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Abstract 
 
The effectiveness of using computers in the teaching of music notation writing skills is studied. The 
pre-test involved the respondents answering a questionnaire designed to survey their attitudes and 
perceptions towards the use of the computer as a teaching aid for music, and a test on the 
respondent’s ability to write music notation. The treatment or experiment conducted was in the 
form of a course on the use of the notation software “Coda Finale”. Respondents were required to 
undergo a short training course, teaching them how to use this software. Upon completion of this 
course, respondents were re-tested on their ability to write music notation and were also required to 
answer the survey questionnaire on attitudes and perceptions towards the use of the computer as a 
teaching aid for music once more. Pre-test and post-test results were then analysed statistically. 
Research findings indicate that a higher level of music writing skills may be attained with the aid of 
music notation software and computer based training, and that a side effect of increasing computer 
literacy and improving attitudes and perceptions towards computers results from such use. The 
other important finding is that prior experience with computers and good attitudes and perceptions 
towards computer-based training has no effect on a candidate’s ability to learn music writing skills. 
 
 
1.0 Introduction  
 
Bresler [1] found that the computer is an effective learning tool that enables students to self evaluate 
learning difficulties, to think analytically, to develop systematic work habits and to concentrate 
fully on tasks at hand. The computer has been widely used as a tool for learning music [2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 
7, 8], though its effectiveness in this capacity has been debated [9, 10, 11]. In recent years, hundreds 
of new software packages for music and music education have been released, including many 
specifically for the purpose of producing printed music notation. These software packages have 
automated various music writing processes, such as transpositions into various different keys and 
clefs. Functioning in much the same way as other desktop publishing software packages, user 
familiarity with common functions such as copy and paste means that the student is able to focus 
fully on the content to be learned and not the procedure used in learning. The student of music 
notation is thus free to experiment with musical elements such as melody, rhythm, harmony, tone 
colours and dynamic range, which can be easily played back for audible results facilitating further 
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modifications. Studies have shown that the use of the computer in this way may enhance musical 
creativity, thus enhancing students’ music learning potential [12, 13, 14]. 
 
Music education in Malaysian schools is relatively new, being introduced only in the past five 
years. Music teachers’ training colleges have focused mainly on traditional teaching methods, with 
little emphasis on using computers for this purpose, with the exception of the Universiti Putra 
Malaysia Bachelor of Music degree program [15]. However, an awareness of the potential of using 
computers in music education is fast arising, in line with the government emphasis on information 
technology in general. The present study has arisen out of the need for recommendations with 
respect to the use of computers in music education in the local Malaysian context. 
 
 
2.0 Design of Study 
 
59 trainee music teachers, from the fourth semester of the Malaysian Teacher’s Diploma program at 
the Sultan Idris Teachers Training Institute in Tanjung Malim, were selected as respondents. 
Candidates all possessed music theory competency rated as equivalent to Grade Five of the 
Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music (ABRSM) external examinations. The pre-test 
involved the respondents answering a questionnaire designed to survey their attitudes and 
perceptions towards the use of the computer as a teaching aid for music. The pre-test also included a 
test on the respondents ability to write music notation. 
 
The treatment or experiment conducted was in the form of a course on the use of the notation 
software Coda Finale. Respondents, each provided with their own personal computers loaded with 
this software, were required to undergo a short training course teaching them how to use the 
software, lasting a total of nine hours. Details of the course are provided in Table 1.  
 



Table 1. Outline of Notation Course Curriculum. 
Session Content 

1 Introduction to Finale97 software package 
Hardware setup and soundcard configuration 

2 Pull-down menu item functions 
Staff preparation 

3 Key and time signatures 
Simple entry tool 

4 Speedy entry tool 
5 Braces, slurs, dotted notes, triplets, accidentals 

Score expression tool and tempo tool 
6 Playback control and patch settings 
7 Staff expression tool, score expression tool and smart shape tool 
8 Lyric tool and page layout tool 
9 Special notes, transposition, printing 

 
Upon completion of this course, respondents were re-tested on their ability to write music notation. 
This test required students to produce a complete score, between 16 to 32 bars in length. Student 
music writing ability was assessed based on the factors in Table 2 below. This assessment scheme 
was adopted from Jacobsen [9] and Boyle and Radocy [16]. 
 

Table 2. Marking Scheme for Music Writing Test. 
Item evaluated Maximum marks 
Clef, key signature and accidentals 10 
Correct use of meter 10 
Note values and groupings 10 
Appropriateness of rhythm 10 
Appropriateness of tempo 10 
Appropriateness in placing dynamic and 
expression markings 

10 

Musical form 10 
Syllabic or melismatic lyric writing 10 
Standard format for score 10 
Neatness of score 10 
Total 100 

 
 
Respondents were also required to answer the survey questionnaire on attitudes and perceptions 
towards the use of the computer as a teaching aid for music once more. This questionnaire 
contained four categories of questions with regards to the use of computers: enjoyment, fears, 
confidence with respect to ability to use computers, and the integration of computers in the 
classroom, as well as a section pertaining to computer literacy. 
 
3.0 Results 
 
Pre-test and post-test results were analysed statistically. A summary of the results is shown in Table 
3 and Figure 1. 



 
Table 3. Summary of Pre-Test and Post-Test Result Averages. 

Test type Pre-test result Post-test result 
Music writing test 60.85 80.12 
Attitudes and perceptions towards 
computers 

66.95 69.34 

Computer literacy test 44.53 67.53 
 

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

Music writing Attitudes Computer literacy

Pre-test
Post-test

 
Figure 1. Graph Representation of Pre- and Post-Test Results. 

 
 
For the music notation test, it was found that the mean achievement on the pre-test was 60.85% 
whereas the post-test yielded a mean result of 80.12%. The increase indicates that the respondents’ 
skill at writing music notation increased after undergoing the treatment. A significant improvement 
(23 points on the computer literacy test) in computer literacy was also observed. An improvement in 
attitudes and perceptions towards computers (2.39 point increase) was also shown. No significant 
correlation was found between computer literacy levels and music writing skills or attitudes and 
perceptions towards computers and music writing skills. A significant correlation was found 
however between student attitudes and perceptions towards computers and computer literacy levels.  
 
 
4.0 Discussion 
 
Several factors may contribute towards the results observed. The use of the computer in music 
learning may be perceived as more interesting than the traditional paper and pencil approach. The 
present trend towards computerisation in general may also contribute towards the positive response 
to using this approach in music learning. It is noted here that while the use of computers improves 
music writing skills in general, an aptitude for computers does not imply an aptitude for writing 
music, and neither does a lack of computer skills mean that a student can not be skilled at writing 
music. 
 
 
5.0 General Conclusions and Suggestions 
 
A higher level of music writing skills may be attained with the aid of music notation software and 
computer based training. A side effect of increasing computer literacy and improving attitudes and 
perceptions towards computers results from such use. Prior experience with computers and good 



attitudes and perceptions towards computer based training has no effect on a candidate’s ability to 
learn music writing skills. 
 
The results of this study indicate that to introduce a wider usage of computer assisted music 
education in the Malaysian context would bring positive results with respect to student interest and 
achievement levels. Schools already equipped with multimedia computers in the recent government 
drive to promote the use of information technology in education need only to add the appropriate 
music software to their present setup. Teacher training should be upgraded to include training in the 
new media. At the same time, music software targetted especially at the needs of the Malaysian 
music education system may be developed. 
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