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Abstrak

Penelitian ini bertujuan untuk mengeksplorasi dampak lagu viral Die With a Smile terhadap minat
belajar bahasa Inggris mahasiswa Generasi Z non-penutur asli di universitas-universitas di Surakarta.
Dengan menggunakan metode deskriptif kualitatif, data dikumpulkan melalui wawancara dan kajian
literatur. Hasil penelitian menunjukkan bahwa lagu viral tersebut memengaruhi minat belajar melalui
empat aspek utama: keterlibatan emosional dengan lirik, rasa ingin tahu terhadap kosakata, peningkatan
motivasi belajar secara informal, dan penurunan kecemasan terhadap bahasa Inggris. Elemen-elemen
lagu seperti melodi yang mudah diingat, lirik yang bermakna, pesan yang membangkitkan semangat,
serta kolaborasi vokal unik, mendorong penguasaan kosakata, latihan pelafalan, dan pemahaman
ungkapan kontekstual. Tindak lanjut pembelajaran yang dilakukan peserta meliputi pencarian lirik dan
terjemahan, menyanyi berulang, serta mengeksplorasi media berbahasa Inggris lainnya. Temuan ini
menegaskan bahwa musik populer dapat berfungsi sebagai sarana pembelajaran bahasa yang efektif dan
menyenangkan, terutama ketika memadukan keterlibatan emosional dengan praktik linguistik dalam
konteks informal.

Kata kunci: Die With a Smile, mahasiswa Generasi Z, minat belajar, non-penutur asli
Abstract

This study aims to explore the impact of the viral song Die With a Smile on the English learning
interest of Generation Z non-native speakers at universities in Surakarta. Employing a qualitative
descriptive method, data were collected through interviews and literature review. The findings reveal
that the viral song influenced learning interest through four main aspects: emotional engagement with the
lyrics, curiosity about vocabulary, increased motivation for informal learning, and reduced anxiety
toward English. Song elements such as a catchy melody, meaningful lyrics, uplifting messages, and
unigue vocal collaboration encouraged vocabulary acquisition, pronunciation practice, and
understanding of contextual expressions. Participants’ follow-up learning activities included searching
for lyrics and translations, repeated singing, and exploring other English-language media. The results
highlight that popular music can serve as an effective and enjoyable language learning tool, particularly
when combining emotional involvement with linguistic practice in informal contexts.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Generation Z, also known as the iGeneration, refers to individuals born between the late

1990s and the early 2010s. Unlike previous generations, this cohort has grown up with extensive
exposure to digital technologies from an early age. In Indonesia, they represent a significant portion
of the population, with approximately 27.94% actively engaged on digital platforms such as
Instagram and TikTok (IDN Research Institute, 2024). Their strong digital presence not only
influences communication patterns but also shapes identity and self-expression, with music playing a
central role in their daily lives.

The phenomenon of viral songs has emerged as a powerful form of digital interaction with
wide-reaching effects. One notable example is Die With a Smile by Bruno Mars and Lady Gaga,
which, within its first two weeks of release, amassed over 469 million streams and appeared in 1.3
million TikTok videos in Indonesia (Billboard Data, 2024). The song’s combination of emotionally
resonant lyrics and a captivating melody has elevated it beyond mere entertainment, embedding it
into popular culture, particularly among Gen Z audiences.

From an educational perspective, music holds considerable potential in supporting English as
a Foreign Language (EFL) learning. Previous research demonstrates that songs can enhance
vocabulary retention, listening comprehension, and pronunciation while fostering an enjoyable and
low-anxiety learning environment (Mannarelli, 2024; Nadiyya, 2024). Despite these benefits, there
remains a lack of research on the specific influence of viral songs on university students’ motivation
and learning processes, especially within informal learning contexts outside the classroom.

This study is grounded in the premise that Die With a Smile functions not only as
entertainment but also as an effective language learning medium through repeated exposure,
emotional engagement, and cultural connection. By interacting with the song’s lyrics and themes,
learners can develop linguistic skills while forming a deeper emotional connection to the learning
material. The research seeks to explore the impacts of the song on students’ interest in learning
English, the song elements that contribute to this interest, the forms of learning acquired, and the
follow-up actions students take after engaging with the song.

The significance of this research lies in its potential contributions to various stakeholders. For
language educators, it offers insights into integrating viral songs into EFL teaching to enhance
student engagement and motivation. For curriculum developers, it underscores the potential of
incorporating popular media into language learning resources to align with students’ digital lifestyles.

For learners, it presents music as an enjoyable and accessible avenue for continuous language



improvement. For future researchers, it opens new opportunities to investigate the role of viral media
in informal language acquisition across different demographics and learning contexts.

2.METHOD
This research employed a qualitative descriptive design to explore the influence of the viral

song Die With a Smile on Generation Z non-native English speakers’ interest in learning English at
universities in Surakarta. The qualitative descriptive approach was chosen because it provides a
comprehensive account of participants’ experiences and perspectives without extensive theorization
or recontextualization. The study maintained close proximity to the data, aiming to capture authentic
views as expressed by the participants.

The data were derived from both primary and secondary sources. Primary data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with students from universities in Surakarta offering an English
Education major. Participants were selected based on the criteria of being part of Generation Z, born
between 1997 and 2012, and having non-native English speaker status. Secondary data were gathered
from relevant literature, including previous studies, articles, and reports on music-based language
learning, motivation, and the role of viral media in education.

Data collection was conducted through in-depth interviews to allow participants to share
detailed accounts of their experiences and perceptions. This method facilitated the exploration of how
exposure to the song influenced their emotional engagement, curiosity about English vocabulary,
motivation to learn informally, and follow-up learning activities. The interviews were supported by a
literature review to contextualize findings within the broader body of knowledge on language
learning and popular media.

The data analysis applied thematic analysis to identify and interpret recurring patterns and
themes. Following Braun and Clarke’s framework, the analysis involved familiarization with the
data, coding relevant segments, generating initial themes, reviewing and refining themes, and
producing a coherent narrative that addressed the research objectives. Reflexive engagement with the
data was maintained to ensure depth and credibility, with the researcher carefully considering their
role in interpreting participants’ perspectives.

Ethical considerations were observed throughout the research process. Participants were
informed about the purpose of the study, their right to withdraw at any time, and the confidentiality of
their responses. Informed consent was obtained prior to data collection, and all identifying
information was anonymized to protect participants’ privacy.

3. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
The findings of this study are organized according to the four key focuses: the impact of the

viral song Die With a Smile on students’ interest in learning English, the song elements that stimulate

interest, the forms of learning acquired, and the follow-up actions taken by students. Data were
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obtained from interviews with students from universities in Surakarta offering an English Education
major and analyzed thematically.

Overall, the results reveal that Die With a Smile influenced participants in four interconnected
ways: enhancing emotional engagement with the English language, increasing curiosity about
vocabulary, motivating informal learning, and reducing anxiety toward English. Many participants
reported that their initial interest was sparked by the song’s melody and lyrics, which later developed
into active efforts to understand and use English expressions found in the song.

Emotional engagement was a dominant factor. Students connected the lyrics with their
personal experiences, especially in themes of love, resilience, and positivity. This aligns with
Gardner’s Socio-Educational Model, where emotional connection fosters integrative motivation. It
also echoes findings from Yuliana (2022), who noted that students’ enjoyment of English songs
correlates positively with improved listening skills.

Curiosity about vocabulary emerged as another strong theme. Students actively searched for
word meanings, explored figurative expressions, and compared translations. This process not only
improved their vocabulary repertoire but also deepened their understanding of language use in
authentic contexts, consistent with Mannarelli’s (2022) assertion that songs support vocabulary
retention through meaningful context.

Motivation for informal learning was evident through participants’ repeated listening, lyric
memorization, and engagement with similar English-language songs. Unlike classroom learning,
these activities were voluntary and enjoyment-driven, reflecting Self-Determination Theory’s
emphasis on autonomy as a driver of sustained learning motivation. Similar to the observations of
Guzel (2024), the casual and creative engagement with music created a stress-free learning
environment.

Reduced anxiety toward English was another reported benefit. Students noted that engaging
with the language through music felt less intimidating than academic exercises, which mirrors Kim et
al.’s (2024) findings that music can lower language learning anxiety by creating a supportive
environment.

Theme Main Findings Related Previous Studies

Emotional Strong personal connection to lyrics; themes of love and
Engagement resilience resonate deeply

Active search for meanings; improved understanding of
figurative language

Gardner (1985), Yuliana (2022)

Vocabulary Curiosity Mannarelli (2022), Putri et al. (2022)

Informal Learning Voluntary repeated listening, lyric memorization, Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci,
Motivation exploration of similar songs 1985), Guzel (2024)
iﬁi?:&d Language Music made English feel less intimidating Kim et al. (2024)

Table 1. Summary of Key Findings
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The results confirm that the integration of viral music into students’ daily lives can bridge
formal and informal language learning. In comparison to previous research, this study offers a
unique perspective by focusing on a single viral song and examining its influence on university
students rather than younger learners in classroom settings. This focus reveals how popular
media, when culturally and emotionally relevant, can serve as an effective supplementary tool for
language acquisition.

However, certain limitations should be acknowledged. The sample was limited to students
from English Education majors, which may mean they were already more motivated or exposed
to English than the general student population. Additionally, the study examined only one song,
limiting the generalizability of the findings to other genres or musical styles.

Future research could expand the participant pool to include students from various
academic backgrounds and explore a wider range of viral songs, including different genres and
linguistic complexities. Longitudinal studies would also be valuable in examining whether the
motivational effects of a viral song are sustained over time.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that Die With a Smile significantly enhanced
students’ emotional connection to English, stimulated active vocabulary exploration, encouraged
informal learning behaviors, and reduced language anxiety. These results underscore the
pedagogical potential of integrating viral music into EFL contexts, especially when aiming to
create enjoyable and meaningful learning experiences.

4. CONCLUSION
This study examined the influence of the viral song Die With a Smile on the English

learning interest of Generation Z non-native English speakers enrolled in English Education majors
at universities in Surakarta. The findings revealed that the song enhanced students’ emotional
engagement with English, stimulated curiosity about vocabulary, motivated informal learning, and
reduced language anxiety. These outcomes were supported by participants’ active engagement in
listening, lyric exploration, and interaction with similar English-language media.

The results suggest that viral music can serve as a powerful supplementary tool for English
as a Foreign Language learning, especially when the song’s themes and style resonate with
learners’ personal experiences and cultural contexts. By fostering enjoyment and emotional
connection, such media can bridge formal classroom instruction and informal, self-directed
learning.

While the study provides valuable insights, its scope was limited to students in English
Education programs and a single viral song, which may affect the generalizability of the results.

Future research should include participants from diverse academic backgrounds, explore a variety
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of musical genres, and consider longitudinal designs to assess the long-term impact of viral music
on language learning motivation and skills development. In summary, the integration of culturally
relevant viral songs into EFL contexts can create engaging, meaningful, and low-anxiety learning
experiences, potentially enhancing both motivation and language proficiency among learners.
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