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ABSTRACT 
The Oscar winner of the short movie Sing has direct references to some aspects of 
musical cognition as well as to pedagogical ethics. The following study is a scientific 
analysis and interpretation of these aspects of the script. 
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The action of the Hungarian short movie Sing which in 2017 won the Oscar prize (the 
original title being Mindenki)1 concerns a few aspects related to the music cognition and 
pedagogy, respectively the pedagogical ethics. It is important to draw attention on the 
aspects which form the basis of the script and led to the desired success.  

The movie’s dramaturgy is built on situations in which there is music, singing, 
choir, rhythmic household word. The director and screen writer used these elements of 
dramaturgy with the purpose of describing or performing the action.     

The music, the rhythm, the singing and the choir singing as constructive elements 
from a dramaturgical point of view become a leitmotiv of the director, as well as the main 
element of the movie’s conflict. 

The story is simple, general, and daily. It could happen anywhere in the world, in 
any school. The action is based on a real event about which the director found out during 
his studies in Scotland. The director processed this case – when the conductress 
prohibited children to attend the choir class as they did not have perfect intonation – and 
she adapted it to a situation in Hungary. In order to acquire a dramaturgic effect, she 
came up with a framework story, a little girl who went to a new school where she made 
friends, where there is a career-centred teacher, where there are wishes brought to 
silence and from the point of view of dramaturgy effectiveness there will be an 
indispensable rebellion of the group of children against injustice. The end is a happy one, 
the spirit team has won, the teacher apparently beautiful and nice, but who proves to be 
a climber, a dictator, got her well-deserved punishment, through her failure before the 
audience. The director and dramatist Kristóf Deák connected the main scenes of the 
framework story to music or rhythmic elements.    

The little musical stories/tales or related to music, through the cases about 
musical cognition place in the forefront the creation of happiness and of the well-being 

                                                           
1 Director and screen writer: Deák Kristóf, Music: Balázs Ádám, production Meteor Movie studio. Premier (Budapest) 

28.02.2016. Oscar award in the short movie category in 2017. 
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effect, the forming of a community, education for beauty, well-being, justice, 
understanding, mutual help. 

The musical cognition is that complex science which provides a better complexity 
of life and private life as a whole. Music includes rich information able to generate psychic 
processes, like the feelings, perceptions, expectations, and memories. Due to these 
aspects music is used for therapeutic purposes in child rehabilitation like premature 
infants or children with autism, in neurological disorders as stroke, dementia, amnesia, 
aphasia, or in psychiatric disorders as schizophrenia, depression and post-traumatic 
stress. (see the publications of American Music Therapy Association, 
http://www.musictherapy.org/). 

The main element generating conflict is the issue of musical capacity or 
incapacity: the good hearing, the right intonation versus insecure singing or the lack of 
exercise. The main pedagogical effect of the teacher is the professional restlessness 
which originates in her orientation to success. Instead of practising more with the 
children enthusiastic to sing in the choir, but who have weaker musical skills, the teacher 
urges them to be silent, destroying their ambition, forcing them to lie and to imitate 
singing. (see movie, 15:02-19:01  minutes). 

Musical capacity is that native ability, by which a person can acquire knowledge 
and skills, like successfully attending various music activities. These musical skills vary 
from one child to another depending on the native skills, personality and education. Due 
to this aspect some children acquire faster or slower the special skills related to the 
musical education. A branch of musical cognition is in charge with studying the natural 
born skills and those formed by education. (see Edwin Gordon. (1965). Musical aptitude 
profile. Manual, Boston, MA : Houghton Mifflin Co.). 

The children with perfect pitch differ from the others because due to their native 
skills related to the recognition of the correct pitch and reproduction of the music sound, 
they perceive the basic frequency that they take without any external support. But those 
with perfect pitch are very few. According to Oliver Sacks’s research the ratio is 1:10.000. 
(see Oliver Sacks. (05.05.1995). Letters: Musical Ability, Science, Vol. 268, Issue 5211, p. 
621-622. DOI:10.1126/science.7732360. PMID 7732360). 

Under the current research the perception of correct pitch of sounds and their 
rendering can be a natural skill. By early music education the hearing can be developed 
efficiently to anybody, who does not suffer from any hearing problems. It can be 
stimulated and developed through continuous stimuli and exercise. In those who don’t 
have perfect pitch, in lack of a reference to the basic frequency, the pitch of sounds heard 
can become unsafe.  During the experiences made at marmoset monkey it was found that 
the stability of sound pitch results from a neural mechanism (see Daniel Bendor & Xiaoqin 
Wang. (2005). The neuronal representation of pitch in primate auditory cortex, Nature, 
Vol. 436, Issue 7054. p. 1161–1165. DOI: 10.1038/nature03867). 

It is a proven fact that the skills of music memory are more developed in the 
families where there is permanent music activity. A special research area of the music 
psychology is the cognitive procedure regarding perception, music comprehension, 
assimilation and interpretation. 
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Brodmann area nr. 41 and nr. 42 are the primary auditory cortex associated with superior pitch resolution.2 

  
  One of the movie heroines, Havasi Zsófi does not have perfect pitch, and does 

not come from a family with emphasis on musical education as in the case of her friend 
Liza, as Lisa’s father works at the radio and is a composer. Zsófi does not have an 
accurate/clean intonation, that’s why teacher Erika, the conductress, instead of practising 
more with her, instead of developing her hearing, asks her to imitate singing. As a teacher 
she makes the biggest mistake (see movie 7:17-8:45 minutes). This fact causes a big 
breakage in the self-assessment and early personality of the little girl. The little girl needs 
music, company, the feeling that she belongs to the new community, which she reaches 
due to her destiny (see movie 10:25”-11:12” and 13:36”-15:02” timecodes). 

The neuropsychiatric research certifies that due to the vibration of sounds in the 
brain during the singing occurs an interaction between the motor and hearing systems. 
Choir singing has a special role in developing personality and creating group identity. It is 
known that choir singing has a beneficial effect both from physical and mental point of 
view, the unique, therapeutic effect is also mentioned by the specialty literature. Choir 
singing consolidates the team spirit. The success obtained through the common activity 
consolidates the sense of belonging; the feeling of being together and the perseverance 
by common forces towards a noble spiritual goal, to success (see http://www.cmuse.org/ 
psychological-and-physical-benefits-of-choral-singing/). 

At Bath University researchers Nick Alan, Joseph Stewart and Adam Jonathan 
Lonsdale made an experiment which included 375 people and proved that among those 
who sang in a choir the sense of belonging and the team spirit is much stronger and more 
unitary than during other social activities such as, for example, in the case of team sports. 
The researchers compared those who sang in the choir to those who practised team 
sports and to those who sang solo. They concluded that to those who sang in a choir, the 
feeling of happiness and well-being was on a superior psychological level. They also found 
out that during the team work, the personal autonomy of the individual was more limited 
than in case of solo artists. The study proves that during the choir singing, when singers 
breathe together, their heart beats at the same time and during the concerts the pituitary 
gland generated oxytocin, which produces the feeling of happiness and dissolves the 
negative effects of stress and anxiety. In the end, they came to the conclusion that choir 
singing has a strong social and cognitive use, regardless of the choir performance. (see 
Nick Alan Joseph Stewart & Adam Jonathan Lonsdale. (2016). It’s better together: The 

                                                           
2 source: http://thebrain.mcgill.ca/flash/capsules/outil_jaune05.html 
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psychological benefits of singing in a choir. Sage Journals. Psychology of Music. Sempre. 
Vol. 44. Issue 6. doi/abs/10.1177/0305735615624976). 

Music produces a deep emotional effect in the audience. If we hear nice music 
we react with sensitivity, we live subjectively the events. The special music will generate a 
special reaction from the audience. As every human being has different characteristics, 
the reaction generated by music also differs. The researchers have established that music 
which affects feelings produces dopamine in the striatum part, exactly in the spot with 
the same effects as the drugs cause.  

 
The Striatum. Images are from Anatomography maintained by Life Science Databases (LSDB)3 

 
 At the end of the movie the director tactfully manipulates the audience. He 
intensifies tension with the montage, the nervous atmosphere with images full of 
suspense. After the shameful departure of the conductress, the director uses effectively 
the tense silence, which is covered in due time by the clean voice of the little girl and by 
the choir. The happiness feeling resulted due to the beautiful song has the catharsis effect 
both upon the audience and upon the movie’s spectators. The music acquired the 
dramaturgic effect and the movie was awarded with an Oscar.  
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