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Abstract: This conceptual paper proposes the Aesthetic Affective Sequencing Model (AASM),
a theoretical framework explaining how sequential appreciation of Romantic-era art songs
can help regulate anxiety and enhance academic preparedness among university students.
Drawing on contemporary emotion-regulation theory, music cognition, and educational
psychology, the paper analyzes Beethoven's Ich liebe dich (WoO 123) and Schubert’s Die
Forelle (D.550) as contrasting exemplars of musics ability to calm and activate. Rather than
presenting empirical data, the article integrates recent scholarly literature and classic works,
formulates testable propositions, and outlines implications for research, pedagogy, and well-
being programs. By positioning music appreciation as a scientifically grounded mediator
between anxiety regulation and cognitive readiness, the model advances interdisciplinary
scholarship and offers practical, low-cost interventions for higher education.
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1. Introduction

University life often brings increased academic pressure, social change, and future
uncertainty, making anxiety a pervasive challenge. Meta-analytic evidence shows that 30—
40 % of undergraduates report clinically significant anxiety symptoms (Ahmed et al., 2023;
Jia, 2024; Tan et al.,2023). Anxiety impairs attention, working memory, and executive
control, thereby undermining academic preparedness and performance; (Curtis, 2009; Owens
etal., 2012)

Classic psychological models highlight how emotions influence learning. Gross’s (2015)
Extended Process Model explains how individuals identify emotions, select regulation
strategies, implement those strategies, and monitor their outcomes (Gross, 2015). Pekrun’s
(2006) Control-Value Theory shows how appraisals of control and value give rise to
achievement emotions that shape motivation and learning (Pekrun, 2006). Yet these
frameworks seldom address aesthetic experiences such as listening to music as intentional
tools to prepare for study.

Music is uniquely suited for emotion regulation and is widely used by students to manage
mood and stress (Cook et al., 2019). Empirical studies demonstrate reductions in anxiety and
improvements in emotional regulation after structured music interventions (Abuiram et al.,
2025; Chen et al., 2024; De Witte et al., 2020; Harney et al., 2023; Nwokenna et al., 2022;
Song et al., 2024). Still, few studies specify how particular musical features (e.g., lyricism,
harmonic stability, thythmic vitality) or structured listening sequences can optimize readiness
for cognitively demanding tasks.

This paper addresses that gap by proposing a conceptual framework centered on two
Romantic art songs: Beethoven’s Ich liebe dich (WoO 123) and Schubert’s Die Forelle
(D.550). The former embodies lyrical serenity and harmonic warmth, encouraging calm and
emotional security. The latter is rhythmically lively and narratively playful, fostering
attention priming and motivational readiness. Together, they exemplify music’s dual capacity
to soothe and to stimulate.

The article proceeds as follows. Section 2 reviews relevant theory. Section 3 presents the
Aesthetic Affective Sequencing Model (AASM) and propositions. Section 4 explores
implications for education and mental-health practice. Section 5 outlines future research
directions. Section 6 concludes with key contributions and applications.




2. Theoretical Background

This section reviews three interrelated domains that underpin the Aesthetic Affective
Sequencing Model (AASM): (a) music and emotion regulation, (b) anxiety regulation in
educational contexts, and (c) Romantic art song as a pedagogical medium. Together, these
literatures provide the conceptual foundations for linking structured music listening to
anxiety regulation and academic preparedness.

2.1 Music and Emotion Regulation

Emotion regulation involves the ways individuals influence which emotions they experience,
how these emotions arise, and how they are expressed or suppressed (Gross, 1998; Zarolia et
al., 2015). Music is well suited to support these processes. The BRECVEMA framework
outlines eight mechanisms by which music can evoke and shape emotions: brainstem reflex,
rhythmic entrainment, evaluative conditioning, emotional contagion, visual imagery, episodic
memory, musical expectancy, and aesthetic judgment (Bowling, 2023; Groarke & Hogan,
2016; Hodges, 2013; Juslin, 2013; Volker, 2022).

Contemporary studies confirm that music can modulate both physiological and psychological
states (Arnold et al., 2024; De Witte et al., 2020; Fancourt et al., 2014; Ramirez et al., 2025;
Trappe, 2012). Research with college students shows that soothing music significantly
increases heart rate variability and lowers stress, reflecting enhanced parasympathetic activity
(Archana & Mukilan, 2016; Gaebel et al., 2017; Jia et al., 2016; Labbé¢ et al., 2007; Latha et
al., 2014; Zhou et al., 2010). Other studies find that many students deliberately use music
both to calm negative feelings and to energize before tasks (Cook et al., 2019; Lim & Bang,
2018; Vigl et al., 2023). Preferred background music can also reduce mind-wandering and
sharpen task focus, demonstrating music’s combined ability to soothe and activate (Homann
et al., 2023; Kiss & Linnell, 2021, 2024).

These mechanisms are highly relevant for higher education, where students must often
transition quickly from anxious states to sustain attention. Music that first down-regulates
stress and subsequently activates attentional systems could, in theory, prepare learners more
effectively for academic tasks.

2.2 Anxiety Regulation in Educational Contexts

Academic anxiety, whether linked to examinations, presentations, or general workload, has
well-documented negative effects on learning. A meta-analysis estimates that nearly 40
percent of university students experience clinically significant anxiety, which is associated
with lower grade point average and higher dropout risk (Ahmed et al., 2023; Tan et al., 2023).
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Other longitudinal studies show that first-year emotional distress predicts reduced academic
performance across four years of study (Douglass & Islam, 2009; Niculescu et al., 2015;
Petersen et al., 2010).

The control-value theory explains these findings by proposing that emotions stem from
appraisals of control over and value of academic tasks (Pekrun, 2006). High value combined
with low perceived control tends to produce anxiety, which impairs motivation, attentional
regulation, and working memory. Physiological studies further support this account by
showing that students with high anxiety perform more poorly on sustained-attention tasks
(Pozo et al., 2008; Vytal et al., 2012). These results highlight the importance of interventions
that both reduce maladaptive arousal and preserve cognitive readiness, the two central goals
of the AASM.

2.3 Romantic Art Song as a Pedagogical Medium

Romantic art song (Lied) combines poetic text, expressive melody, harmonic richness, and
dynamic contrast, making it well suited to both emotional resonance and cognitive
engagement. Ich liebe dich (WoO 123) by Beethoven exemplifies lyrical serenity and
harmonic stability, qualities conducive to parasympathetic activation and mood stabilization.
In contrast, Schubert’s Die Forelle (D.550) offers rhythmic vitality and narrative playfulness,
inviting attentional engagement and motivational arousal. Together, these works illustrate
how a calm-then-activate sequence can align with optimal arousal theories (e.g., Yerkes—
Dodson law) to promote effective learning.

Empirical evidence for such applications is emerging. (Nwokenna et al., 2022; Rivas et al.,
2024) found that music students engaging deeply with art song repertoire improved their
emotion recognition and attentional control. Although not focused on academic preparedness
per se, these findings suggest that art songs can be a potent medium for structured emotional
and cognitive modulation.

2.4 Synthesis and Research Gap

Across the literatures on music and emotion regulation, educational anxiety, and music-based
pedagogy, several convergences emerge. First, a broad body of evidence demonstrates that
music effectively supports emotional down-regulation and cognitive activation. Slow-tempo,
harmonically stable compositions reliably decrease physiological arousal and subjective
stress (Lee-Harris et al., 2018; Pelletier, 2004; Yamamoto et al., 2007), while music with
greater rhythmic vitality and dynamic contrast can enhance attentional engagement and
working memory (Chen et al., 2008; Woods et al., 2024). These findings span diverse
populations and contexts, from clinical music therapy to everyday study environments,
indicating robust psychophysiological mechanisms such as parasympathetic activation and
dopaminergic reward pathways (Blum et al., 2017; Ferreri & Rodriguez-Fornells, 2022;
Moriya et al., 2018; Salimpoor et al., 2011).




Second, anxiety remains a major impediment to learning in higher education. Prevalence
estimates show that between 30% and 50% of university students experience significant
anxiety symptoms, which correlate with lower academic performance and reduced
persistence (Jia, 2024; Russell & Topham, 2012; Tan et al., 2023). Test anxiety disrupts
attentional control and impairs memory retrieval, highlighting the urgent need for scalable,
non-pharmacological interventions (Bertrams & Englert, 2014; Mowbray, 2012; Wei & Sun,
2024).

Third, Romantic art song provides a unique and underexplored medium for these
interventions. Works such as Beethoven’s Ich liebe dich (WoO 123) and Schubert’s Die
Forelle (D.550) display contrasting affective profiles, combining lyrical serenity with playful
rhythmic energy in a concise, text-rich, and culturally significant format. Art songs are long
enough to induce measurable physiological changes yet short enough to fit within academic
schedules (Elvin et al., 2020; VanderArk & Ely, 1992). They also engage both semantic and
musical processing networks, which may enhance cognitive flexibility and memory
consolidation (Schon et al., 2005; Thaut et al., 2005).

Despite these convergences, important research gaps remain. Few empirical studies have
pinpointed specific musical features, such as harmonic predictability, melodic contour, or
rhythmic density, that most effectively elicit calm or activation. Much of the existing
evidence relies on broad labels like “relaxing” or “stimulating” music, which limits
reproducibility and hinders the optimization of interventions (Robb et al., 2018; Williams &
Hine, 2018). The role of temporal sequencing has also received little systematic attention.
Most music-based interventions focus on single pieces or unstructured playlists, leaving it
uncertain whether a structured calm-then-activate order offers additive or synergistic benefits
(Liebman et al., 2019; Tillmann, 2012).

Another underexplored dimension is the impact of moderating variables, such as cultural
familiarity, prior musical training, and individual differences in emotion regulation style.
Studies show that culturally familiar music produces stronger physiological and emotional
effects (Egermann et al., 2015) and that listeners with formal musical training may process
structural cues differently, potentially altering both emotional and cognitive responses
(Battcock & Schutz, 2022). Yet few investigations have integrated these variables into
experimental designs, leaving a gap in understanding how to personalize interventions.
Moreover, some critics argue that music’s effects on learning might partly reflect placebo or
expectancy effects rather than direct causal mechanisms (Hackett et al., 2022), underscoring
the need for tightly controlled, theory-driven research.

The Aesthetic Affective Sequencing Model (AASM) directly addresses these gaps. By
proposing a structured, theory-based approach that links specific musical attributes (e.g.,
harmonic stability, rhythmic drive) with distinct physiological and cognitive outcomes, the
AASM moves beyond generic prescriptions. It integrates temporal sequencing as an
independent variable and explicitly calls for testing moderating factors such as cultural
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familiarity and musical background. In doing so, the AASM provides a roadmap for rigorous,
reproducible studies that can clarify not only whether music regulates anxiety and supports
study readiness, but also how and for whom these effects are most potent.

3. Conceptual Framework and Propositions

This section introduces the Aesthetic Affective Sequencing Model (AASM), a theoretical
framework that specifies how structured listening to Romantic art songs can mediate the
relationship between anxiety regulation and academic preparedness. First, the model’s
components, mechanisms, and moderators are described in detail. Then, refined propositions
are offered for future empirical testing.

3.1 The Aesthetic Affective Sequencing Model (AASM)

The Aesthetic Affective Sequencing Model (AASM) comprises three interdependent and
sequential components designed to create an optimal emotional—cognitive environment for
academic preparedness. The first component, the Calming Phase, aims to reduce anxiety and
physiological arousal, thereby inducing emotional stability and ease. This phase draws on
evidence that slow-tempo, harmonically stable music can lower heart rate, increase
parasympathetic activity, and decrease subjective stress (Knight & Rickard, 2001; Sandstrom
& Russo, 2010). Its musical characteristics include lyrical melody, predictable harmonic
progressions, moderate to slow tempo, low rhythmic complexity, and minimal dynamic
variation. Beethoven’s Ich liebe dich (WoO 123) exemplifies these qualities, offering a
soundscape conducive to the down-regulation of arousal and the reduction of intrusive,
worry-related cognition (Elliott et al., 2011; Tan et al., 2012).

The second component, the Activating Phase, is designed to initiate cognitive readiness by
increasing alertness, attentional focus, and motivational energy. Research shows that music
with higher rhythmic vitality, dynamic contrast, and moderate tempo can enhance sustained
attention and reduce mind-wandering (Brannick & LaCroix, 2025; Woods et al., 2021). This
phase favors musical features such as rhythmic drive, melodic or harmonic tension, and
narrative content with elements of motion or contrast. Schubert’s Die Forelle (D.550), with
its lively tempo and playful narrative, illustrates how activating music can elevate arousal to
an optimal level for learning tasks, aligning with the Yerkes—Dodson law’s prediction that
moderate arousal supports peak performance (Pekrun, 2006).

The third component, Sequencing and Transition, underscores the importance of ordering and
timing. A calming followed by activating sequence is considered essential because beginning
with activating music before emotional stabilization may heighten anxiety and impair
attentional control (Eysenck et al., 2007; Jefferies et al., 2008). Key transition elements
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include the duration of each phase, the option of a brief silent pause or reflective moment,
and the use of overlapping or fading musical segments to promote psychological
consolidation. By integrating calming, activating, and carefully managed sequencing and
transition, the AASM provides a structured, music-based approach to harmonize emotion and
cognition in higher education.

The AASM theorizes that sequential exposure to calming then activating music optimizes
emotional and cognitive readiness. Figure 1 visualizes the model.

Figure 1

The Aesthetic Affective Sequencing Model (AASM): Calming and Activating Phases
Enhancing Academic Preparedness

P3.calm—activate

Calming phase Activating phase
(Beethoven: Ich Liebe Dich) > (Schubert: Die Forelle)
P1l:| Anxiety, Tparasympathetic P2:TAttention & Motivation

\]}mn P1 SUPPV

Balanced Emotional
State & Academic preparedness
P3:Sequence Advantage

Note. Aesthetic Affective Sequencing Model (AASM): Calming phase (Ich liebe dich)
reduces anxiety and restores parasympathetic balance; activating phase (Die Forelle) primes
attention and motivation; combined, they enhance academic preparedness.




3.2 Propositions

Building on these components, the Aesthetic Affective Sequencing Model (AASM) advances
five interrelated propositions that guide empirical validation.

Proposition 1 (P1) states that listening to lyrical, harmonically stable art songs exemplified by
Beethoven’s Ich liebe dich (WoO 123) can reduce anxiety and increase parasympathetic
activity. Evidence shows that slow-tempo, predictable music promotes parasympathetic
dominance and lowers stress markers such as heart-rate variability (HRV) and cortisol
(Bretherton et al., 2019; Ishak et al., 2020; Ooishi et al., 2017). Proposition 2 (P2) holds that
listening to rhythmically dynamic and narratively engaging art songs such as Schubert’s Die
Forelle (D.550) enhances attentional readiness and motivation. This aligns with findings that
stimulating or rhythmically enhanced music can decrease mind-wandering and support task
focus (Homann et al., 2023; Kiss & Linnell, 2024). Proposition 3 (P3) integrates these effects
by proposing that a calm followed by activate sequence produces stronger improvements in
study readiness than either the calming or activating phase alone. This sequencing principle
reflects emotion regulation theory and optimal arousal models (Gross, 2015; Pekrun, 2006),
both of which emphasize stabilizing emotions before stimulating cognition. Proposition 4 (P4)
highlights individual differences such as musical background, baseline anxiety, and genre
familiarity as moderators that may strengthen or weaken the impact of the listening sequence
(Salamon et al., 2003; Walworth, 2003). Proposition 5 (P5) identifies changes in mood and
arousal as key mediators that connect music exposure to academic preparedness, linking
physiological, affective, and cognitive pathways in a single explanatory model. Together,
these propositions expand current understanding of music-based emotion regulation and
outline a structured research agenda for testing how carefully curated art songs can
harmonize emotional and cognitive readiness in higher education.

4. Implications for Research and Practice
4.1 Educational Practice

The Aesthetic Affective Sequencing Model (AASM) provides a practical and theoretically
grounded framework for integrating music-based interventions into contemporary learning
environments. The model recommends short, structured listening sessions—for example, a 6—
8 minute calming piece followed by a 4—6 minute activating piece—that can be scheduled at
key transition points in the academic day. Such sessions may be incorporated as pre-class or
pre-exam rituals, embedded within learning-management systems as “study readiness
playlists”, or integrated into campus well-being and counselling programs. The underlying
rationale is supported by evidence that brief music interventions can lower state anxiety,
improve attention, and enhance mood within a single session (Lee et al., 2017; Smith, 2008).




A key strength of the AASM approach is its scalability and cost-effectiveness. Unlike time-
intensive counselling or pharmacological interventions, structured music listening requires
minimal resources, can be automated through digital platforms, and does not depend on
specialist supervision. This makes it particularly attractive for institutions facing rising rates
of student stress and limited mental-health budgets (Ahmed et al., 2023; Madrid-Cagigal et
al., 2025). Moreover, as music streaming and digital learning tools become ubiquitous, the
logistical barriers to implementation are low. Universities could, for instance, integrate

playlists directly into course portals or library study spaces, allowing students to self-
administer the intervention before high-stakes tasks.

Beyond immediate stress reduction, potential cognitive benefits strengthen the case for
educational adoption. Music-induced relaxation is associated with improved working
memory and attentional control (Pallesen et al., 2010), suggesting that the AASM sequence
could help students transition from anxious rumination to focused engagement. Instructors
might also adapt the method for classroom openings or exam warm-ups, using curated
sequences to synchronize group attention and foster a shared state of calm readiness.

However, several considerations temper these advantages. Individual differences such as
musical taste, cultural background, and baseline anxiety can influence both acceptance and
effectiveness. Some students may find prescribed music distracting or may associate it with
unpleasant emotions, reducing the intended benefits (Rastogi & Silver, 2014; Stramkale,
2020). There is also a risk of habituation, as repeated exposure to the same pieces can weaken
their impact over time and call for playlist rotation or personalization. In addition, while
short-term benefits are well documented, the long-term effects, including possible semester-
long gains in GPA, remain to be confirmed through longitudinal research (Margulis, 2012;
Sun, 2025).

Practical implementation also raises pedagogical and ethical questions. Faculty and
administrators must balance optional participation with institutional endorsement, ensuring
that interventions remain voluntary and inclusive. Data privacy is a concern if biometric
feedback or Al personalization is employed. Finally, educators should guard against
overreliance on music as a “quick fix,” remembering that sustainable student well-being also
depends on workload management, supportive teaching practices, and accessible mental-
health services.

In summary, interventions guided by the AASM offer strong potential for cost-effective,
scalable, and evidence-based enhancement of student readiness. To fully realize this potential
as a complement to existing educational and mental-health strategies, careful design that
respects cultural diversity, individual preferences, and privacy, together with rigorous
evaluation, remains essential.




4.2 Music and Affective Science

For the fields of music psychology and affective neuroscience, the Aesthetic Affective
Sequencing Model (AASM) reframes Romantic art song from a purely aesthetic object into a
functional pedagogical tool that can enhance emotional regulation and cognitive readiness.
Research on music and emotion has traditionally focused on static listening experiences or
single musical excerpts (Eerola & Vuoskoski, 2012). In contrast, the AASM highlights
temporal sequencing, the deliberate ordering of calming music followed by activating music,
as a crucial yet often overlooked design variable. This perspective aligns with contemporary
emotion regulation theory, which stresses the timing and sequencing of regulatory strategies
for optimal effectiveness (Sheppes & Gross, 2012). By emphasizing sequence rather than
isolated musical properties, the model expands the conceptual vocabulary of music and
emotion research and opens new directions for hypothesis testing.

A distinctive strength of the AASM is its call for multimodal psychophysiological
measurement.  Objective  indicators such as  heart-rate  variability (HRV),
electroencephalography (EEG), and functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) can be
combined with subjective reports to reveal how sequential listening modulates the autonomic
nervous system and neural circuits related to attention and affect. Evidence suggests that
soothing music can induce parasympathetic activation (Jia et al., 2016), while rhythmically
enhanced or preferred music sustains attentional engagement (Woods et al., 2024).
Incorporating these measures would allow researchers to clarify whether the AASM truly
achieves a two-stage process of calm induction followed by attentional priming and to map
the neural correlations of these effects.

The model also extends current knowledge by proposing that Romantic art songs, long valued
for their expressive interplay of text and music, may engage multiple emotion-induction
mechanisms described in the BRECVEMA framework, including emotional contagion,
musical expectancy, and aesthetic judgment (Juslin, 2013). By weaving these mechanisms
into a temporal sequence, the AASM predicts synergistic effects that could surpass those of
any single mechanism or musical piece. This proposition calls for rigorous empirical testing
and may yield a more nuanced understanding of how complex musical structures shape
cognition and emotion.

At the same time, several critical issues need attention. Individual and cultural differences in
musical preference may influence psychophysiological responses and limit generalizability
(Fuentes-Sanchez et al., 2022; Gatzke-Kopp, 2016). Moreover, not all listeners display
consistent physiological reactions to music; personality, current mood, and listening context
can lead to varied outcomes (Liljestrom et al., 2013; Randall & Rickard, 2017). The
complexity of Romantic art song itself, with its rich harmonies, poetic texts, and subtle
dynamic shifts, can deepen engagement but may also create confounds such as uneven lyrical
comprehension or increased cognitive load, all of which call for careful experimental control.
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Finally, the AASM challenges researchers to integrate naturalistic and laboratory approaches.
Laboratory conditions allow precise measurement, whereas real-world educational
environments provide the ecological validity needed for practical application. To capture the
full scope of music’s effects in everyday learning, researchers may need hybrid methods such
as field experiments with portable HRV monitors or classroom EEG systems.

In summary, the AASM contributes a novel conceptual and methodological lens for music
and affective science. By highlighting temporal sequencing and advocating rigorous
psychophysiological investigation, it advances the understanding of how structured musical
experiences can regulate emotions and prepare the mind for focused academic work, while
also inviting critical inquiry into individual and contextual variability.

4.3 Policy and Technology

At the policy and technological level, the Aesthetic Affective Sequencing Model (AASM)
suggests several forward-looking strategies for promoting student well-being and academic
performance. Given increasing evidence of rising psychological distress in higher education
settings (Ahmed et al., 2023; Deasy et al., 2014), universities could integrate AASM-based
listening protocols into formal wellness policies, establishing evidence-informed guidelines
for pre-exam or pre-class music use. Such guidelines might specify recommended duration,
sequence (calming followed by activating), and platform delivery (e.g., mobile apps, campus
radio, LMS integration), thereby giving students structured tools for self-regulation.

Technological advances now make it possible to deliver personalized and dynamic
interventions. Wearable sensors can monitor physiological indicators such as heart-rate
variability (HRV), skin conductance, and electrodermal activity, all of which correlate with
anxiety and cognitive readiness (Dobson et al., 2023; Gomes et al., 2023). Artificial
intelligence and machine learning can interpret these signals and adjust music selections in
real time, for example by choosing calming or activating tracks when anxiety levels rise.
Woods et al. (2024) showed that adding amplitude modulations to music can enhance
attentional sustainability, particularly for listeners with attentional difficulties. Kiss and
Linnell (2024) similarly found that preferred background music reduces mind-wandering,
highlighting the importance of user preference and personalization (Kiss & Linnel; 2024).

Furthermore, recent studies of digital mental health platforms show growing use of
interactive music and soundscapes for stress relief. For example, Carling et al. (2021)
evaluated a smartphone app that provided ambient music tailored to user mood, and users
reported lower anxiety and improved task initiation (Carling et al., 2021). This evidence
supports the feasibility of embedding AASM sequences into smartphones or wearable
technologies. However, few studies have applied these technologies specifically in
educational settings using structured sequences rather than general ambient music or mood
playlists.
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From a policy perspective, there are several critical issues to address. First are data privacy
and informed consent: collecting biometric data entails handling sensitive health information,
subject to regulation (GDPR, etc.). Institutions must ensure transparent data governance.
Second, equity of access is crucial: not all students have access to wearables or high-speed
internet, so tech-based solutions must be complemented by low-tech or offline alternatives.
Third, algorithmic bias: Al systems trained on limited demographic data may provide less
effective or culturally insensitive music suggestions for underrepresented groups (Mehta et al.,
2024).

Finally, although initial studies show promising short-term effects, little is known about long-
term efficacy at scale, including how AASM-based interventions embedded in technology
platforms perform over months or full academic cycles. Longitudinal evaluations are needed
to track outcomes such as academic retention, sustained mental health, and cumulative
cognitive readiness. Schools and policy makers should pilot programs with built-in evaluation
to generate this evidence.

In summary, AASM informs a policy and technology agenda in which structured playlists,
personalization via biometric feedback, and integration into digital platforms present an
opportunity to scale music-based well-being interventions. However, carefully addressing
privacy, equity, and validation issues will be essential for safe, inclusive, and effective
implementation.

4.4 Cross-Cultural Adaptation

Although the Aesthetic Affective Sequencing Model (AASM) is illustrated with works by
Beethoven and Schubert, its core design is content agnostic and can be applied across many
musical cultures and educational settings. Many world traditions naturally include musical
structures that shift from calm to activation. Examples include Indian ragas that begin with a
slow alap section and build to rhythmically intense climaxes, Japanese gagaku and taiko
performances, and African drumming that starts softly and gradually increases in complexity
and energy (Gomez & Danuser, 2007; Mathur et al., 2015). Cross-cultural research shows
that basic mechanisms such as tempo, rhythmic entrainment, and dynamic contrast
consistently influence perceived arousal and emotional valence among listeners with diverse
musical backgrounds (Balkwill & Thompson, 1999; Hofbauer & Rodriguez, 2023).

Additional evidence indicates that culturally familiar music enhances emotional impact and
cognitive engagement. Mohan and Thomas (2020) and Vigl et al. (2023) found that students
who listened to music from their own cultural traditions experienced stronger mood
regulation and better task engagement than when exposed to unfamiliar music. Lopez et al.
(2024) likewise reported that Latin American students showed greater physiological stress
reduction, measured through skin conductance and heart-rate variability, when listening to
culturally congruent music compared with non-congruent selections. These findings highlight
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the value of cultural relevance for optimizing music-based interventions that support
emotional and cognitive outcomes.

However, critical caveats must be acknowledged. Musical meaning is deeply embedded in
culture, so structural features perceived as calming in one tradition—such as slow tempo or
certain modal scales—may be interpreted as somber or unsettling in another (Treider et al.,
2023; Widdess, 2012). Individual preferences also vary; some listeners may associate certain
musical styles with negative memories, which could reduce or even reverse intended
regulatory effects (Treider et al., 2023). Moreover, some musical traditions do not conform to
a linear calm—activate sequence but favor cyclical or nonlinear emotional trajectories,
suggesting that the AASM’s sequencing logic may need modification to suit particular
cultural contexts (Eerola et al., 2013).

To address these challenges, future implementations should co-design interventions with
local stakeholders, music educators, and students to curate calming and activating pieces that
are culturally meaningful and contextually appropriate. Mixed-methods research that
combines physiological measures with subjective reports and qualitative data (e.g., interviews
and listening diaries) can help validate the perceived effects of such adaptations. Longitudinal
studies will also be important to determine whether culturally adapted AASM interventions
produce sustained benefits for cognitive readiness, academic performance, and emotional
well-being comparable to those demonstrated in predominantly Western contexts.

5. Future Research Directions

To advance the Aesthetic Affective Sequencing Model (AASM) from theoretical proposal to
evidence-based practice, a coordinated research agenda is essential. First, randomized
controlled trials should compare the full calm—activate sequence to control conditions (e.g.,
silence, single-phase listening, or random playlists) while measuring objective physiological
indices such as heart-rate variability (HRV) and cortisol, alongside cognitive-performance
metrics including attention and working-memory tasks (Hansen et al., 2012). Second,
longitudinal studies are needed to evaluate the sustained impact of repeated AASM sessions
on academic outcomes such as grade point average (GPA), course completion, and student
retention over multiple semesters (Busby et al., 2002). Third, cross-cultural investigations
should test the model’s adaptability by applying it to diverse musical traditions that preserve
the calming — activating principle, thereby assessing its global generalizability and cultural
sensitivity (Stevens, 2012).

In addition, the integration of personalized delivery systems represents a promising frontier.
Leveraging artificial intelligence and real-time biometric feedback, music-streaming
platforms could dynamically tailor listening sequences to a listener’s current physiological
and psychological state. Recent research on personalized music and attentional focus
underscores the feasibility of such adaptive interventions ((Jiao, 2025; Woods et al., 2024).
Finally, neuroscientific methods such as electroencephalography (EEG) and functional
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magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) should be employed to investigate the neural
mechanisms underlying the hypothesized parasympathetic—sympathetic interplay, providing
insight into how sequential music listening influences both cortical and autonomic processes.

Collectively, these lines of inquiry will determine not only the immediate efficacy of the
AASM for anxiety regulation and study readiness but also its long-term benefits for academic
performance and mental health, offering a rigorous empirical foundation for large-scale
educational and clinical applications.

6. Conclusion

The Aesthetic Affective Sequencing Model (AASM) combines insights from emotion
regulation, music cognition, and educational psychology to propose a low-cost and culturally
adaptable intervention for reducing anxiety and improving academic preparedness. By
sequencing calming and activating Romantic art songs, the model aligns emotional regulation
with cognitive activation, turning music appreciation from a purely aesthetic activity into a
scientifically grounded pedagogical strategy. It offers testable propositions and specifies
mechanisms such as parasympathetic activation and attentional priming, inviting empirical
validation through psychophysiological and behavioral studies (De Raedt & Koster, 2010;
Garland et al., 2014; Woods et al., 2024). In this way, the AASM addresses pressing
educational challenges, as rising rates of anxiety among university students are increasingly
linked to lower academic achievement and persistence (Archbell & Coplan, 2022; Cassady et
al., 2019; Jia, 2024).

By positioning structured music listening to regulate mood, lower stress, and prime cognitive
readiness, the AASM provides higher education with a scalable, evidence-based tool for
supporting both well-being and learning. The model is content agnostic and can be adapted to
diverse cultural repertoires, enabling inclusive and globally relevant applications (Lata &
Kourtesis, 2021; Li, 2023; Linnemann et al., 2015). In sum, the AASM reframes music, long
valued for its beauty and emotional depth, as a transformative educational resource that links
aesthetic experience with academic performance and lays the groundwork for rigorous
interdisciplinary research.
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