
Choosing and Using Musical Materials in the Young Learner EFL Classroom 

by Laurie Thain 

 

This paper is addressed to teachers of young EFL learners. It is a hybrid which weaves personal 

experience with music and the young learner classroom together with support from the literature 

with the hope of providing teachers of young EFL learners with useful insights into how to use 

and choose music. To begin, I mention my musical background and experience, as these have 

enabled me to understand and interpret how music works in the classroom, and then I briefly 

describe my path to becoming a musical teacher of young language learners. I will then move on 

to discuss the nature of the English Language, how music and language are processed in the 

brain, lightly sketch the principles by which children learn and, then demonstrate how rhythm 

and music support and enhance learning. Finally, I will offer some practical suggestions for 

choosing musical materials so that you may also take advantage of the benefits of rhythm and 

music in your classroom. 

 

Background 

 

 My relationship with music and my life as a singer began in a small logging town in 

northwestern Canada. I cannot remember a time when I did not sing. Looking back, it seems that 

I started to sing as naturally as I started to speak. Fast forward through childhood, four years of 

university and twenty-three years as a full-time professional singer-songwriter to 2001, when I 

decided I needed a break from music and a change in my life. To that end, I answered an ad for a 

songwriter, guitarist and children’s EFL teacher in Japan. Although I was unaware of it at the 

time, that was the beginning of an exciting new journey as a musical teacher of English to 

children.  

 

The Nature of the English Language 

 

 As I fell deeper and deeper into the world of language teaching, spending my days with 

young learners, reading, attending Japanese Association for Language Teaching (JALT) 

conferences and publisher-sponsored presentations, I came to understand something about the 

nature of English that made great practical sense to me. English is a stress-timed language. A 

stress-timed language has “a rhythm in which stressed syllables tend to reoccur at regular 

intervals of time and the length of an utterance depends on the number of stresses rather that the 

number of syllables” (Richards & Schmidt, 2002, p. 517). This not only affects how the language 

is acquired, but knowing that English is a stress-timed language has huge implications for how 

we teach and demonstrate pronunciation and prosody in English.  

 The interplay between words and stresses in English is responsible for the rhythmical feel 

characteristic of spoken English. Stress contributes heavily to how we communicate in English 

as the stressed words give meaning to our utterances and the regular timing sets up a rhythm. 

English spoken without this characteristic rhythm or proper stress can be very difficult to 

understand. Native speakers naturally listen for the stressed syllables in English as they are 

louder and easier to pick out of the stream of conversation and are known to carry the essence or 

meaning of the utterance. 

 In a presentation at a JALT National Conference, Carolyn Graham, teacher, musician, 

and writer of musical teaching materials, told of an important discovery. She explained that this 



important discovery happened by chance one day while she was playing the piano and talking 

with a friend. It was then that she discovered how remarkably similar spoken English was to the 

4-beat structure of American jazz (Graham, personal communication, 2009). Graham went on to 

coin the expression Jazz Chants and published many volumes of Jazz Chants aimed at teaching 

the prosody of English and developing intonation and rhythm in learners of English.  

 Although Graham frequently added melody and wrote what she called grammarsongs, 

she believed that it was rhythm that was responsible for learning, “the point of Jazz Chants is the 

rhythm, which links to the brain and to memory” (2006, p.7). Although rhythm certainly has a 

role to play, there is now research that attributes the connection to the brain, memory and recall 

to musical/melodic aspects (Salcedo, 2010). This is supported by Wallace (1994) in researching 

whether a song or a chant was easier to remember, “The sung condition resulted in better 

verbatim recall than the rhythmical condition” (p.1476). 

  

Music, Language and the Brain  

 

 My classroom observations and teaching journal entries through time have aroused my 

curiosity about the importance of possible connections between language and music, and how 

these connections could be exploited in teaching English to young learners. One extremely 

powerful example of a melody, when hummed, prompting recall of a vocabulary item from a 

song in the classroom (Thain, 2010), opened a whole new channel of interest.  

 Reflecting back on my years as a guitarist / singer-songwriter, my work required that I 

remember the guitar parts, words and music for 300-400 songs and to be able to play them from 

memory at will. If I were to write out all the song lyrics stored in my memory I could paper the 

walls of a very large room. I would never be able to write out 300-400 recipes from memory. 

 A body of conflicting research exists that investigates how the brain processes the 

relationship between language and music, particularly in the area of perception, memory and 

recall (Salcedo, 2010; Serafin, Crowder, & Repp, 1984; Wallace, 1994).  These papers offer 

contradictory evidence for how music and language are processed in the brain, with one side 

arguing for shared processing and the other side arguing for an integrated view of processing. 

Patel (2003) alerts us to an increase in the number of comparative studies of music and language: 

“A growing body of evidence suggests that language and music are more closely related than 

previously believed (p. 679). Patel also confirms that there is now neuroimaging research 

showing that, “musical syntactic processing activates ‘language areas’ of the brain” (p.675). 

 From a very early age we are bombarded with the sounds and patterns of the music of our 

culture. There are conventions to do with rhythm and tonality that enable us to quickly identify if 

a piece of music fits with our musical schemata or sounds foreign to our ear. “It is clear that mere 

exposure, independent of formal training, or active use (such as performance or participation) is 

sufficient to engender highly structured and highly specific memory traces in ordinary listeners” 

(Ettlinger, Margulis & Wong, 2011, pp. 6-7). A major finding of this research is that explicit 

training is not required for the processing of language or music. In light of the fact that English is 

such a musical language, the very presence of music in a young learner classroom has the 

potential to attune young learners to the rhythmical nature of English.  

 That music can be learned implicitly helps to explain how many people become 

accomplished musicians and composers with virtually no explicit musical training. This partially 

explains my inability to recall exactly when I started to sing: perhaps indicating that I did learn to 

sing implicitly, as easily as I learned to speak my native English. This also casts light on how my 



87-year-old mother, and many seniors like her, can remember melodies and lyrics to songs from 

years ago, and why I can still remember my kindergarten songs. Research now tells us that songs 

are stored as unanalyzed wholes similarly to other chunks (Wallace, 1994) and that songs  

learned implicitly are not subject to the decay over time associated with songs learned explicitly 

(Ettlinger, Margulis &Wong, 2011).  

 

Music, Rhythm and Young Learners 

 

 How children learn. Keeping in mind how children learn, I would like to offer some 

practical suggestions for how to choose and use musical materials in the classroom. First of all, 

when working with young learners, the materials and the learning experience must be 

developmentally appropriate (Neuman, & Roskos, 2005) and meaningful (Cameron, 2001; 

Curtain & Dahlberg, 2010). This applies to the overall meaning of the song and whether the song 

deals in authentic and concrete, or abstract, concepts. Additionally, components such as the level 

of vocabulary, complexity of the melody, the length of individual lines, and even the length of 

the song itself must be taken into account. Children at different ages and stages of development 

have varying attention spans (Cameron, 2001); this truth will prevail no matter how stimulating 

you believe your lesson to be.  

 In his affective filter hypothesis, Krashen (1982) lists motivation, self-confidence and 

anxiety as key affective variables capable of impacting learning. Krashen hypothesizes that for 

optimal learning to occur, the atmosphere must be positive, i.e. the affective filter must be low. 

Since listening to music is generally considered to be pleasurable and the use of songs and music 

is not traditionally associated with classroom teaching and learning, songs have the potential to 

lower the affective filter. An expert teacher, researcher and writer in the field of early foreign 

language learning offers some important practical advice - “In the case of young language 

learners the affective contribution is decisive: if their attitudes are not favorable enough, the 

task/activities are not intrinsically or extrinsically motivating, nothing happens” (Nikolov, 

personal communication, October 8, 2011).  
 

 Patterns. Curtain & Dahlberg (2010, p. 8) have this to say about patterns: 

  

One of the most important points about the brain and learning is the fact that the brain’s 

search for meaning occurs through patterning. The brain looks for patterns as it organizes 

information according to schematic maps and categories. As young learners in language 

classes search for meaning in the experiences we provide for them, we must be sure to 

create complex, meaningful experiences from which they construct their own patterns of 

understanding.  

 

This quote has changed the way I think and in particular, how I teach language to young learners. 

Children are pattern-seekers and songs are a rich source of patterns.  Patterns are resident in the 

rhythm, melody, lyrical structure, rhyme scheme and, the sequence of verses and choruses in a 

song. These patterns over-lap and interact to facilitate memory and recall. It is the presence of 

these patterns that can enable young learners to make sense of musical materials and to quickly 

commit them to memory. In choosing songs for the classroom I would encourage teachers to 

watch for simple patterns in the rhythm, melody and lyrics. 



 The popular children’s song, “Frere Jacques”, has lasted in our memories over centuries 

and across cultures and become one of the most used, if not over-used, melodies in teaching 

young learners.  A quick look at the patterns and repetition goes a long way towards explaining 

why it works so well. 

 

Frere Jacques 

Are you sleeping? Are you sleeping? 

Brother John, brother John 

Morning bells are ringing. Morning bells are ringing. 

Ding dong ding. Ding dong ding. 

 

Frere Jacques was written in a very simple and accessible 4-beat rhythm. The lyrical phrases 

repeat twice in each line and the lyrics and melody are perfectly matched in each repetition. In 

addition, this echoing of each melodic/lyrical phrase allows extra rehearsal of each line making it 

very singer-friendly, particularly for young language learners. In selecting songs for the 

classroom it is important to consider the learning burden of the song with respect to the patterns 

or more importantly lack of patterns resident in the song.  

 There are two common patterns often found in songs and chants for children: the echo 

pattern and the call and response or question and answer pattern. 

 The Echo – In this pattern the teacher or perhaps part of the class will sing a phrase and 

then a second party or group will repeat the same phrase. The benefits of this kind of 

pattern are obvious. A teacher or more capable other can sing the first phrase to model it 

for the second group. If different parties were to sing the first and second halves of each 

line in Frere Jacques this would be an example of an echo pattern. 

 The Call and Response or Question and Answer – This pattern is useful for teaching and 

practicing questions and answers found in typical conversation. The well-known 

“Weather Song” (Fraser, Graham, Hoskins, & Nakata, 2006, p.47), shown below is a 

good example of this pattern.  

How’s the Weather? 

How’s the weather? (call/question) It’s sunny. (response/answer) 

How’s the weather? It’s sunny.  

How’s the weather? It’s sunny. 

It’s sunny today. 

 

 Repetition. “Repetition is one of the basic ways the brain remembers material, and is 

known proverbially in Russian as mat’ ucheniya, the mother of learning” (Stansell, 2005). 

Repetition is one of the main characteristics of motherese or caretaker speech, the style of 

speech used when older people speak to very young children (Curtain & Dahlberg, 2010). 

Although repetition is a desirable component of learning, repetition can quickly deteriorate into 

decontextualized and unmotivated drilling. Music offers the advantage of repetition without the 

drudgery associated with drilling and this, Graham (2006) contends, is one of the great 

advantages of using Jazz Chants in the language classroom. 

 It is simple to predict which line or phrase in a song children will learn first—the one that 

repeats most often. This is important information for a songwriter to be aware of. Positioning the 

important vocabulary or target phrases in the part of the song that repeats can facilitate learning. 

 



 Rhythm. In addition to the way that rhythm characterizes spoken English, described 

above, there are many ways in which rhythm aids language teaching and learning. While 

teaching large groups of elementary students in Japan, I was conscious of trying to speak clearly. 

I found myself exaggerating the rhythm with the result that my teaching voice took on a musical 

feel (Thain, 2010). The students responded spontaneously to the energy and clarity of the 

utterances and we found great value in group chanting to introduce new target chunks of 

language and phrases. Fonseca Mora recognizes the value in this approach, “By focusing on rhythm 

and intonation we help our students to take in the new utterance as a gestalt” (2000, p.151).  

 Rhythm creates word boundaries for phrases that students can actually feel. The rhythm 

in a song or chant can serve as a gentle nudge giving students physical information on when to 

speak or to sing. When teaching English to Japanese students the difference in the feel of the 

languages was easily demonstrated though the use of rhythm and music.  

 There is an extra bonus in using a rhythmical approach with young Japanese learners. 

Japanese imports many common English words into their language as loan words. These words 

are written and pronounced using katakana, a syllabary designed to represent foreign words in 

Japanese. In processing language, Japanese people hear syllables as consonant + vowel clusters, 

which typically adds extra syllables to their pronunciation when speaking English. These extra 

syllables often render English words incomprehensible to English speakers. Adopting a 

rhythmical approach in the classroom offers a strong model that leaves no time or space for extra 

syllables, therefore, eliminating much katakana pronunciation from the start (Thain, 2010). 
 

 Classroom management. Music and songs can play a useful role in helping a teacher 

manage the classroom. I recall a themed presentation given by one of the creators of Super 

Simple Songs, showing how music can be a great classroom management tool. A familiar tune 

can prompt students to do many things, i.e. clean up, make a circle, move to the story corner, get 

ready for lunch or line up to go home. Using special songs to bookend or signal the start of an 

activity can move the class seamlessly from one place to another, to avoid the din of teacher talk 

and endless instructions often associated with these moments and make classroom transitions 

smooth and pleasant for all. 

 

The Joy of Music 

 

 Important new research is moving us closer to understanding why music is so highly 

valued across cultures.  Researchers in Canada (Salimpoor, Benovoy, Larcher, Dagher, & 
Zatorre, 2011) have recently confirmed that dopamine, a chemical in the brain associated with 

pleasure, is released under certain conditions when listening to music. Anticipation of the 

satisfaction or excitement of hearing a favorite refrain, musical hook or the great crescendo 

building towards the finish in a song was shown to stimulate the release of dopamine, the feel-

good chemical.  This research helps to explain how some songs become favorites with children 

and why children ask for their favorites over and over again. I encourage teachers to make 

mental notes of which songs children request, examine the patterns in the song and try to 

establish the reasons for the popularity. This may be an advantage when looking for “the next 

new favorite song”.   
 

 

 

 



Some Final Words on Choosing and Using Songs in the Classroom 
 

 There are reasons why some songs become hits or classics and ring in our memories for a 

lifetime while others quickly fade into the background, never to be heard again. There are 

reasons why some melodies stay fresh and last for centuries. The coveted hit song is an elusive 

and nebulous thing that even seasoned song-writers and top music industry professionals struggle 

to predict and define, yet the average listener can tell you when they are listening to one. Not all 

songs are created equal, and in my experience, children are masters at recognizing the classroom 

hits. 

 I was impressed by something that a senior editor for a leading ELT publisher shared 

with me recently. When evaluating songs for publication, part of her feedback is whether or not 

the songs passed her over-night-catchiness-test. This test consists of listening once to the song 

and then listening to it again the next day. If she can remember the essence of the song and do a 

reasonable job of singing it just from reading the lyrics the next day, the song passes. This editor 

hypothesizes that if she can remember the song, there is a good chance it will be catchy enough 

for the children to remember and learn quickly. Of course, the final proof rests with how the 

children respond to the song, but I do agree that this is a useful way to begin the selection 

process. 

 Perhaps we should all adopt a catchiness test approach when looking for new classroom 

songs. I believe that children instinctively test the songs we choose for them and it is easy to tell 

if songs pass their catchiness tests. Notice if the children start to move spontaneously to the 

rhythm, if they are starting to sing the refrains by the end of the first listening and, in particular, 

if they ask for the song again. The catchiness test will quickly and efficiently identify the 

classroom hits and the catchiness-test never lies!! 
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