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Does Music Help You with Math? 

By Laura Masciarelli 
 

 
https://mathematicalmysteries.org/the-mathematics-of-music/   

 
 
Have you ever noticed that some songs start with a “one, two, three, four”? 
You can hear it in songs by artists as different as The BEATLES, 
OUTKAST, and TAYLOR SWIFT. But why are they counting? The counting 
you hear is a small clue to a big fact—math is behind almost everything in 
music! How can that be? Let’s find out TOGETHER! 
 
[SPELL]  ARTIST 
[SPELL]  BEHIND 
[SPELL]  TOGETHER 
[N] Some songs start out by counting “1, 2, ______, ______.” 3, 4 
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[K] What is behind almost everything in music? MATH 
[SO] Name one of the musical artists mentioned in the above paragraph. 
BEATLES, OUTKAST, TAYLOR SWIFT 
[PK] Can you name another musical group? 
[PK] What is the word “math” short for? MATHEMATICS 
 
 
First, let’s start with “COUNTING IN.” MUSICIANS will often count (aloud or 
in their heads) to make sure that they all start the song at the same time. 
Once they start together, everyone has to stay on the same BEAT. Every 
song has a steady beat, like the beat of a drum. Some songs have a faster 
or slower beat than others. This is called the TEMPO. It comes from the 
LATIN word for time, “TEMPUS”. The tempo tells us how fast or slow a 
song is. One of the first ways that young children can start to learn math 
ideas is by learning how to make a steady beat! 
 
[SPELL]  DRUM 
[SPELL]  STEADY 
[SPELL]  YOUNG 
[K] Once musicians start a song, everyone has to stay on the same 
______. BEAT 
[K] The tempo tells us how fast or ______ a song is. SLOW 
[K] Musicians often count to make sure everyone starts at the ______ 
______. SAME TIME 
[PK] What is another word for the tempo of the song? SPEED 
[K] What language is the word tempus? LATIN 
[SO] Name one of the ways a musician will count before starting a song. 
ALOUD, IN THEIR HEAD 
 
 
A steady beat is one kind of PATTERN. Other patterns in music relate to 
math, too. We can see patterns in how far apart notes are from each other. 
Notes are how we write, or think about, sounds in music. Sometimes we 
play more than one note at a time. These are called CHORDS. Certain 
notes sound better when played at the same time. That is because they are 
special distances apart! 
 
[SPELL]  PATTERN 
[SPELL]  MUSIC 
[SPELL]  SOUNDS 
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[K] There are patterns in how far ______ notes are from each other. APART 
[K] What is playing more than one note at a time called? CHORD 
[K] What type of distance determines if two notes sound better when played 
together? SPECIAL 
[PK] A homonym is when a word sounds exactly the same but is spelled 
differently and has a different meaning. Can you think of a homonym for 
chord? CORD 
 
 
We can also string notes together to make songs. Songs create patterns 
with notes. Many songs repeat the same pattern of notes over and over. 
Think of “TWINKLE, TWINKLE, LITTLE STAR” for example. Other songs 
will change the pattern just a little each time. Musicians also need numbers 
to understand how to play music. If you look at written music, you will see 
two numbers on the left side of each set of lines. Often, the numbers are 
4/4. This is called the TIME SIGNATURE.  
 
[SPELL]  REPEAT 
[SPELL]  NUMBERS 
[SPELL]  CREATE 
[K] Songs create patterns with ______. NOTES 
[K] Many songs ______ the same pattern of notes over and over. REPEAT 
[K] There are numbers given on what side of each set of lines? LEFT 
[K] The numbers are called the ______. TIME SIGNATURE 
[K] What song is given above as an example of repeating patterns over and 
over? TWINKLE TWINKLE LITTLE STAR 
[PK] The time signature 4/4 is also called ______ time. COMMON 
[VAKT] Listen to this rendition of Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star with sheet 
music. Can you find the time signature in the beginning? (1:13 min.) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CNJTJuaxVAw  
 
 
The top number in the time signature tells the musician how many beats 
are in each MEASURE, or part of the line of music. The second number 
tells us what type of note gets one beat. The “4” on the bottom lets us know 
that a QUARTER note gets one beat. And that brings us to FRACTIONS! 
Notes are organized by LENGTH. For example, in 4/4 time, a note that 
sounds for four beats is a WHOLE note. A note that sounds for two beats is 
a HALF note. A note that sounds for just one is a beat QUARTER, or 
¼ note.  
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[SPELL]  MEASURE 
[SPELL]  LENGTH 
[SPELL]  BOTTOM 
[K] A measure is a ______ of the line of music. PART 
[K] What are notes organized by? LENGTH 
[K] What kind of note typically gets one beat? QUARTER 
[N] How many beats does a half note get? 2 
[N] If you have 6 quarter notes and a half note how many beats does that 
add up to? 6 + 2 = 8 BEATS 
[PK] If you’re playing music and you have to play the correct number of 
beats, what do you have to do in your head? COUNT, ADD, etc. 
[VAKT] Clap your hands or tap on the table, a quarter note, then a half 
note. How about a whole note? 
 
 
There are smaller notes, too! You can have EIGHTH notes (⅛) and even 
SIXTEENTH notes (1/16). If a kid already knows how to play music, it will 
make it easier for them to learn fractions in school. If they play music, they 
already understand fractions! These are just a few of the ways that music 
and math are RELATED. As you learn more about music—and about 
math—you will see more connections! But can music help you with math, 
or VICE VERSA? 
 

 
https://musictheoryde-mystified.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Note-and-rest-values-from-Tiny.jpg  
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[SPELL]  LEARN 
[SPELL]  SCHOOL 
[SPELL]  ALREADY 
[K] If someone already knows how to play music, what can it help them 
learn? FRACTIONS 
[N] A sixteenth note is written as 1/ ______. 16  
[K] So far we’ve learned a few ways music and math are ______. 
RELATED 
[SO] Name one type of note mentioned above that is smaller than a quarter 
note. EIGHTH, SIXTEENTH 
[PK] What phrase above is a Latin phrase for “the other way around” or 
“reversed order?” VICE VERSA 
[PK] Which instrument out of the following is most involved with counting 
beats? Saxophone, flute or drums? DRUMS, ALL OF THEM, etc. 
 
 
It would make sense that learning music could help you with math, or 
knowing math could help you get better at music. The science isn’t clear, 
though. Students who play an INSTRUMENT tend to do better on math 
tests than those who do not. But scientists have not proven why that is. It 
could be because knowing music helps students learn math better. But it 
could also be that students who play an instrument go to schools that teach 
math very well. Or it could be that they have families who help them with 
school a lot. It could be that some STUDENTS are naturally good at both 
math and music because they use SIMILAR parts of the BRAIN! 
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[SPELL]  TEACH 
[SPELL]  SIMILAR 
[SPELL]  STUDENTS 
[K] What kinds of tests do students who play an instrument do better on? 
MATH 
[K] What can knowing math help you get better at? MUSIC 
[K] The kids who are good at math and music might have ______ who help 
them with school a lot. FAMILIES 
[K] Or, maybe if a kid is good at both, it might be because music and math 
use similar parts of the ______. BRAIN 
 
 
It is clear that music is good for our brains, WHETHER or not it makes us 
better at math. Playing music uses SEVERAL parts of your brain at the 
same time. Musicians need to use their brains to see the music, hear the 
notes, and TOUCH the instrument in just the right ways to make sounds. 
And their brains have to ORGANIZE all that information very quickly! 
Learning music is great EXERCISE for our brains. 
 

 
https://t3.ftcdn.net/jpg/01/63/17/10/360_F_163171020_374d88Xvxbb3mLIPu4DWhlY9brgJ11pu.jpg  

 
[SPELL]  CLEAR 
[SPELL]  GREAT 
[SPELL]  BRAINS 
[K] Playing music uses ______ parts of the brain at the same time. 
SEVERAL 
[K] A musician’s brain has to ______ information quickly. ORGANIZE 
[K] Learning music is great ______ for our brains. EXERCISE 
[SO] Name one of the senses mentioned above that musicians use. SEE 
(OR SIGHT), HEAR, TOUCH 
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Music might help you with math. Math might help you with music. But 
whether or not they do, we can have fun learning both! What instrument 
might you like to play?  
 
[O] What musical instrument would you like to learn how to play?  
 ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Or 
[SO] Out of the following, which instrument would you like to learn? PIANO, 
VIOLIN, FLUTE, DRUMS, GUITAR, TRUMPET 
 
 
 
Laura Masciarelli teaches communication skills using S2C (Spelling to 
Communicate) methods at her Long Island based practice, Words At My 
Fingertips. She is also a physical therapist, specializing in primitive reflex 
integration. 
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