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Abstract  
The study shows the process and result of the implementation of a methodology based on the 
employment of music and game dynamics in the subject “EU and the Arctic” of the third course of the 
International Relations ‘degree at the NARFU University in Arkhangelsk Russia.  

This methodology is based upon a similar one already tested at the Universidad de La Laguna 
(Spain). One of the challenges of this new experience was to face a different educative culture from 
the original one. Another obstacle was the language difference. Lectures were taught in English, which 
was not the mother language neither the teacher nor the students.  

The comparison of results of both experiences confirms the conclusions of the previous study. The 
methodology affects specially those factors related with students´ wellness and the improvement of 
the classroom environment. The game dynamics where highly valued and humor was highlighted as a 
key feature in the lectures development.  
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1 INTRODUCTION  
The learning process at the earliest stages of the schools most usually includes playing, role games, 
interactions among peers and similar methodologies. However, those tools used to train the brain into 
new knowledge are gradually left behind as the student is advancing through the educative system. 

The excessive importance conceded to the memorization of contents and the lack of interaction 
among teachers and students (which is worsening sometimes due to the high number of those in the 
classroom) may drive to demotivation – from both parts – and the preparation for a world in constant 
change by given fixed tools. 

The last decades have seen an increase of experiences looking for other teaching methodologies that 
might be more favorable for the learning not only of the necessary theoretical knowledge but also of 
practical skills - see for example (Burbules, 1993 [1]; Luginbühl, 2011 [2]). 

Inside this new path, music has been one of the chosen instruments. The relationship between music 
and education has been studied mostly from the perspective of music as a subject (Abeles, Hoffer, & 
Klotman, 2017) [3] and as well its effects in concrete groups of subjects (Cockerton, Moore, & 
Norman, 1997 [4]; Saarikallio & Erkkilä, 2007[5]). 

Other studies show the correlation of likeness and personality of university students(Liu, Zuo, Wu, Dai, 
& Yan, 2016) [6] and their habits when downloading music illegally (Dilmperi, King, & Dennis, 2017) [7] 
Apart from those, there are already several studies showing experiences of the use of music during 
the lectures and its positive effects – e.g. (Dosseville, Laborde, & Scelles, 2012) [8].  

In the path for new and more involving methodologies, the role of humour is discussed. Humour is 
normally left apart inside the academia, on the belief that “serious things” cannot be discussed under 
this optics. We do agree that the primary aim of the teacher is to educate, not to entertain. However, if 
humour can make the learning process more entertaining, both students and teachers would benefit 
from it (LoSchiavo & Shatz, 2005) [9]. 

Thus, humour at lectures is a tool that should not be confused with the main target. It should be 
combined with other elements to create a strategy helping to focus the attention of the students, which 
normally would be leaner to read the latest development of their social networks. 

One of those possible elements are the already-mentioned games. In that context, emerges the 
concept of gamification. Gamification refers to the application of game dynamics, mechanics, and 
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frameworks into non-game settings (Stott & Neustaedter, 2013) [10]. This set of elements is normally 
placed at the lowest educative levels. However, at the university the general feature for the lectures 
includes normally “chalk and board” schemes and limited interaction both among students and 
between the students and the professor. 

Some experiences about using gamification at that level can be related (Fitz-Walter, Tjondronegoro, & 
Wyeth, (2011) [11]; Starkey & Blake, (2001) [12]). However, in spite games can help positively change 
behavior (Kapp, 2013) [13], the general trend is that the game dynamics and similar approaches lose 
their relevance to the student as he/she is advancing through the educational system. 

We propose to reverse this declining trend under two convictions: the first one being that it should be a 
balance between the theoretical and practical knowledge of the different subjects and the social skills 
that the students need to interrelate in society and apply those. The second one is that formal 
education – understood as the one tough in educational institutions – could benefit with the application 
of the non-formal education methodologies and tools.  

The non-formal education is given more attention in the last years as proves the fact that the budget of 
the EU for this matter has constantly improve in the new century, it is back on the agenda on a world 
wide scale, both in “Western” and “developing” societies (Rogers, 2007, p. 1) [14]. 

This study applies a similar combination of music and group dynamics in two different educational 
environments (although both at university level). The results show that similar effects have taken 
place, reinforcing the results obtained in previous experiences and supporting its extension to different 
environments and subjects. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
This study stands in previous experiences with students from the degree of Economy of the 
Universidad de La Laguna (Spain), Hernandez-Lopez & Mendoza-Jimenez, (2013), Hernandez-Lopez 
& Mendoza y Jimenez, (2015) & Hernandez-Lopez & Mendoza y Jimenez (2016) [15], [16], [17]). In 
there, music and group dynamics were applied under the premises of the superlearning techniques as 
defined by Ostrander & Schroeder (2012) [18].  

The same methodology was followed with 21 students of the Northern Arctic Federal University 
(NARFU) in Arkhangelsk, Russia. The already tested methodology was evaluated not only in a 
different country but also in a different field of knowledge, in this case international relations. 

Some differences between experiences must be noticed. Firstly, the music extracted from the 
experience of the Instituto Superior de Ciencias Terapéuticas y Educativas (ISCTE) was in both cases 
played in playlist of around 70 minutes. However, in the case of NARFU, as the lectures lasted two 
hours, the students were listening two playlists for each one of them.   

Secondly, the language of the lectures did vary as well. In the case of Russia, they were in English, 
with some support in Russian from the teacher, which made communication – theoretically - more 
difficult since not all the students were proficient in English. Nevertheless, as the result section shows, 
it seems that students were comfortable with the “language” of the music. 

In the case of NARFU, the group dynamics came from two sources: the previous studies at the 
Universidad de La Laguna and the authors´ experiences in non-formal education and simulations 
within European studies. The first dynamic has been used in both studies and normally consisted in 
the presentation of the students by throwing a paper ball (a plush and yellow Angry Bird in the case of 
Russia) to each other and telling they name when it would arrive to them. 

The second dynamic is one of the most used ice-breakers dynamics in non-formal education and its 
call the human node. The students are divided in two groups, asked to form a circle, close their eyes 
and grab hand by hand with other students in the circle. The result resembles a ball that the students 
must undo to come back to the original circle.  

The last dynamic was a round table where the students were divided in groups and debate confronted 
position in a given topic. 

To those dynamics, two simulations were added. The first one related with a current topic discussed 
on the EU – the elimination of roaming. Each pair of students were given a role (country or EU 
institutions) with diverse positions and the task of agreeing on a final fare and deadline. 
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The second dynamic was attached to a more emotional topic, the reallocation of refugees into different 
countries of the EU. Actual positions of the countries were extracted from the EU information sources 
and given to the students with the task of reaching an agreement in the numbers and compensations 
every country was receiving. 

The discussion environment within the two simulations was clearly different. The first one held a more 
relaxed discussion meanwhile in the cause of the refugees, the number of jokes among students 
diminished noticeably.  

3 RESULTS 
A survey was designed to collect the assessments of the students about the experience. A first section 
with demographic questions and general impressions about the experiences is followed by question 
about the likeness or not of the music and its effects on the students itself and on the classroom 
environment. After that, group dynamics, simulations and their effects are assessed to close with a 
section where the role of humour is evaluated and the students could leave general comments. 

We will present the results comparing both experiences and highlighting the differences and 
similarities. 

3.1 General opinion 
The gender distribution was more balanced in NARFU (52.38% women vs 47,62% men) that in the 
ULL (39,24% women vs 60,76% men). The average age was similar in both cases - 20.23 in NARFU 
and 20.68 in the ULL. 

The answers in this section show a similar trend in music´s likeness – both in general and the one 
played at lectures; the consideration of the experience as interesting and the perception of the music. 
More differences can be found regarding whether the respondents studied with music – a bigger 
proportion at the ULL – which could explain in part the lower willingness in NARFU for realizing the 
exams with music.  

Table 1.  General opinion. 

Factor Yes No Sometimes 

Like the Music 93,67% 100% 1,27% 0% 5,06% 0,00% 

Study with music 29,11% 19,04% 32,91% 57,14% 37,97% 23,08% 

Perception of music 73,42% 75% 1,27% 25% 25,32% 0,00% 

Type of music 84,81% 90,47% 1,27% 9,52% 13,92% 0,00% 

Interesting 97,44% 100 % 1,28% 0% 1,28% 0,00% 

Exam with music 87,34% 57,14% 12,66% 42,85% - - 

 ULL NARFU ULL NARFU ULL NARFU 

 Source: authors´ elaboration 

3.2 Effects of the music 
The students assessed the effects of the music by evaluating up to 21 factors measuring their 
feelings, attitude towards the subject, attitude towards their pairs, environment of the classroom, etc. 
Most the respondents considered that effects of the music in also the factors analysed were at 
minimum neutral and the general trend is that positive effects got the biggest percentage of the 
answers. 

The table 2 shows the classification of the best evaluated variables in every university according with 
the criteria of positive effects of the music into them. 
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Table 2.  Effects of music. 

Factor (ULL) Positive  Factor (NARFU) Positive 

Relaxed 92,41% Tranquillity 95.20% 

Cosy environment 89,74% Wellness 90,48% 

Less tension 89,74% Cosy environment 85,71% 

Tranquillity 87,34% Relaxed 85,71% 

Distraction 85,90% Happy environment 80,00% 

Source: authors´ elaboration 

As can be seen in the above table, three variables repeat in both classification: tranquillity in the 
classroom, the student feeling relaxed and a cosy environment in the classroom- The other two of 
them are also related with quietness (less tension and wellness) and more focus during the lectures – 
as most of the students in the ULL were expressing a positive effect of the music on distraction. 

3.3 Group dynamics 

3.3.1 Evaluation of the dynamics and simulations 
As stayed above, a similar introductory group dynamic was used for the presentation of the students. 
Afterwards, a series of diverse dynamics and simulations were conducted and evaluated by the 
students. The punctuations given in both universities were high, as table 3 shows, although NARFU 
scored the best. 

Table 3.  Evaluation of the dynamics and simulations. 

University 

Number of 
dynamics and 

simulations Average 

ULL 5 7,89 

NARFU 5 8.63 
Source: authors´ elaboration 

This difference on the punctuations could have its origin first in the use of simulations, which scored 
the most in the case of NARFU. As the subject of international relation could be more appropriated for 
this kind of dynamics, it might happen that because of that the students evaluated it better.  

A second possible source is the already mentioned issue of language. As students in NARFU, which 
followed the lectures in English, could speak in Russian during the dynamics and simulations, it could 
cause a feeling of relief since they could express themselves in their mother tongue. This effect was, 
obviously, not presented in the case of the ULL, where most of the dynamics were conducted in 
Spanish.  

The exception to that was the dynamic in English at the ULL. This dynamic, in addition, scored the 
less among all the dynamics, which could reinforce the theory of the language effect. 

3.3.2 Effects of the dynamics and the simulations 
Potential effects of the dynamics and situations were evaluated by the students. Those effects 
included individual ones such as: relax, fun, expectations; the opinion about the professor, the relation 
with other students and so on. 

As table 4 expresses, most the variables, with a couple of exceptions, were evaluated with eight or 
more points in a scale from 1 to 10. Attending the variables with the best assessment, there are 
coincidences among the students of both universities, who coincided in four out of five: relax, opinion 
of the lectures, help on easing the lectures and relation among students. 
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Table 4.   Effects of dynamics and simulations. 

Factor (ULL) Average Factor (NARFU) Average 

Relax 8,65 Fun 9,43 

Opinion of 
professor 8,64 Opinion about the 

professor 8,95 

Ease the lectures 8,49 Relax 8,90 

Willingness 8,46 Relation Students 8,52 

Relation Students 8,26 Ease the lectures 8,33 

Fun 8,19 Willingness 8,33 

Readiness 8,10 Expectation 8,24 

Expectation 8,07 Fears at the classroom 7,76 

Fears at the 
classroom 7,58 Readiness 7,38 

Average Total 8,27 Average Total 8,43 

Source: authors´ elaboration 

Culture seems to play an important role in the evaluation of the two groups of students. The Russian 
students, more used to a traditional system with few space for this type of methodology, evaluate fun 
as with the biggest punctuation, while at the ULL it falls in the middle of the table.  

This could indicate that the methodology is proposing ways of teaching that the Russian students have 
barely experienced before. In the case of the Spanish students, culture includes a closer relation 
between students and teachers and, therefore, the effect on this variable – although high – is not so 
noticeable.  

3.4 The role of humour 
We have already mentioned the role that humour could play as an agent of change when applying 
new educative methodologies. To assess that, the respondents were asked about the influence that 
they considered humour had in the development of the lectures. 

The table 5 shows certain differences between the two universities. Although by far most the answers 
fall into the category of “5 - much influence”, the distribution is diverse.  

Table 5.  Influence of humour during the lectures. 

Influence ULL NARFU 

1 0% 0% 

2 0% 4,80% 

3 3.80% 19,00% 

4 21.52% 23,80% 

5 74.68% 52,40% 

Total 100 % 100 % 

Source: authors´ elaboration 

In the case of NARFU, more percentage of students evaluated the influence of humour with 3 or less, 
being this a residual case for the ULL. Consequently, despite the differences into the educational 
culture, it seems clear that humour is perceived as a positive and influential factor in both institutions. 
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3.5 Students comments 
The students´ comments provide valuable information that cannot be completely covered by the rest 
of the variables proposed. Related topics have arisen among the students when leaving their opinion 
on the last questions of the survey (table 6).  

Table 6.   Students´ comments classified by topics. 

Concept (ULL) % Concept (NARFU) % 

Bigger wellness of the student 58,23% Better opinion of the professor 19,05% 

Innovative methodology 39,24% Innovative methodology 14,28% 

Better opinion of the professor 29,11% More activities are needed 14,28% 

Better relationship among students 27,85% Lack of equipment 9,52% 

Motivation for the subject 21,52% Negative opinion 4,76% 

Positive effect of music 11,39% Neutral opinion 4,76% 

Application to other subjects 6,33% No comments 28,57% 

Improvement of university’s image 3,80%   

Negative 2,53%   

Better academic results 1,27%   

Application in life 1,27%   

No comments 2,53%   

Source: authors´ elaboration 

A better opinion of the teacher seems to be a factor repeated in both scenarios followed by the 
consideration of the methodology as innovative. There is a residual presence of negative opinions 
about the experience although in the case of NARFU it should be noticed that almost 15% of the 
students were demanding more activities to be conducted, expressing the willingness to extend it in 
time. 

Focusing in the case of Russia, a graphical summary of the students´ comments can be found in the 
next fig. 1. 

 
Figure 1. Summary of opinion.  
Source: authors´ elaboration  
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As it can be seen, positive words like interesting, great, students, thank, cool, nice are highlighted, 
which provides a good summary of the impressions left by the students about the methodology both in 
the survey and in conversations during lectures. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Getting the students out of their comfort zone is amazing. The educative system is conceived to 
establish challenges that seem to be related with the capacity of memorization more than with the 
development of other type of skills. 

Some signs of change seem to appear. The debate about how to change the educational model to 
adapt to the everyday faster changes in the world is given more and more attention. Masters in topics 
like emotional intelligence and emotional and creative education are now part of the educative offer.  

The proposed methodology seeks for a balance between the necessary knowledge and the way how 
this is learnt by the students. The results show that the effects it produces are similar despite the 
cultural and educative difference where it has been put in place. 

The support to the use of music and dynamics is given fundamentally by the students that have 
reflected in their comments that they see the experience as something new, fresh and especially 
helpful to make not only more comfortable but also more attractive learning at institutions where they 
spend most of their time precisely in ages that will define what they want (can) be in the future. 

We aspire to improve the methodology by listening to the students and change the elements that 
might not work, by creating a more complete set of dynamics and simulations, to keep them up to date 
and to conform a programme that would suit the various stages of the educational program. 

Paraphrasing John Cleese, (1991) [19], the university should be a serious place, but not only a solemn 
one. Students should be motivated, incentivised but overall challenged and trust. For us, there lies the 
key for the future of the education.   
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