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By Adam Bloodworth

This paper examines the literature supporting music in the ESOL classroom and

explores an original example procedure for use in an EFL context.
Introduction: Use of Music in the EFL Classroom

Music is a greatly underutilized instructional medium in the EFL context. Although
there is a wealth of research supporting the regular incorporation of music-related tasks
into the classroom, there is still general reluctance within our field to use music
consistently with EFL students. There are many possible reasons for this reluctance,
including apprehension about students’ reactions to classroom music use, especially
with adult students, the perception that music-related activities are only “for fun” and
lack effective pedagogical applications, and teachers’ own myriad of inhibitions and
anxieties regarding music, many of which might be very personal.

However, by eschewing music due to these or other rationales, instructors risk
limiting their effectiveness and their potential impact on language students. This paper
will examine the theory and body of literature in support of music in the FL classroom in
terms of the efficacy of music as a memory aid; music as an encourager of involuntary
mental rehearsal; the link between song, voices and values; and music as an authentic
cultural artifact. Finally, an example of a procedure which can be used in the EFL
classroom will be explored.

Music as a Memory Aid
In addition to theory supporting mood and cognitive enhancement in students,

there is evidence supporting the use of music in the EFL classroom for a variety of
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language-specific purposes. Several studies have been carried out supporting music as
a memory aid for second language acquisition. Many of these studies can be found in a
literature survey by Engh (2013). One quantitative study conducted by Suzanne Medina
with 48 second-graders with limited English proficiency found that music is an equally
effective medium for vocabulary acquisition compared with non-musical media, such as
oral stories. In addition to these statistical data, the descriptive data of the study
“demonstrated definite and consistent patterns favoring music” (Medina, 1990, p. 15). In
her analysis, Medina concludes,

If music is a viable vehicle for second language acquisition to the same extent as

other non-musical means, then songs can no longer be regarded as recreational

devices, having little instructional value. Consequently, musical means of
promoting second language acquisition should occupy a more important role in

the second language curriculum. (Medina, 1990, p. 18)

One reason that has been suggested (Murphey, 1990; Salcedo, 2002) for the
positive effect of music on students’ memorization and recall ability is that music
encourages involuntary mental rehearsal. Also referred to as The Din, involuntary
mental rehearsal has been suggested to be a powerful memorization strategy and a
natural occurrence on the path to language acquisition (Parr & Krashen, 1983). The
Song Stuck In My Head Phenomenon (Murphey, 1990) has been equated with a
musical form of involuntary mental rehearsal, and Claudia Smith Salcedo has termed
this the “musical din” (p. 13) when mental playback occurs due to exposure to songs in

a foreign language (Salcedo, 2002). Salcedo goes on to suggest that music is an even
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more efficient trigger of involuntary mental rehearsal than other forms of input, as

illustrated in Figure A.

DIN SSIMHP

1. Set off by comprehensible input, NOT output. 1. Set off by easily learned tune with repetitive text.

2. Increases with immersion. 2. Increases with singing.

3. Input must contain i + 1 3. Experienced without comprehension of what is
dinning.

4. Rarely occurs in advanced performers 4. Occurs in beginner and advanced performers.

5. 1-2 hours for din to begin. 5. Begins almost immediately and may din the
whole day long.

6. Wears off after a few days. 6. Sometimes triggered years later.

Figure 1. A Comparison of the din and the Song Stuck In My Head Phenomenon.
(SSIMHP) (Salcedo, 2002, p. 60)

According to these data, there are a number of enhanced benefits that
accompany the use of music as a memory aid which are absent from the non-musical
din. First, music is particularly well-suited to triggering mental rehearsal in language
learners. Catchy tunes, repetitive texts, and the fun of singing are not only motivating
but are also incredibly effective in getting students to think about language. Music also
encourages mental rehearsal in learners of all levels, whereas non-musical forms of
input rarely encourage mental rehearsal in advanced performers. Owing to the way that
a memorable song can be easily called to mind long after learning it, the musical din is
more enduring than the non-musical din. Finally, in my experience, a good song
encourages students to seek out more music by the same artist, and so the effect is
compounded by students’ genuine interest in seeking out more and more music.

Song as a Voice
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A key observation provided by the sociolinguistic perspective of Second
Language Acquisition is that we ultimately learn language from people and not from
books. Sociolinguistic theory of second language acquisition, based in part on the work
of philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin (1929/1984), has suggested that the voices through
which we learn language are internalized in addition to the language itself. Tarone
(2007) summarizes this as follows:

When the language varieties of others are internalized by the learner, they retain

elements of otherness in the mind of the learner; they are not absorbed into a

single voice, but rather exist in the mind of the learner as a kind of chorus of

different voices that may be invoked in turn as the learner has need of them.

These voices retain the social values of their original speakers, and when the

learner uses those voices, the social characteristics and values of each speaker

are also displayed. (p. 842)

The importance of the internalization of voice is especially pertinent to the EFL
context, where students may not regularly have contact with speakers of English. The
voices of the songs that our students hear might actually become internalized, bringing
with them the values of the artist, which students may then generalize to help define a
culture or society.

This surfaced in a rather humorous way during my teaching experience in
Russia, where students and non-students alike often welcomed me with the words
“Don’t worry, be happy” upon discovery that | was American. | am unsure how, exactly,

Bobby McFerrin’s famous song came to be ubiquitously associated with American
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culture, but seemingly every Russian had internalized this lyric and, along with the
phrase, a certain value that was then associated with the culture of America as a whole.
Music then, particularly for the EFL student, can channel voice in a very influential way,
and is therefore a powerful tool at the disposal of the EFL instructor. Music can shape
the way that students interpret culture.

Music as a Cultural Artifact

The suitability of popular music as a vehicle for experiencing and teaching culture
has been thoroughly documented. Mishan (2005) writes “a song is a cultural artifact and
can be invaluable as a sample of its culture, embodying its values and even sometimes
helping to change it” (p. 206). Within the field of ESOL, the ability of music to convey
these values is especially noted in terms of rock music. Moi (1994) suggests that rock
lyrics are excellent for literary analysis, in that they provide “a magnificent opportunity to
exchange views, to see how much the members of the community of the classroom
have in common and to see the world from somebody else’s perspective” (p. 5). In
addition, rock lyrics are highly motivating, relevant, an accessible source of authentic
reading and listening material, and are a potential bridge to higher forms of
literature (Moi, 1994).

These same arguments can be made for a variety of other genres of music for
various pedagogical applications. Some instructors may choose music based on values
of cultural awareness and inclusiveness, while others may prefer to choose songs
based on a central theme or topic that the lyrics address. Regardless of these

preferences, choosing to incorporate music into the classroom is motivating in that
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students are presented with authentic, yet accessible texts that are culturally rich in
content and highly engaging.
Implementing music in the EFL classroom

There are different approaches to the incorporation of music into the EFL
classroom which form a very broad spectrum. For example, there are now music-based
materials designed to be used as an entire approach, such as the Contemporary Music
Approach. The Contemporary Music Approach (CMA) is a set of materials compiled by
Ron Anton, the focus of which is to teach one grammar topic through one song. More
information can be found at http://viamusiccommunications.com/. A completely music-
based approach is certainly not for everyone, and so more attention will be given to
music as the centerpiece of a procedure (Harmer, 2007).

If | Had $1,000,000: A Procedure

A procedure that | have used in the EFL classroom many times to teach the
hypothetical/second conditional has, at its center, the song “If | had $1,000,000” by the
band Barenaked Ladies. This song is particularly well-suited to the classroom because it
is humorous, uses mostly conversational language (including several pop culture
references that provide the opportunity for additional pedagogical applications), and,
most importantly, the meaning of the song is very clear and accessible. If the students
were not able understand that the singer did not have a million dollars simply by
listening to the song, its usefulness as a pedagogical device would have been
undermined. So then, the great strength of music in the classroom, as typified by this

song, is that, through music, students can accurately and intuitively decode the meaning
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of unfamiliar texts containing unfamiliar and difficult grammar. In this way, music can be
thought of as a powerful scaffolding technique which appeals to intuition, feeling, or
emotion in addition to cognition. The procedure | use involves three stages.
Step One: Cloze-Gap Activity

First, | use a cloze-gap activity. | distribute the lyrics to the song with several
words missing. Depending on my students, | may delete random words which | think
they should know, the purpose of which is a simple listening exercise and a check to
ensure the students pay attention to the song, or | may delete certain function words,
such as modals or past tense verbs to draw their attention to the form.
If I had a million dollars
If I had a million dollars

I'd buy you a
| would buy you a

or
If I had a million dollars
If I had a million dollars

buy you a house
I buy you a house

In the first example, the word “house” is missing from both stanzas, which is
accessible vocabulary for all students. That they are able to identify words from a real
American pop song is both motivating and entertaining. In the second example, “I'd” is
missing from the first blank and “would” is missing from the second. This is more difficult

than the former example, but more proficient listeners are able to notice the contracted

form in the first example and contrast it with the uncontracted modal in the second
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blank. After finishing the song, we check for understanding of the deleted words
together as a class.
Step Two: Big-Picture Questions

After this activity, | ask a series of big-picture questions, such as “Does the singer
have a million dollars?,” to which the students answer “no!” Even when | have asked
“Do you think that the singer will ever have a million dollars?,” my students have
consistently answered negatively (the actuality of the band’s success need not be a
factor here since we are concentrating on form and meaning of the hypothetical
conditional). This is a perfect lead-in for talking about the meaning of the hypothetical
conditional, as students have already noticed the hypothetical/unlikely meaning on their
own without explicit instruction.
Step Three: Extension Activity

All that is left to do is an extension activity of some sort and/or an additional
presentation on form if rules are a focus of the classroom. One such activity suggested
by Tarone (2014) involves listening to three songs on a single topic, but of varying
genres and points of view. The songs can then be used to launch into a discussion
about the different points of view, during which students will have to reference lyrics
from the music. This will promote noticing and use of new and varied authentic forms
without a focus on rules, all the while exploring cultural and personal topics in a
meaningful context. In short, everybody wins.

Conclusion
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Current research suggests that music can be a highly effective tool available to
the EFL instructor, yet, on the whole, it is still used very infrequently in the classroom.
This paper has examined a number of rationales for the implementation of music into
the EFL classroom from a variety of backgrounds and approaches with the aim of
informing instructors of the pedagogical value that regular incorporation of music into
the classroom can bring. With more awareness of these benefits and the increasing
variety of music-based materials available to the EFL instructor, we will be able to better
meet our students’ needs by giving music a more prominent place in the EFL
curriculum. Not only is it an effective and authentic medium, but it is also motivating and

a lot of fun for both students and teachers alike.



RATIONALES AND APPROACHES TO USING MUSIC IN THE EFL CLASSROOM 10

References

Altenberg, B., 1990. Speech as linear composition. In: Caie, G. Haastrup, K., Jakobsen,
A.L., Nielsen, J.E., Sevaldsen, J., Specht, H. and Zettersten, A. (Eds.),
Proceedings from the Fourth Nordic Conference for English Studies, Vol. 1.
Department of English, University of Copenhagen, pp. 133-143.

Bakhtin, M. (1984). Problems in Dostoevsky’s poetics (C. Emerson & M. Holquist, Eds.
& Trans.). Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. (Original work
published 1929)

Engh, D. (2013). Why use music in English language learning? A survey of the
literature. English Language Teaching, 6(2), 113-127. Retrieved November 24,
2014, from http://dx.doi.org/10.5539/elt.v6n2p113

Harmer, J. (2007). The practice of English language teaching (4th ed.). Harlow,
England: Pearson Longman.

Medina, S. (1990, March). The effects of music upon second language vocabulary
acquisition. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Teachers of English to
Speakers of Other Languages. Retrieved November 23, 2014, from
http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED352834

Mishan, F. (2005). Designing authenticity into language learning materials. Bristol, UK:
Intellect.

Moi, C. M. (1994). Rock Poetry: The Literature Our Students Listen
To. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Teachers of English to

Speakers of Other Languages (28th, Baltimore, MD, March 8-12, 1994).



RATIONALES AND APPROACHES TO USING MUSIC IN THE EFL CLASSROOM 11

Retrieved November 23, 2014, from http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED372631.pdf

Murphey, T. (1990). The Song-Stuck-In-My-Head phenomenon: A melodic din in the
LAD? System, 18(1), 53-64.

Page, S., & Robertson, E. (1992). If | had $1000000 [Recorded by Barenaked Ladies].
On Gordon [CD]. Burbank, California: Reprise.

Parr, P., & Krashen, S. (1986). Involuntary rehearsal of second languages in beginning
and advanced performers. System, 14(3), 275-278.

Salcedo, C. S. (2002). The effects of songs in the foreign language classroom on text
recall and involuntary mental rehearsal. Doctoral dissertation, Louisiana State
University.

Tarone, E. (2007). Sociolinguistic approaches to second language acquisition
research—1997-2007. The Modern Language Journal, 91(s1), 837-848.
Tarone, E. (2014). Course wrap-up. Presented as part of Cl 5653 Methods in Teaching

English as a Second Language in Higher Education, Minneapolis, MN.

Wray, A., & Perkins, M. (2000). The functions of formulaic language: An integrated

model. Language & Communication, 20, 1-28.

Adam Bloodworth blood053@umn.edu

Adam Bloodworth is a current M.A. student in Second Languages and Cultures at the
University of Minnesota. Adam is from Atlanta, Georgia and received his B.Mus from the
University of Georgia in saxophone performance. Before beginning at the University of
Minnesota, Adam taught EFL in Vladimir and Krasnodar, Russia and ESL in Atlanta. In
addition to English instruction, Adam’s academic and professional interests include
language study, Second Language Acquisition, ESOL material creation, and research
on responsible and anti-colonial teaching practices.

Tags: Adult, College, Middle School



