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Music in English Language Teaching:
Theory into Practice

Patrick John Coleman Ph. D,, Lincoln University (New Zeland), Patrick.Coleman@lincoln.ac.nz

Introduction

Music has been used in English language
teaching for many years with varying degrees
of effectiveness. While many teachers see it as
an important tool for learning a language and
motivating students, there are others who
see it as simply a time filler with little value.
This last point falls into the category of TENOR
(teaching English for no obvious reason, Abbott,
1981). Maybe this is because there has been a
disconnection between theory and practice
since teachers with little or no pedagogical
focus have misused or misunderstood the use of
music in their classrooms.

The use of music in English language teaching
has attracted a number of studies that claim its
benefits to student learning. Engh (2013) has
provided a useful overview of the literature of
music in English language teaching. He notes
that as early as the 1960s and 1970s there were
studies (Bartle, 1962; Richards, 1969; Jolly, 1975)
that promoted the twin benefits of music use;
from language acquisition to motivating student
learning. Moving from these general calls to the
theoretical background, he overviewed five key
areas of research: sociological considerations,
cognitive science, first language acquisition,
second language acquisition, and practical
pedagogical resources. The research outlined is
extensive and the conclusions drawn by Engh
are that not only do studies in these five areas
support the combining of music and language
in learning, but also “from an educational
standpoint, music and language not only can,
but should be studied together” (Engh, 2013, p.
121).

At this point, it is clear that there is solid support
from research that outlines the pedagogical
and motivational benefits of music in English
language teaching. However, in his summation

Engh questions why and when there is such
resounding support for music to be used in
language teaching, yet there has been such a
dearth of teaching materials. Without further
research, reasons for this gap are at best
speculative. For the teachers at the coalface
in need of resources, they tend to either adapt
and create music resources or simply not use
music at all. This last situation is unfortunate as it
deprives the students of a useful means to learn
English and the teachers miss out on developing
their own skills.

This article argues that music is a tool that many
teachers, whether in General English or English
for Academic Purposes programmes, should
add to their skill set. However, without proper
instruction it will be hard for many teachers to
move beyond simple uses of music. The article
is divided into three sections: choice of music,
music activities, and music resources to use. In
each of these sections there is a discussion of
each question and some practical guidelines for
implementing the answers in the classroom.

Choice of music

Whattypeofmusictochooseandtheappropriate
artist or band are not always an easy choice.
Musical tastes do change and the age group
and ethnic mix of the students will influence the
selections. Recently the multinational company
Pearson (2015) published a survey from 6,000
English language learners from twelve countries.
The results showed the Beatles as being voted as
the best band to help you learn English (48%).
This does seem an odd choice to those outside of
the English language sector as the Beatles broke
up in 1970 and therefore hardly seem current.
Yet, their music has been a staple of English
language classrooms for many years (Rundell,
2013). To support their enduring influence there
is an interesting infographic ‘The Language of
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the Beatles Abbey Road’ that claims over 91% of
the lyrics on this album are in the West's (1953)
General Service List. This seems to add some
pedagogical justification for teachers to use the
Beatles.

Inanothersurvey, thistimefocusingonmorethan
500 English language teachers, International
English language provider, Kaplan (2013) asked
them what tools they used to enhance their
classroom teaching. The results showed 86%
used music and the Beatles were their favourite
band. Now whether there is a clear correlation
between the student survey and the teacher
survey that is something that needs further
investigation. But it does indicate that if the
teachers are exposing English language learners
to a heavy diet of the Beatles, then they are more
than likely to be a student’s top pick.

While these results suggest English language
teachers are using the Beatles as their musical
mainstay, it hardly creates variety. Part of the
problem that is implicit in the results of the
Kaplan survey is that these seem to be teacher-
centred classrooms. It is often the teacher who
makes all the decisions and the students have
no input. There must be a stretch in logic to
think that students from around the world
would, if left to their own musical tastes, think
the Beatles are the only band worth listening
to develop their English. In order to move away
from this teacher-centred approach, the idea
of the process or negotiated syllabus is worth
exploring. This seems it is a fairly controversial
concept. The idea of students having input into
what they are taught may seem unworkable,
but Clarke (1991) believed it was possible to give
students a degree of choice in their syllabus.
In some ways this can work well with music. If
the choice of music is solely dependent on the
teacher, then it can be left to chance whether
the students response positively to the activities.
Not all classes may need to negotiate songs
every time. This could be something that occurs
at different times once the students understand
the activities and what they can learn. Some
possible ideas around music choice can include:
» Eliciting from students a range of music
they like (to avoid inappropriate or unusable
lyric items, a teacher could negotiate the
guidelines for workable music).
» Checking the lyrics for grammatical or
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lexical items that fit your teaching focus.

» Listening to the song to check for clarity and
speed (it needs to be level appropriate).

» Finding out if there is a music video that can
be used in tandem with lyrics that illustrates
concepts or ideas that fit a particular theme
(sites like YouTube are a popular source of
music videos).

Music activities

The use of music and its successful delivery in
the classroom is dependent on a number of
variables. Obviously, the skillset of the teacher
and their use of a range of activities are crucial.
If a teacher simply uses gap fill exercises every
time they use music this is not making full use
of the enhanced benefits that the literature
claims about music and language learning. One
area of focus is using music to learn grammar
structures. Cranmer and Laroy (1992) in their
Musical openings: Using music in the language
classroom had a chapter that outlines different
ways to use songs to teach grammar. They
provide some practical examples of how to
fully exploit the use of songs to teach grammar.
Beyond grammar there are a range of other
activities that can be used to enhance the use
of music in the classroom. Some activities are
outlined below:

» Gapfillactivities (removediscretevocabulary
items such as adjectives, nouns and verbs).

» Focus on idioms or phrases (these can be
common ones or even expressions from
varieties of English like New Zealand or Irish
English).

» Word order (change the word order of the
lyrics so that students rewrite them).

» Rearranging lyrics (either cut up and reorder
or renumber the lyrics).

» Lyrics as text (reading for meaning with
focus questions on themes).

» Minimal pairs (students have A and B sheets
with almost the same lyrics but some words
that are different e.g. band, land).

» Writing responses to songs (this can range
from expressing opinions about protest
songs to advising the protagonist in a song
about a relationship break up).

All of these activities can be done in a
communicative way to enhance the experience
for the students. For instance, the activities can



be done in pairs or small groups of three to four
students. To add a competitive element it can
be timed so the pairs or groups have to work
quickly. Teachers who feel they have fully used
their own methods of using music often need
fresh inspiration. This can be garnered from
using and adapting a range of resources either
commercially produced or online.

Music resources to use

There are many general English course books
that have music and associated tasks. The
problem is deciding which ones will work and
which ones are best left alone. Many teachers
take their lead from the dominant publishers
within the industry. In most cases the teaching
material is of sufficient quality, but in regards
to using music, sometimes the songs are cringe
worthy. For instance, Oxford University Press
ELT (2016) has some online resources that use
rap music to teach English, but the results are
unusual songs like ‘Rapping Grandma Rap’ and
the ‘Anti-Prejudice Rap. The problem here is
that many of the big publishers use music that is
either produced in-house or use popular songs
that have been around for decades. Therefore
the choices tend to be safe and fairly bland in
musical taste. This produces some mixed results
for classroom use. However, in their defence,
to use actual rap may prove problematic, as
it often has language and themes that would
be deemed offensive in many cultures. It is a
balancing act to stay both relevant and not to
offend the consumers who buy your books. For
many teachers a way forward is to supplement
the course books by using online teacher-
produced resources. A simple search on the
Internet will produce a range of teacher created
resources. Again these do vary in quality, but the
best way is simply to check them for any obvious
spelling or grammatical errors and then try out
the tasks on your students. Once a new task is
completed seek feedback from students and
other teachers who use the tasks.

There are also some specialist print resources
which have been quite innovative. Hancock’s
(1998) Singing Grammar: Teaching through
songs is a good source to help many teachers get
started. It provides a variety of tasks and has three
levels in the text: Elementary, Pre-intermediate,
and Intermediate. The principles are sound but

it is a matter of taste as to whether the songs
will maintain student interest. Songs that reflect
varieties of English other than the dominant
American and British English are unfortunately
not that common. There are some notable
exceptions like the music of Carmel Davies and
Sharon Duff. They produced a three part series
with songs and tasks called Sing with me! (2013;
2016).The books are in the Australian context
with original songs that range from everyday
situations to dealing with issues of racism. Their
music incorporates modern slang, which is a
feature of Australian English.

To avoid using the same kind of music, teachers
can experiment with the latest music on the
music charts. Now this will vary from country
to country and therefore can provide some
surprising choices. There is a counterargument
that you may need to wait until the songs are
established as popular before using them as
their currency may diminish in a few years
(Purcell, 1992). This argument is only relevant for
course book writers who expect their material to
be used multiple times. The classroom teacher
can actually use this to their advantage as they
can pick something that was popular and use
it as for a springboard for discussion around the
temporary nature of hits songs. An additional
resource can be the students themselves who
not only can choose the songs, but also create
tasks for other students. This type of creativity is
animportant aspect of learner autonomy as they
should be included rather than excluded from
the process. The only limiting factors are the
mind-sets of teachers who may not like giving
up control and students who have become too
used to teacher-centred classrooms.

Conclusion

The research does show that the use of music in
English language teaching has clear benefits in
language acquisition and student motivation.
The problem arises not from whether it is a
good idea to use music, but rather how will
a teacher use music. There are no shortage
of tasks as these are available in the various
print and online resources. The use of music in
English language classrooms is a developing
area, but | would highly advise also needs focus.
Grounding the tasks in applied linguistic theory
will help to remove any stigma that it is simply
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a time filler. This negative view has often been
formed through bad teaching practice or simply
a lack of inspired tasks. The development of new
resources that are meaningful and purposeful
is important if music is to be considered as an

motivation. Variety in teaching is something
that is motivating to students and teachers and
so the challenge is to fully utilise the teaching
tool of music to enhance the English language
classroom.

ongoing means of teaching English language.
The inclusion of students in the process is
also vital as this increases both language and

References:

Abbot, G. (1981). Encouraging communication in English: A paradox. ELT Journal, 35(3).228-
230.

Bartle, G. (1962). Music in the language classroom. Canadian Modern Language Review, Fall,
11-14.

Clarke, D.F.(1991). The negotiated syllabus: What is it and how is it likely to work? Oxford Journals,
Applied Linguistics. 12(1), 13-28. doi:10.1093/applin/12.1.13

Cranmer, D. & Laroy, C. (1992). Musical openings: Using music in the language classroom. Essex,
England: Longman.

Davies, C., & Duff, S. (2013). Sing with me! English grammar, conversation and song. Books 1
and 2. Australia: Urban Lyrebirds.

Davies, C., & Duff, S. (2016). Sing with me! English grammar, conversation and song. Book 3.
Australia: Urban Lyrebirds.

Engh, D. (2013). Why use music in English language learning? A survey of the literature. English
Language Teaching, 6(2), 113-127.

Hancock, M. (1998). Singing grammar: Teaching grammar through songs. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Jolly, Y. (1975). The use of songs in teaching foreign languages. The Modern Language Journal,
59(1, 2), 11-14. http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/325440

Kaplan International. (April 17, 2013). How to teach English infographic. Retrieved from http://
www.kaplaninternational.com/blog/how-to-teach-english-kaplan-infographic

Pearson. (January 8, 2015). The Beatles and Harry Potter inspire English language learning.
Retrieved from  https://www.pearson.com/news/announcements/2015/january/the-
beatles-and-harry-potter-inspire-english-language-learning.html

Oxford University Press ELT. (2016). Happy Earth American: Songs. Retrieved fromhttps://elt.
oup.com/student/happyearthamerican/songs?cc=us&selLanguage=en

Purcell, 3. M. (1992). Using songs to enrich the secondary class. Hispania, 75(1), 192-196.

Richards, J. (1969). Songs in language learning. TESOL Quarterly, 3(2), 161-174.http://dx.doi.
org/10.2307/3586103

Rundell, M. (April 9, 2013). The Beatles and their impact on English. Retrieved from http://www.
macmillandictionaryblog.com/the-beatles-and-their-impact-on-english

Voxy. (October 2, 2011). The language of the Beatles Abbey Road. Retrieved from http://visual.
ly/language-beatles-abbey-road

West, M. (1953). A general service list of English words. London: Longman, Green and Co.

12| CIEX Journ@l|



Foreign L Cent
JO(SE |)\l( AL “Ig:;ce::grl:daannt?et:aﬂ:an(:::a(:‘o” Cﬁv/{j‘/j\x\ )\i\%&%

C ALL s Fxcellence in English

To publish in: The fourth number of the
CIEX JOURNAL “Innovation and Professional Development”

This call is addressed to: Professors - Researchers, undergraduate and graduate students from the BA in
English Letters and Masters in Language Teaching and Applied Linguistics at CIEX and any academic who
wish to publish research articles, essays, thesis results, didactic and pedagogical proposals, all related to the
topics and sections of the journal, specified as follows:

a. Students’ & teachers’ voices: National and international research articles.

b. Updating Language Teaching Professionals: CIEX Symposiums Proceedings.

c. Personal Development and Growth: Values and Culture.

The guidelines to write and present the proposals are described below:

a. Key words - five, in English and in Spanish.

b. Abstract (in English and in Spanish, 150 words), containing the following aspects:
Introduction: describe the context where the research was carried out, reason why the topic was selected,
importance of the study, reason why the research was carried out.

Purpose: state and explain the research objectives, intentions, questions or hypothesis.

Method: mention and justify the research method that was selected, describe briefly the subjects,
the context and the research procedures, as well as the instruments that were used for the data and
information collection.

Product: present the main findings, the degree to which the research objectives were reached and the
answers to the research questions.

Conclusion: suggest the importance of the findings, considering the contribution to the theory, the
research area and professional practice. Suggest practical uses as well as possible applications for further
research.

c. Introduction: present the research topic area, studied theme and the research studly it is: descriptive,
explaining, evaluative, correlational, interpretative, ethnographic, etc. Also, emphasize the research
problem.

d. Literature review: present the main terms, concepts, and theoretical claims, analyzing and discussing
the ideas presented by the main authors who have studied the topics related to the research or study
presented.

e. Research methodology: describe the design features (case study, longitudinal research, transversal
research, experimental research, cuasi-experimental research, etc.) Data type (describe and justify the
database, or universe, or sample, etc.) Subjects (characterize the participants in the research). Context
(describe the geographic and the institutional context where the research was carried out). Instruments
(describe the research instruments used to collect information and data). Data analysis methods
(describe and justify the quantitative, qualitative or mixed methods).

Main findings and conclusions.

g. Main research strengthens (related to the originality of the findings, contribution to the knowledge
about a certain topic, or some other findings that contribute to the existing ones).

h. Main limitations of the study (related to the geographical or institutional context or knowledge area
where the conclusions or suggestions could be applicable).

i. Main applications and impact of the research.

Th

TOPICS FOR THE ARTICLES:
1. Learning and teaching processes.
2. Professional competences development.
3. Teaching methodology using constructivist principles.
4. Curriculum design, design of language programs or language teaching materials.
5. Language learning evaluation.
6. Language and culture.
7. Research and professional development.



FORMAT:

Title using Arial font, size14

Text using Arial font, size 12

Margins: top 2.5, bottom 2.5, left 2.5, right 2.5.
Spaces: 1.5

No indented paragraphs

LENGTH OF THE ARTICLES:
8 to 10 pages containing text
1-2 pages containing references (using the APA format) (American Psychological Association).

LANGUAGES:
The article can be written in English, French, German, Mandarin Chinese or Spanish.

Include: Author/s biography/ies indicating:
Academic degree, full name, email address, institution where he/she/they work, and functions, name of the
research team or “Cuerpo Académico”, indicating the status of the “CA” and research areas he/she/they study.

DEADLINE TO SEND ARTICLES:
February 28, 2017.

EMAIL ADDRESS TO SEND ARTICLES:
carmencassal757@hotmail.com
or http://journal.ciex.edu.mx



El Centro de Idiomas Extranjeros Wi
“Ignacio Manuel Altamirano” 6E/{j{\§\;\§x ?{\&7

Excellence in Fnglish
CONVOCA

A los aspirantes interesados en cursar la Licenciatura en Letras Inglesas 6 la Maestria en la Ensefianza
del Idioma Inglés y Lingiiistica Aplicada; a participar en el Concurso de Seleccién para el ingreso al Ciclo
Escolar 2017-2018, presentando el examen de admisién que se realizara los dias sibados hasta el 5 de agosto
de 2017, conforme a los siguientes:

REQUISITOS

Los interesados en participar, en apego al Reglamento del Centro de Idiomas Extranjeros “Ignacio Manuel
Altamirano”, deberan realizar todos los tramites y procedimientos, ademas de cumplir con los requisitos
descritos en el cronograma y el instructivo correspondientes a esta Convocatoria, los cuales son:

»

»

»

»

»

»

»

»

»

iProfesional en Inglés!

en Letras Inglesas
Maestria en la Enseiianza del
Inglés y Lingiiistica Aplicada
Rec. Oficial: 12PSU0057S

Leer y aceptar los términos y condiciones de la Convocatoria y su instructivo.

Realizar el registro en las fechas establecidas en esta Convocatoria.

Comunicarse a la Institucion para realizar una cita para el examen de admision.

Pagar el derecho a examen de seleccion.

Presentar el examen de seleccién en el lugar, dia y hora senalados realizado con previa cita.

Ser aceptados mediante concurso de seleccién, el cual comprendera una prueba escrita que debera
realizarse dentro de los periodos que al efecto se sefialen.

Recibir una carta de aceptacién por parte del comité evaluador de la Institucion.

En caso de ser seleccionado a la Licenciatura en Letras Inglesas, contar con Certificado de Bachillerato
con un promedio minimo de ocho (8.0) o su equivalente y entregarlo con la demas documentacion
solicitada el dia y en el lugar establecidos, de acuerdo con los términos sefialados por la Institucion.
En caso de ser seleccionado a la Maestria en la Ensefianza del Idioma Inglés y Lingiiistica Aplicada,
contar con Titulo de Licenciatura, Cedula Profesional, Carta de motivos, Certificacion TOEFL (500
puntos minimo).

W

Licenciatura




