seasons: Spring by Antonio Vivaldi, wavy lines were used to represent the 
flowing violin melody, while small dots illustrated short, lively notes. Children were 
able to visually identify musical changes and spontaneously describe the music’s 
character, demonstrating an active integration of visual and auditory perception. 
Another teacher (Respondent D), working in inclusive classrooms, highlighted that 
graphic notation is particularly beneficial for children with auditory sensitivity. 
Simple color-coded symbols helped one student anticipate changes in dynamics, 
transforming listening anxiety into a sense of predictability and confidence. These 
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examples suggest that visual clarity plays a crucial role in helping children engage 
meaningfully with music appreciation activities. 

4.2.2. Fun and Engagement 

The visual diversity and imaginative nature of graphic notation significantly 
enhance enjoyment and engagement in music appreciation lessons. Unlike 
traditional listening activities that emphasize stillness and silence, graphic notation 
encourages exploration through pointing, tracing, movement, and creative 
interpretation. Bright colors and symbolic imagery naturally attract children’s 
attention and sustain their interest. 
Teachers reported that graphic notation stimulates active participation and playful 
interaction with music. For instance, when listening to Carnival of the Animals by 
Camille Saint-Saëns, different animals were represented by distinct shapes and 
visual symbols. Children eagerly matched musical passages with images, made 
predictions, and expressed excitement during listening. Similarly, fast-paced works 
such as Flight of the Bumblebee inspired children to trace zigzag patterns and 
imitate musical motion through body movement. 
By embedding playfulness into listening activities, graphic notation fosters positive 
emotional experiences, which are essential for cultivating long-term interest in 
music. 

4.2.3. Ease of Understanding 

Graphic notation simplifies complex musical structures by presenting form, 
repetition, and contrast in a clear and accessible visual format. Elements such as 
color blocks, repeated symbols, or spatial layouts help children identify musical 
sections, thematic recurrence, and structural relationships without relying on 
abstract terminology. 
For example, when introducing narrative works such as Peter and the Wolf by 
Sergei Prokofiev, teachers used distinct shapes and colors to represent different 
characters and themes. Children were able to recognize when themes returned and 
anticipate musical developments. In simpler songs such as Twinkle, Twinkle, Little 
Star, visual repetition of symbols helped children immediately perceive musical 
form, reinforcing their understanding of structure and pattern. 
Through these visual cues, graphic notation supports children in constructing a 
coherent understanding of musical works rather than experiencing music as an 
undifferentiated stream of sound. 

4.2.4. Cultivating Musical Literacy 

Beyond facilitating understanding, graphic notation contributes to the development 
of musical literacy, defined as the ability to perceive, interpret, and express musical 
meaning. By observing and discussing visual representations of sound, children 
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gradually learn to identify melodic direction, rhythmic duration, dynamic contrast, 
and emotional expression. 
Teachers observed that children increasingly used descriptive language to articulate 
their listening experiences. For example, when listening to Clair de Lune by Claude 
Debussy, children associated soft dynamics with smaller shapes and flowing 
melodies with curved lines. Over time, such experiences enhanced their aesthetic 
sensitivity and expressive vocabulary, laying a foundation for more advanced music 
learning. 
These findings indicate that graphic notation supports the gradual internalization of 
musical concepts and nurtures a lasting capacity for musical appreciation. 

4.2.5. Supporting Diverse Teaching Activities 

The flexibility of graphic notation allows it to support a wide range of teaching 
activities and adapt to diverse learner needs. Teachers can design notation using 
simple stickers or objects for younger children, while older preschoolers may 
engage in drawing more detailed symbolic representations. Graphic notation can 
also be integrated with movement, games, and instrumental activities to create 
multisensory learning experiences. 
Examples included large-scale floor graphic scores for movement-based activities 
and rhythm games combining color patterns with clapping or percussion. In 
activities linked to In the Hall of the Mountain King by Edvard Grieg, children 
visually tracked increasing tempo and responded physically as symbols became 
denser. Such activities allowed children to experience musical elements holistically 
through sight, sound, and movement. 
Overall, the adaptability of graphic notation enables inclusive and differentiated 
instruction, ensuring that all children can actively participate in music appreciation 
learning. 
In summary, graphic notation enhances music appreciation teaching in early 
childhood by providing visual clarity, increasing engagement, simplifying musical 
understanding, cultivating musical literacy, and supporting diverse teaching 
activities. Its use effectively transforms music appreciation from passive listening 
into an active, joyful, and developmentally meaningful learning experience. 

5. Discussion and Implications 

5.1. Discussion of Findings 

This study examined the educational value of graphic notation in early childhood 
music education and revealed that its application extends beyond a single 
instructional function. The findings indicate that graphic notation supports 
children’s musical learning through multiple interconnected pathways, including 
visual representation, embodied engagement, creative expression, inclusive 
participation, and collaborative learning. These results contribute to a deeper 
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understanding of how graphic notation aligns with young children’s developmental 
characteristics and learning needs. 
First, the findings highlight the role of graphic notation in bridging abstract musical 
concepts and children’s concrete modes of thinking. Young children typically rely on 
perceptual and visual cues to construct meaning. The participants’ observations 
demonstrated that musical elements such as pitch direction, rhythmic flow, and 
dynamic contrast became more accessible when translated into visual symbols. This 
supports the developmental perspective proposed by Jean Piaget, particularly the 
notion that children in the preoperational stage benefit from concrete 
representations when engaging with abstract ideas. The present study extends this 
perspective to music education by illustrating how visualized sound enables 
children to actively construct musical understanding rather than passively receive 
auditory input. 
Second, the findings underscore the creative and expressive potential of graphic 
notation. Allowing children to design their own visual symbols encouraged 
individualized interpretations of music and supported divergent thinking. This 
aligns with Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences, particularly the 
integration of musical and visual–spatial intelligences. Importantly, the findings 
suggest that graphic notation not only facilitates musical understanding but also 
provides an alternative expressive channel for children who may feel less confident 
in singing or verbal expression, thereby supporting emotional expression and 
self-esteem. 
Third, the study highlights the inclusivity of graphic notation in accommodating 
diverse learning needs. Teachers reported that children with auditory sensitivity, 
developmental delays, or limited fine-motor skills were able to participate 
meaningfully through adapted forms of notation, such as using colors, stickers, or 
large-scale symbols. This finding resonates with inclusive education principles 
advocated by UNESCO, emphasizing the importance of flexible pedagogical tools 
that reduce barriers to participation. Graphic notation functioned as an inclusive 
entry point to music learning, promoting equity and accessibility within early 
childhood classrooms. 
Fourth, the findings confirm that graphic notation enhances engagement and 
motivation by transforming music appreciation and song learning into active, 
multisensory experiences. Rather than relying solely on listening and repetition, 
children interacted with music through movement, visual tracking, and creative 
response. This supports experiential learning principles proposed by David Kolb, 
suggesting that meaningful learning occurs through active engagement and 
reflection. Increased engagement observed in this study indicates that graphic 
notation may contribute to sustained attention and positive emotional attitudes 
toward music learning. 
Finally, the study demonstrates that graphic notation supports holistic development. 
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Beyond musical skills, children developed cognitive abilities (such as pattern 
recognition), social competencies (such as collaboration in group notation tasks), 
and emotional awareness (such as associating music with feelings). This holistic 
impact aligns with the goals of early childhood education emphasized by NAEYC, 
which advocate integrated development across multiple domains rather than 
isolated skill acquisition. 

5.2. Limitations of the Study 

Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations. First, the sample size 
was small and limited to a specific urban context, which restricts the generalizability 
of the findings. Variations in cultural background, institutional resources, and 
educational practices may influence how graphic notation is implemented and 
experienced in other settings. 
Second, the study relied primarily on teacher self-reports, which may be subject to 
positive bias. Although teachers provided rich insights into classroom practices, 
future research could incorporate classroom observations or video analysis to 
triangulate the data and provide a more objective account of instructional processes. 
Third, children’s perspectives were not directly collected. While teachers reported 
observable changes in children’s behavior and engagement, children’s own voices 
could offer valuable insights into their experiences with graphic notation. 
Child-centered data collection methods would strengthen future studies. 
Finally, the study focused on short-term outcomes. Longitudinal research is needed 
to examine whether early exposure to graphic notation contributes to sustained 
musical literacy and learning outcomes in later educational stages. 

5.3. Future Research Directions 

Future research may build on this study by exploring graphic notation in diverse 
cultural and educational contexts, incorporating children’s perspectives through 
age-appropriate methods, and examining long-term developmental outcomes. 
Comparative studies investigating graphic notation alongside other music education 
approaches may further clarify its unique contributions and limitations. 

6. Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that graphic notation is a powerful and 
developmentally appropriate pedagogical tool in early childhood music education. 
By transforming abstract musical elements into visible and interactive forms, 
graphic notation supports children’s musical understanding, creativity, engagement, 
and inclusion. More importantly, it contributes to children’s holistic development by 
integrating cognitive, emotional, social, and musical learning experiences. 
These findings suggest that graphic notation should be regarded not as a 
supplementary activity but as a meaningful instructional approach that aligns with 
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the core principles of early childhood education. Through its visual, creative, and 
inclusive nature, graphic notation offers young children an accessible pathway to 
experiencing music as an active, expressive, and joyful form of learning. 
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