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What to look for in a Song          by Mark Hancock
You have a song you would like to use in the classroom. To analyse the song’s potential, you may ask these questions about it. 

1. Would my class not dislike this song?
(The phrasing of this question is important: just because a student might not choose to listen to a certain song outside the classroom, it does not mean that the student would not enjoy it as part of a learning activity. If the answer to 1 is yes, move on to the next questions.

2. Are the lyrics of the song clearly audible? 

3. Is the level of difficulty appropriate for my class?
(If the answers to 2 and 3 are yes then the song would probably be good for a listening skills activity: see page A)

4. Does the song provide a good illustration of a structure I want to present?
5. Does the song include a lexical field which fits well in the course?
6. Is the pronunciation natural enough to present a model?
(If the answers to 4, 5 or 6 are yes then the song may be good for a language form activity:see page B)

7. Are there clear characters or an obvious plot in the lyric?
8. Could you discuss the poetic images or the cultural background of the song?
(If the answers to 7 or 8 are yes then the song would be good for a topic-based activity: see page C)
A. Listening 

A1. Predicting

Picture discussion: Find pictures to illustrate the song. Ask students to describe the pictures and predict what the song is about from them.

Key word discussion: Present some key words and/or the title from the lyrics and ask students to predict what the song is about.

Snippets: Play the first few seconds of the song and ask students to predict from the mood of the music what the song will be about. This can be repeated, playing snippets and predicting right through the song.

Predicting: Ask students to do one of the activities from A3 below such as gap-filling or sequencing before listening, then listen to check.

A2. Listening for gist

Picture-selecting: Show students two or more alternative pictures, magazine photos perhaps, and ask them to say which one best matches the content/mood of the lyric and why.

Note-taking: Ask students to listen to the song and take notes, key words, main characters, main events for example.

Discourse-type recognition: Ask students to listen and identify the kind of discourse in the song; is it a dialogue? a narrative? a monologue in somebody's mind? addressed to the listener? self-addressed?

Function recognition: Is the singer promising? warning? day-dreaming? tale-telling? complaining? reminiscing? inviting? requesting? 

A3. Listening for detail

Word-spotting: Present some key words from the lyric plus some not in the lyric. Ask students to circle the words they hear, and perhaps order the words which are in the song.

Gap-filling: Give students a copy of the lyric with some words erased. Ask them to listen and fill in the missing words. This can be made easier if you provide a list of the words erased.

Error-finding: Give students a copy of the lyric with some errors, for example wrong words, extra words or words missing. Ask them to listen and identify the errors.

Sequencing: Give students a copy of the lyrics with the lines in the wrong order or cut into strips. Ask them to listen and put them in the right order.

Picture-sequencing: Give students pictures with scenes from the lyric. Ask them to listen and put the pictures in the correct order. They could suggest an order and a story before listening.

Picture-differences: Give students pictures representing the lyric, but with some differences. Ask them to listen and indicate the inaccuracies on the picture.

Dictation: Play the tape many times and ask students to write the words from the song or a section of it. Students could do this in teams and cooperate to complete the text.

Questions: Prepare comprehension questions. Ask students to listen and answer the questions.

True or false: Prepare true or false statements about the lyric and ask students to listen and say if they are true.
B. Language
The song may be used as a sample for analysis. Give the students copies of the lyric and work together to analyse linguistic features in the text. Alternatively, with a little more preparation, the teacher can turn the lyric into an exercise. Here are some ideas.

B1. Grammar

Tense-selecting: Erase the verbs and put the infinitive by the gap. Ask students to put the verbs in an appropriate tense. Listen to check.

Error-identifying: Give students a copy of the lyric containing grammatical errors and ask them to correct the errors. Listen to check.

Transformation: Ask students to entirely transform the song; from active to passive;from direct to reported speech; from masculine to feminine; from first person to third person ;from positive to negative; from present to past. They could attempt to sing their transformed versions. Or: transform the lyric yourself and ask the students to transform it back to the original and listen to check.

Word-ordering: Give lines from the song with words in a jumbled order. Ask them to order the words and listen to check.

B2. Vocabulary

Text-reconstruction: Erase all the words in the lyric or parts of it, and number each gap. Ask students to listen once, then try to reconstruct the text by saying the number and the word they think goes in that gap. Make it easier by giving first letters or specifying the part of speech of the word.

Lexical transformation: Give students a copy of the text, but with words replaced by an antonym where possible. Ask students to convert the text to opposites and listen to check. Or: ask students to prepare a transformed version of and perhaps sing it. They could replace words with synonyms.

Search: Ask students to search the text for lexically related words; synonyms; antonyms; hyponyms; meronyms.

Lexical gaps: Give students a copy of the lyric with gaps. Make sure that it is possible to fill the gaps by looking at the context. Ask them to fill the gaps by guessing, then listen to check.

B3. Pronunciation

Sound search: Ask students to search the text for examples of a given sound, or for rhyming words.

Stress search: Ask students to search the text for words with a given stress pattern.

Script transformation: Give students a copy of the lyric with some or all words given in phonetic script. Ask them to convert these and listen to check.

Drilling: Ask students to practise pronunciation by repeating certain parts of the lyric. Focus on a particular feature; weak forms; contractions; stress time; liaison.

Singing: Ask students to sing along to the song, or chant the words to the music. 

Topic
C1. Characters

Diary-writing: Ask students to write diary entries for the characters.

Letters: Ask students to write letters to or from the characters, giving advice for example.

Role-play: Ask students to role-play characters from the song.

Imagining: Ask students to extend the characters, imagining what they look like, do in their free time, would do in given situations and so on.

C2. Plot

Summarizing: Ask students to summarize the events in the lyric.

Continuing: Ask students to continue the story. The continuation could be written as lyrics and sung.

Prior events: Ask students to imagine how the characters ended up in that situation. 

Reporting: Ask students to rewrite the lyric as a newspaper article.

Story-telling: Ask students to tell the story as a personal anecdote to a classmate. The classmate should respond with appropriate emotion such as interest or sympathy.

C3. Lyric poetry

Genre transformation: Ask students to rewrite the lyric in a different genre or register; a dialogue; a speech; very formally; very informally; a TV report; a newspaper report; a passage from a novel.

Ambiguity: Discuss alternative interpretations of ambiguous passages from the lyric.

C4. Musical styles

Classification: Ask students to classify the musical style; rock; folk; jazz; punk; rap; funk.

Culture reflection: Discuss how culture is reflected in the song; could this happen in your country? In any country? Could the male/female roles in this song be reversed? How old do you think this character must be?

A. Sample listening activities (Norwegian Wood/Wonderful World)
You will hear a song with these words in it. What do you think the song will be about?
I   girl   room   stay   sit   drinking   talk   sleep   morning   alone

Listen to the song. Underline the words you hear.
girl    boy   

house   room  

good   bad   

stay    go    

sit   stand   

table   chair

shower   bath

laugh    cry
1 There is one wrong word in each line. Which one do you think it is? Underline it.
I once had a goal     girl
Or should I play     _____

She once had tea?     _____

She showed me her fruit:     _____


“Isn't it food     _____


Norwegian jam?”     _____

2 Listen to the song. Did you underline the wrong words?

3Listen again. Write the correct word in the space at the end.
Listen to the song. Write true or false.
1 They went to the girl’s room.

2 He sat on a chair.

3 They drank beer.

4 She went to bed at two o’clock.

5 He had a bath.

6 She left before him in the morning.

You will listen to a song to answer these questions. But perhaps you can answer some of them before you listen!  (Wonderful World)

1. What colour are the trees?

2. What are red?

3. Who do they bloom for?

4. What does he think to himself?

5. What are blue?

6. What colour are the clouds?

7.  What is bright and blessed?

8. What is dark and sacred?

9. What is so pretty in the sky?

10. Whose faces also have colours like the rainbow?

11. Who are shaking hands and saying “How do you do?”?

12. What are they really saying?

13. What does he hear the babies doing?

14. What does he watch the babies doing?

15. What will they do?
B. Sample language activities
Sample language analysis tasks (Norwegian Wood):
-Read the song and underline the verbs in simple past. How many are regular and how many irregular?

-Find these words in the text. Then find rhyming words.
good   anywhere   said   laugh   alone

-Look at the regular past tense words in the song. In which one is the ending -ed pronounced as a syllable /id/?

-Find all the examples of the word to in the song. Which one could you change to in order to?

-Where could you add the word that in the song?

-Find expressions with these meanings:
       1 Waiting for a good opportunity        2 The hunted person had escaped
1  Listen. You will hear this part of a song only once. Do not write. (Tom’s Diner)

2 Guess the words. Your teacher can say yes or no.


Tip: Don’t try to do this just from memory. Think of grammar too, and common words 
like in, on, the, a, is, are...

Example: 
- Is the word on in it?



- Yes.




- Is on in space number three?




- No
1______  2______  3_____________    4_____  5______  6_______________

7______  8______  9___diner_   10_____  11_____  12______________

13_____  14_____  15____________   16_____  17______  18_________

19______  20_______  21_______   22_______  23_________  24______  25__________
Put the correct forms of these verbs in the gaps. Then listen to check.

sit  wait  pour  fill  look  see  come  shake  kiss  see

I am __________ in the morning at the diner on the corner

I am __________ at the counter for the man to ________ the coffee

And he _________ it only half way and before I even argue

He is __________ out the window at somebody coming it

It is always nice to ________ you.....etc
Match the beginnings and ends of the lines (there is more than one possibility)
I am sitting






only half way

At the diner






to pour the coffee

I am waiting






in the morning

For the man






out the window

And he fills






coming in

And before






on the corner

He is looking






at the counter

At somebody






I even argue

C. Sample topic activities

Sample diary entry (Norwegian Wood)

November 8th
Met a boy called Martin last night. Came back to my room to drink. Talked. Went to bed at two. Too late for him to go home so he slept in bath.

November 9th
Left for work. Martin still asleep. Got home at five. Martin gone. Hehad made a fire with some of my Norwegian wood furniture! I can’t understand some people!

Sample summary (Tom’s Diner)

A woman goes to the diner on her way to work. She watches the people and reads the newspaper. She is sad and lonely. I think she has separated from her boyfriend.

Norwegian Wood

The Beatles
I once had a girl

Or should I say

She once had me?

She showed me her room:


“Isn't it good


Norwegian wood?”

She asked me to stay

And she told me to sit anywhere

So I looked around

And I noticed there wasn't a chair

I sat on the rug

Biding my time

Drinking her wine

We talked until two

And then she said


“It's time for bed”

She told me she worked in the morning

And started to laugh

I told her I didn't

And crawled off to sleep in the bath

And when I awoke

I was alone

This bird had flown

So I lit a fire 

Isn't it good, Norwegian wood?

Summer Holiday

Bruce Welch & B. Bennet (as sung by Cliff Richard)






Copyright 1963  Elstree Music Ltd

Here are the words of a song. There is one word wrong in every line. Can you guess which one?

Now listen and check.

                  going

We’re all showing on a summer holiday

No more working for a week or shoe

Fun and after on our summer holiday

No more honey for me and you

For a cheek or two

We’re going where the sun lines brightly

We’re going where the tea is blue

We’ve seen it on the groovy

Now let’s see if it’s new

Everybody has a summer helicopter

Doing things they always winter to

Snow we’re going on a summer holiday

To make our beans come true

For she and you
If the word is in the song, note it here.





           on








