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Abstract/Povzetek.
This paper explores elementary school students’ music preferences in terms 
of songs authored for children and traditional major- and minor-key songs 
and the influence of familiarity of the music on their music preferences. The 
questionnaire and sound questionnaire were administered to 216 students 
attending the second, third, seventh and eighth grades of elementary school 
in Sinj, Croatia. The results confirm the influence of age and gender on 
students’ music preferences concerning songs authored for children and 
traditional songs in major and minor keys. Furthermore, all the participants 
prefer major-key songs to minor-key songs. Finally, it was established that 
familiarity with a piece of music is a significant factor affecting the music 
preferences of the participants. 
Glasbene preference šolarjev glede otroških pesmi v duru in molu
Članek proučuje glasbene preference osnovnošolcev glede umetnih in 
ljudskih pesmi v duru in molu ter vpliv poznavanja glasbe na njihove glasbene 
preference. Kot del raziskave sta bili med 216 učenci drugega, tretjega, 
sedmega in osmega razreda osnovne šole v Sinju izvedeni pisna in zvočna 
anketa. Rezultati potrjujejo vpliv starosti in spola na glasbene preference 
učencev glede umetnih in ljudskih pesmi v duru in molu. Vsem udeležencem 
so bile bolj všeč pesmi v duru kot tiste v molu. Zaznali smo tudi, da je 
poznavanje pesmi pomemben dejavnik, ki vpliva na glasbene preference 
udeležencev. 
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Introduction

Music preferences are short-term estimates of liking for music, while musical taste 
represents relatively stable, long-term behaviour towards and evaluation of music 
and is a more permanent disposition representing the totality of individual 
preferences (Mirković-Radoš, 1996). Music preferences are formed under the 
influence of numerous factors, the most significant of which are related to the 
characteristics of the music and the characteristics of the listener (Dobrota & Reić 
Ercegovac, 2016). 

The results of the studies show that tonality is a musical-expressive component that 
is significantly associated with music preferences. Thus, Crowder points out that the 
term major/minor mode is closely related to emotions, and he thinks that “... the 
connection of the major mode with the emotion of happiness and minor mode with 
the emotion of sadness is the strongest link between the musical structure and the 
language of human emotions” (Crowder, 1984, 4).

Some studies also point to a relationship between major-sad and minor-happy 
associations when the modes are paired with time and dynamics (Hunter et al., 2010; 
Ladinig & Schellenberg, 2012; Schellenberg & Von Scheve, 2012). Nawrot (2003) 
states that emotional perception of music may be caused by innate perceptual 
predispositions and learned associations that are developed in childhood. Adachi 
and Trehub (1998) conducted their study of children aged 4 to 12 years old and 
concluded that these children rely on variations in tempo, dynamics and overall pitch 
as indicators of emotional perception in music. Kratus (1993) found that Western 
children 6 to 12 years old are able to perceive sadness or happiness in music, with 
only small differences between different age groups.

Cultural factors and learned associations also play a significant role in how major or 
minor modes may be emotionally perceived (Bowling et al., 2012). The familiarity of 
the music can also play an important role in determining whether emotion in music 
is perceived as happy or sad, because that familiarity leads to enjoyment of and 
happiness in listening to music (Temperley & Tan, 2013). 
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Dobrota and Reić Ercegovac (2015) have explored the relationship between music 
preferences for different mode and tempo and personality traits. Results showed 
that in comparison to male students, female students reported a greater range of 
music preferences, regardless of tempo and mode, while both males and females 
showed a greater degree of preference for musical examples in fast tempo and a 
major key. Emotional stability and optimism were significant predictors of a 
preference for music in fast tempo and a major key, while openness to experience, 
introversion and gender were significant predictors of preference for a slow tempo 
and music in a minor key. 

Aim of research, research problems and hypotheses 

The aim of this study was to examine elementary school student’s music preferences 
concerning songs by children’s authors and traditional songs in major and minor 
modes and the influence of familiarity of music on their music preferences. In order 
to achieve this aim, we attempted to address the following issues: 

1. To examine the influence of age on music preferences in terms of songs by 
children’s authors and traditional songs.

2. To examine the influence of gender on music preferences in terms of songs 
by children’s authors and traditional songs.

3. To examine the influence of major/minor mode on music preferences 
concerning songs by children’s authors and traditional songs.

4. To examine the relationship between familiarity of songs by children’s 
authors and traditional songs and music preferences concerning songs by 
children’s authors and traditional songs. 

5. Based on the aim and the research problems, the following hypotheses were 
set: 

H1: In comparison to older students, younger students will show greater preference 
for songs by children’s authors and traditional songs.
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H2: In comparison to male students, female students will show greater preference 
for songs by children’s authors and traditional songs.
H3: Students will show greater preference for songs by children’s authors and 
traditional songs in a major key, compared to songs by children’s authors and 
traditional songs in a minor key.
H4: Students will show greater preference for familiar songs by children’s authors 
and traditional songs, compared to unfamiliar songs by children’s authors and 
traditional songs.

Method

Participants

Testing was conducted in Sinj, Croatia, on a sample (N=216; F=102, M=114) of 
second-grade students (N=45), third-grade students (N=48), seventh-grade students 
(N=52) and eighth-grade students (N=71) (Table 1). The second- and third-grade 
students in the data analysis were grouped into a group of younger students, while the 
seventh- and eighth-grade students were grouped into a group of older students.

Table 1: Structure of the sample (N = 216).
GENDER N GRADE N

M 114 
2nd 45
3nd 48

F 102 
7th 52
8th 71

Total 216

Instrument and procedure 

For the purpose of this research, a music CD was prepared, containing 16 examples 
of songs by children’s authors and traditional songs in major and minor keys (Table 
2). The distribution of the preference for children's songs in major and minor keys 
is significantly different from the normal distribution, so further analyses will use 
methods of nonparametric statistics (Mann-Whitney U-test, Wilcoxon matched 
pairs test, correlations). 
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Table 2: Psychometric characteristics of the subscales Preference for children’s songs in 
major and minor key.  

MAJOR KEY MINOR KEY
The Cat is Purring (traditional song) In the Rain (authored song)
Best Wishes to Mummy (authored 

song) A Town is Shining (traditional song)

Little Sanja's Sleigh (authored song) Under a Rock There Is a Crab 
(authored song)

Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star 
(traditional song) Three Girls (traditional song)

Dance, Dance (traditional song) Autumn Song (authored song)

My Ferandin (traditional song) Where Is That Yellow Flower? 
(authored song)

Winter Is Gone (traditional song) Ladybird (authored song)
Sea Breeze (authored song) It's Raining (traditional song)

Cronbach α 0.81 0.80
M (sd) 31.40 (5.99) 29.52 (6.03)
range 12-40 14-40
average inter-item 
correlation 0.35 0.35 

K-S d 0.1 , p<0.05 0.07 , p<0.05

For the purpose of this research, a questionnaire consisting of two parts was 
prepared. The first part comprised questions related to sociodemographic 
characteristics (gender, age). The second part of the questionnaire related to the 
research into music preferences. The questionnaire about music preferences 
consisted of an odd number of music examples from the CD and a five-degree 
assessment scale (1=strongly dislike; 2=dislike; 3=neither like nor dislike; 4=like; 
5=strongly like). Participants were also asked to assess the familiarity of each musical 
example by circling Yes or No next to each assessment scale. 

Testing was conducted in school classrooms according to a pre-arranged schedule. 
Testing was collective, with 15-20 participants in each group. The purpose of 
conducting the research was briefly explained, anonymity was guaranteed, and the 
participants were asked to answer the questions honestly and accurately. Participants 
in all groups filled out the first part of the questionnaire and then evaluated the 
musical examples. When examining the musical preferences, the participants listened 
to a musical example lasting about one minute and then assessed the degree of liking 
in the questionnaire. 
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Results and discussion 

Table 3 shows the average degree of preference for the music examples. The 
students showed the greatest preference for the traditional song Twinkle, Twinkle, 
Little Star and the least preference for Ladybird, a song by a children’s author.  

Table 3: The average degree of preference for the music examples.

Music examples M min. max. SD

In the Rain (authored song) 3.29 1.00 5.00 1.08
Sea Breeze (authored song) 3.75 1.00 5.00 1.10
A Town Is Shining (traditional 
song) 3.57 1.00 5.00 1.22 

Winter is Gone (traditional 
song) 4.01 1.00 5.00 1.08 

Under a Rock there is a Crab 
(authored song) 3.23 1.00 5.00 1.14 

My Ferandin (traditional song) 3.82 1.00 5.00 1.21
Three Girls (traditional song) 3.75 1.00 5.00 1.20
Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star 
(traditional song) 4.63 1.00 5.00 0.92 

Ladybird (authored song) 2.97 1.00 5.00 1.28
Best Wishes to Mummy 
(authored song) 4.20 1.00 5.00 1.04 

It's Raining (traditional song) 3.94 1.00 5.00 1.24
Dance, Dance (traditional 
song) 3.60 1.00 5.00 1.31 

Autumn Song (authored song) 4.32 1.00 5.00 1.08
Little Sanja's Sleigh (authored 
song) 3.63 1.00 5.00 1.22 

Where Is That Yellow Flower? 
(authored song) 4.45 1.00 5.00 0.95 

The Cat Is Purring (traditional 
song) 3.75 1.00 5.00 1.19 

 
H1: In comparison to older students, younger students will show greater preference for songs by 
children’s authors and traditional songs.

In order to investigate the influence of age on student’s preferences concerning 
songs by children’s authors and traditional songs, the Mann-Whitney U-test was 
calculated. The results confirm that the music preferences of younger and older 
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students do differ significantly (Table 4, Figure 1). Younger students show greater 
preference for songs by children’s authors and traditional songs, so the first 
hypothesis was confirmed. 

Table 4: Differences in the children’s preferences for songs by children’s authors and 
traditional songs by age.

Music preferences C U z p
younger students (2nd and 3rd grade) 4.09

4219.0 3.29 0.001 
older students (7th and 8th grade) 3.75

Figure 1: Differences in the children’s preferences for songs by children’s authors and 
traditional songs by age

Starting from the open-earedness hypothesis (Hargreaves, 1982), LeBlanc (1991) 
explains the general pattern of music preferences throughout life, emphasizing that 
young children are more open and more tolerant towards unfamiliar musical styles. 
Consequently, primary education teachers have the opportunity to expose young 
children to diverse high-quality music experiences, thus creating the basis for further 
development of their music preferences. 

H2: In comparison to male students, female students will show greater preference for songs by 
children’s authors and traditional songs.
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In order to examine the influence of gender on students’ preferences for songs by 
children’s authors and traditional songs, the Mann-Whitney U-test was calculated 
(Table 5, Figure 2). The results point to a difference between male and female 
students in their preference for songs by children’s authors and traditional songs. 
Female students show greater preference for such songs, so the second hypothesis 
was confirmed. 

Table 5: Differences in preferences for songs by children’s authors and traditional songs by 
gender. 

Music preferences C U z p
Male students 3.74

4664.5 -2.51 0.012 
Female students 3.92
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Figure 2: Differences in preferences for songs by children’s authors and traditional songs 
by gender

The research results generally confirm that males and females do respond to music 
in different ways, but also that women have more positive attitudes towards music 
(Christenson & Peterson, 1988; Harrison & O'Neill, 2003).
 
H3: Students will show greater preference for songs by children’s authors and traditional songs in a 
major key, compared to songs by children’s authors and traditional songs in a minor key.
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In order to investigate the influence of tonality on students’ preference for songs by 
children’s authors and traditional songs, the Wilcoxon matched pairs test was applied 
(Table 6, Figure 3). The results show that students prefer children’s songs in a major 
key to children’s songs in a minor key, so the hypothesis was confirmed. 

Table 6: Differences in preferences for songs by children’s authors and traditional songs by 
tonality.

Tonality C v < V Z p
Major 4.00

32.00 5.02 0.000 
Minor 3.75
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Figure 3: Differences in preferences for songs by children’s authors and traditional songs 
by tonality

These results are consistent with results from studies confirming that the participants 
generally preferred music in a major key (Dobrota & Reić Ercegovac, 2014; 2015) 
and attribute to such music positive connotations (Kastner & Crowder, 1990). 
However, Gregory, Worrall and Sarge (1996) consider that linking tonality and 
emotional response to music is a result of learning and socialisation with the
standards of the Western European artistic music tradition. 
 
H4: Students will show greater preference for familiar songs by children’s authors and traditional 
songs, compared to unfamiliar songs by children’s authors and traditional songs.
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In order to examine the relationship between the familiarity of music and student’s 
preferences for songs by children’s authors and traditional songs, correlations 
between familiarity and musical preference were calculated (Table 7). There were 
such correlations for fourteen musical examples, confirming the final hypothesis.

Table 7: Correlations between music preference and familiarity of music. 

Music examples Unfamiliar 
(f)

Familiar 
(f)

Correlation between 
preference and familiarity

In the Rain 154 62 0.23*
Sea Breeze 120 96 0.21*
A Town Is Shining 163 53 0.33*
Winter is Gone 93 123 0.09
Under a Rock there is a Crab 201 15 0.20*
My Ferandin 137 79 0.36*
Three Girls 160 56 0.37*
Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star 6 210 0.05
Ladybird 195 21 0.26*
Best Wishes to Mummy 53 163 0.44*
It's Raining 77 139 0.39*
Dance, Dance 166 50 0.33*
Autumn Song 21 195 0.52*
Little Sanja's Sleigh 139 77 0.30*
Where Is That Yellow Flower? 28 188 0.45*
The Cat Is Purring 119 97 0.34*

*p<0.05

These results are in line with those from numerous studies confirming a positive 
linear correlation between the frequency of listening to music and music preferences 
(Carper, 2001; Dobrota & Reić Ercegovac, 2016; Finnäs, 1989; North & Hargreaves, 
2008). The musical-pedagogical implications of the results relate to the need for 
repeated, active listening and performance of music during music lessons. 
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Conclusion

The results of this study showed that younger students and female students do show 
greater preference for songs by children’s authors and traditional songs. All 
participants preferred songs by children’s authors and traditional songs in a major 
key to those in a minor key. Finally, students show greater preference for familiar 
songs by children’s authors and traditional songs, compared to unfamiliar songs of 
both types.

It should be noted that the results apply to students from a specific cultural 
background in Croatia. The limitations of the research are also reflected in the fact 
that the research did not include all the factors that could potentially have affected 
music preferences. 

Such results have a number of theoretical-practical implications. The fact that 
younger students show greater music preference is of particular importance to the 
primary school teacher, since he has the opportunity to expose students to varieties 
of music from the earliest age. Younger children are open and flexible to perceive 
different musical styles, as they have not yet formed their musical taste.

Furthermore, the research results confirm that participants prefer musical examples 
in major keys. Such results can be explained by the fact that most of the songs in the 
textbooks are major key songs, which probably affects the musical preferences of 
the students. However, this does not exclude the possibility of students learning the 
songs in a minor key, which would surely enrich their musical experience.

Finally, the fact that students show greater preferences for familiar, compared to 
unfamiliar music, points to the importance of repeated and active listening to and 
performance of music during music lessons. The familiarity of music leads to 
enjoyment and happiness in listening to music (Temperley & Tan, 2013), and only 
in this way will students be introduced to the structure of musical pieces and increase 
the range of their music preferences.

This research could be further improved by obtaining a larger sampling population 
of subjects, such as high school students, university students or adults. 
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