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Pop music is simply a combination of mindless repetitive lyrics, focusing
- predominantly on love, coupled to a primitive rhythm aimed at pandering to
the least discrimiﬁating listener. What purpose could such music possibly
serve ih an institute of higher education except possibly as material for a
teacher Who has abdicated responsibility for teaching and i_s merely trying
to entertain and / or fill the class time with the least demanding activities?
In what follows, I will attempt to answer this criticism and in so doing
skétch some educational justification for the use of pop music in a univer-
sity foreign language classroom.

To begin with, perhaps it is permissible to réleite a personal anecdote
which goes some way to explaining why I use pop music in my own teach-
ing and indeed why I am writing this essay. At school I studied both
French and German. Our teacheér of French was older than our teacher of
German and decided to have us read well-established classics by Corneille
and Moliere from the choice of set books. Our teachér of German, on the
other hand, elected to introduce us to two very interesting post-World War
11 writers, Friedrich Durrenmatt and Max Frisch, both of whom shed light
on the Way» that the Third Reic}} still affected the German national
psyche. The same teacher, once or twice, played us songs by Marlene
Dietrich, which I greatly enjoyed. (My parents had a total of less than half
a dozen single or long playing records of popular music, but strangely
enough, amongst them was a single record of Dietrich, belonging to my

—325—




Studies in the Humanities and Sciences, Vol. XXXXIII No. 2

mother, perhaps a reminder of their time in Germany, during my father’s
national service.) I felt that, unlike our teacher of French, our teacher of
German was at‘pempting to share with us something that he personally val-
ued from a living culture. Of course, just as some of my Shudo students
discover the joy of Western pop music by themselves, while still at high
school, I was also able to find out about Edith Piaf and bhoth French and
German cinema without guidance from my language teachers. | |

My first rather obvious point, then, is that lyrics of some pop songs are
very rich cultural artifacts, which can be used to teach 'not only language
but also the customs, culture and values of a society. Of course the same
is true of ofher texts, especially novels, plays, poetry and essays. In com-
parison to these, Iyrics of pop songs are typically a lot simpler and more
repetitive. Needless to say, though, the popular appeal of pop songs lies in
the combination of lyrics with music and so one is missing the point if one
rejects pop music solely because the lyrics are of inferior literary merit to
novels, plays, poetry or essays. Furthermore the relative simpliéity and
repetitiveness of lyrics is not necessarily a disadvantage if one is teaching
beginner or intermediate level students or students from a society which
has very different customs and values to the society / societies in which the
target language is spoken. Even if the vocabulary and / or grammar of the
lyrics of a given song are too simple for a particular group, they can still be
used as a starting point for a discussion, imaginative exercise or some other
activity. It goes without saying that there are highly literary lyrics, contain-
ing language, allusions etc., which would be far from easy even for the most
advanced learners.

Another reason that I have for using pop songs in my English language
classes has to do with who my students are. None of the young people
who I teach majors in English language and literature. By the time these
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18 or 19 year olds come to my class, they have already been studying
English for at least six years. They have all endured many months of
cramming in order to pass theunivérsity entrance exafninétions. I
assume, therefore, rightly or wrongly, that a certain number of }these teen-
agers, have lost interest in studying English. One reason, therefore, to
introduce pop songs or something else from the more accessible popular
culture of the English-speaking world, which has appeal for young people, is
to re-motivate such students. Finally, for any student the language class-
room can be a stressful environmenf, but perhaps particularly for the kind
of students Who I teach, who have just gone through puberty, who are
thrown together with a large number of strangers in a first year university
course, who might not have been ;ﬁaught by a vnon-j apanese before, who
have typically had very little practice at speaking and listening in their
‘English classes thus far and who may have attended a single-sex high
school and are now in a co-educational setting, the communication-centred
classroom favoured by myself and other foreigners can be a fér-,ﬁ‘om—eésy
 environment. Music, then,‘ has the potential to create a relaxed atmo-
sphere.

Turning now to the question of the ways to use pop songs in the EFL
'classroom, by far the most common activity, and one which I regularly use,
is the cloze exercise. The lyrics of a song are either typed up and distrib-
uted as a handout or written on the blackboard. From the lyrics one
deletes certain words, for example (a) those which are neither too easy nor
too difficult for students to hear and which one wishes to emphasize and
ensure that students learn / have learnt because they are useful vocabulary
“or, for instance (b) all of the words belonging to the same category e.g.
adverbs or prepositions. In place of these missing words one leaves a
space and numbers these spaces. I make it a rule not 'to delete (1) too
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many words as this can reduce students’ enjoyment and may make some
tire of the exercise (2) words which are too close together as there will be
insufficient time to both fill in a word as well as listen for and fill in the next
one. Alterriatively one can delete words and in their place put other words
which may or may not be similar-sounding to the original Words. Students
then have to identify which words have been inserted and write in the
actual words contained in the lyrics. If one has time, before playing the
song, one can get the students to read the lyrics and (a) in the case of the
regular cloze exercise, suggest possible words which could be used to fill
the spaces or (b) in the case of the alternative exercise, from the context,
identify which words have been inserted and then suggest possible
replacements. After students have had a chance to listen to the song and
write in the words, I ask them for their answers. At the same time, if I
have not written explanatory footnotes, I do my best to confirm that they
have understood difficult parts of the lyrics by asking questions and
explaining. When students are unable to hear a particular word, if it is
made up of six letters, I write six spaces on the blackboard. I then ask stu-
dents if they can hear the first or last letters or sounds and then which vow-
els and consonants they think are found within the word. = If necessary, I
provide hints when students are unable to identify a particular
sound. Lyrics of pop songs ‘typically contain contractions so often found in
the spoken language. Whilst my students are familiar with such shortened
forms as “we’ve”, “she’d” and “I'll”, I find that many of them do not know
what “ 'cos”, “gonna”, “ ‘n” ”, “wanna” and “ain’t” refer to. Apart from tﬁis,
general problems of pronunciation may be addressed as in any other
English class. For instance, one song which I use contains the word
‘desert’ so when I use this song I make sure that the students understand

the differences in pronunciation and meaning between ‘desert’ and ‘dessert’.
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" Depending on the size of the class, the ability and motivation of the stu-
dents as well as the time available, after going through the answers and
confirming that the meaning is clear, I might first of all get the students to
suggest a suifable title for the song and then ask some. general
quevstions. For instance one could ask about the instruments being played,
the genre of music, the decade which the music belongs to, the mood that
the music creates and the way that students would react if they heard this
. music on their radio. One could then move on to questions about the
issues raised in the lyrics. I'm currently using songs which raise the fol-
lowing issues: environmental pollution, explaining divorce to a child, death,
war, poverty, discrimination, loneliness as well as love, of course.
Sometimes I might talk about the song Which I play, giving the students
information about the singer / s, songwriter / s, the timé when it was a hit
or a personal anecdote. In all of my classes I give my students a mini test
every week. Depending on whether or not I think that the \}ocabulary or
expressions contained in the lyrics are important to learn, I may tell stu-
denté that a certain item (s) will appear in the following Week’é mini
test. Finally, it goes without saying that there are any number of different
activities which may be used in conjunction with pop songs in the foreign
1angi1age classroom. The books by Griffee and Murphey mentioned in the
bibliography contain a Wealth‘ of practical ideas, albeit I feel that some
would not be effective in general education classes of English in Japanese
univefsities and Sdme are rather time-consuming. My own preference is to
use songs on a regular basis, but not spend more than about 15 minutes of
any class on a song as I have my own self-imposed syllabus, which I wish to
cover each semestér.

How does one go abou‘t choosing songs to use in the language class-
room? There are songs specifically _Writteh for EFL / ESL education which
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don’t contain any slang, obscure words or bad grammar and which may
even give a good demonstration of the use of a pafticular grammatical
construction. On the other hand, if one uses pop songs one may come
across lyrics containing slang, archaic or obscure words / expressions and
ungrammatical English. Significantly, though, it is genuine pop songs with
their sometimes less-than-ideal uses of English (in terms of EFL / ESL edu-
cation) which can have the power to captivate and move native and non-
native speaker alike, whereas, given a choice, very few people would listen
to EFL / ESL songs for pleasure. As mentioned above, one can explain
about ungrammatical English and obscure words in footnotes on a handoutv
of the lyrics or have students offer their comments on the grammar and
guess the meaningr of Words from the context. If there is too much un-
grammatical English, slang or discriminatory, insulting, hate-filled words
(lyrics to gangsta rap are typically sexist, if not misogynous, and glorify vio-
lence) one may decide not to use a particular song, even if it has / had a
strong popular appeal. Criteria for selecting a song are, I think, a matter of
common sense. First of all, that students should be able to heér the.lyrics
is a sine qua'non. In general, this may mean that ballads will be preferable
to up-tempo songs. Secondly, the lyrics should be interesting. For
example lyrics which tell a story or comment on social problems have the
potential to be interesting. If one uses a song which tells a story, after giv-
ing students a chance to listen, read and understand, one has the option to
get them to summarize the story without referring to the lyrics. Thirdly, a
personal criterion of mine, given the incredibly wide variety of pop songs
available here in Japan, is that I make it a rule only to use songs which have
both lyrics and music of superior quality. Fourthly, I might choose to play
a particular song if I have been able to get hold of some interesting film
footage cbntaining the song e.g. from a movie, musical, pop video or
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concert. When I use the word ‘interesting’, I have in mind things like the
choreography of a dance, as well as the dance'itself, in a musical, or the
‘visual effects in a pop video. I avoid songs of _superior quality by artists
who are extremely well-known in Japan, such és the Beatles and the Car-
penters because many of the students will already be familiar with these
songs-or will almost certainly get to know them in the future. As men-
tioned earlier, I believe that one of our roles as teachers is to share with our
students things which we value and which they are unlikely to have come
across.

In end-of semester teaching questionnaires, students have generally
evaluated the pop song cloze activity favourably It is not clear to me
exactly how to interpret the reactlons of those Who did not choose to com-
pletely agree with the statement on the questionnaire that the activity was
interesting or useful, but I suppose a number of possibilities exist. (1)
Some students may not particularly like (a) [Western] [pop] music (b) the
songs which I use (c) English as a school subject (d) my teaching style or
class content. (2) It may be difﬁcult for some students to hear the lyr-
ics. (3) As the activity does not resemble anything taught by Japanese
teachers in high school English classes and as it involves the leisure activity
of listening to pop music, it may not only be evaluated as less than a serious
exercise but could even be thought of as a waste of time. The third criti-
cism is also likely to apply, to some extent, to other activities, which the
, foreign teacher brings to the EFL classroom. At the risk of stating the
obvious, I think it is unsurprising that the native speaker of English, teach;
ing college students and the Japanese junior high and high school teacher
- are likely to use different activities in the English classroom. First of all,
- the junior high and high school teachers are severely bound by time con-
straints, having to cover a wide syllabus in order to prepare their students
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for the rigorous college entrance examinations. For this and other rea-
sons, the training undergone by these teachers will have emphasized areas
of English language education in a different way to the training received by
their native speaker counterparts. On the other hand, native speakers of
English at cOllege level do not typically have a jam—packed syllabus, unless it
is of their own making or, for instance, they are preparing their students for
a national or international English proficiency test. For this reason and,
significantly, because they are not, typically, in a position to do what Japa-
nese teachers of English are able to do so much better (give explanations of
grammar which can be comprehended by the least motivated / proficient
student) the native speakers of English, teaching at college level, are able to
spend time on things like communicative tasks and activities which have
the potential to (re-) ignite students’ interest in English.

To summarise, then, I think that the use of pop songs in a foreign lan-
guage classroom has at least the following merits: (aj songs may provide
insights into the culture of the society / ies where the target language is
spoken (b) they have the potential to (re-) ignite students’ interest in learn-
ing the target language as pop music has a universal appeal (c) they can
help to create a relaxed atmosphere (d) the teacher is able to share with the
students something which he or she personally values from the popular cul-
ture of the target language. The cloze exercise and other language-learn-
ing activities used in conjunction with pop music are certainly not perfect
and there may be some students who will not attempt to fill in the missing
words or take part in the related activities. However, as long as a majority
of students are finding these activities meaningful, then I don’t think it is
unreasonable to take the attitude that (1) it is difficult to please everyone all
of the time and (2) one can lead a horse to water but one cannot make it
drink. Finally, I should say that I realize that songs and speech are very
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different kinds of verbal expression and therefore, for the purpose of listen-
ing practice itself, I do not confine myself to using pop songs. I also use

recorded dialogues.
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