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More Than Words 1

1 Introduction

English is the world’s most widely spoken language, the lingua franca of
international trade, research, and diplomacy, and the pre-eminent language of
globalised popular culture. This status affords significant advantage and oppor-
tunity to countries where English is a first language, including in the teaching of
English to more than 1.5 billion learners worldwide (Bentley, 2014; Patel, Solly,
and Copeland, 2023). Despite growing traction for the notions of ‘World
Englishes’, ‘Global English’, and ‘International English’, all of which challenge
anglophone countries’ assumed authority over the English language (Hamid,
2023; Pennycook, 2017), the multi-billion-dollar English language teaching
(ELT) industry still reflects the historical colonial-imperialist hegemony of the
UK and the USA and is a major component of Anglosphere countries’ soft
power (Cod6 and McDaid, 2019; Knudsen and Markovic, 2021). Each year,
British and American publishing houses, including National Geographic,
Oxford University Press, and Pearson, produce millions of coursebooks and
multimedia resources that are used to teach hundreds of millions of learners
across the world. These coursebooks function to standardise the global provi-
sion of ELT and retain authority over the English language at the anglophone
centre.

Outside of formal education, learners encounter English daily through songs,
owing to the ubiquity of anglophone popular music. While many such encounters
are passive — hearing songs on television shows or advertisements, for example —
they are nonetheless a mainstay of English language learners’ life-worlds
(Summer, 2018) and can serve as a gateway to active engagement with English
language culture, particularly among adolescents. Given the global dominance of
anglophone popular music, it is reasonable to assume that English language pop
songs account for a large proportion of the estimated 10,000 hours adolescents
accrue listening to popular music (Miranda, 2013; Roberts, Henriksen, and Foehr,
2009). Summer (2018), for example, found that German teenagers listened to
English language songs for an average of 1.5 hours a day. Like English itself,
Anglo-American popular music serves as a vehicle for Western values, products,
and, of course, language. Like language education, popular music is a vital
component of the UK’s, the USA’s, and other anglophone countries’ export
economies and soft power apparatus (Holden, 2013; UK Music, 2021).

This Element sheds light on musical practices that occur at the nexus of ELT
and popular music. English language teachers keen to capitalise on their students’
passion for popular music have long recognised pop songs’ potential to support
learning and have explored songs’ pedagogical affordances in their classrooms.
Educational publishers, too, increasingly incorporate music into their syllabi,
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2 Twenty-First Century Music Practice

including what are known as ‘ELT songs’ — songs composed specifically for ELT
contexts. Typically, ELT songs are written in Western pop vernaculars with lyrics
that feature aspects of the target language including grammar, lexis, idioms, and
pronunciation. Educational resources first and foremost, ELT songs arguably lack
the authenticity of songs encountered by learners in naturalistic settings. However,
they avoid the potentially hazardous features associated with ‘real’ pop songs,
such as erroneous grammar, slang vernaculars, and adult themes, which can
discourage teachers from incorporating songs into their classroom teaching.

We, the authors, have professional backgrounds in the music and education
sectors, having worked at different points in our careers as songwriters, com-
posers, and teachers. These normally discrete career pathways converged in 2015
when we secured a contract to write ELT songs for a major British publisher, and
we have since developed a portfolio of more than 200 published ELT songs.
While our musical and educational backgrounds equipped us with the basic skills
and understanding necessary to undertake this work, we soon realised that the
creative practices, professional values, and expectations associated with song-
writing and language education do not always align straightforwardly. Musical
decision-making based on intuition and aesthetic judgement can be thwarted by
the rigidity of linguistic requirements, and playful strategies for idea generation
can jar with the more disciplined working norms of non-musical collaborators.
Over time, however, the linguistic, musical, and pedagogical imperatives guiding
the work became points of negotiation, balance, and compromise, in discussion
with collaborators and stakeholders. Through these negotiations, we developed
our music practice of ELT songwriting, replete with its own compositional
strategies, formal conventions, and normative aesthetics.

The practice of ELT songwriting sits within a wider field of mutually contin-
gent music practices, comprising musical language teaching (teachers using
songs in their classrooms), musical language learning (students learning lan-
guage by listening to and/or performing music), and musical curriculum design
(the commissioning and programming of songs for educational purposes).
These practices are engaged in by millions globally, yet they occur in spaces
that would not ordinarily be considered musical spaces. Most participants in
this field are not trained musicians, and musical aims are seen as incidental to
non-musical ones.

Despite music’s secondary status in an ELT context, choosing to use songs to
teach English is fundamentally a musical decision because it is predicated on
songs’ added musical value over other texts. However, research into language
teacher cognition suggests that teachers’ use of songs is rarely underpinned by
an informed understanding of Zow songs function to support language acquisi-
tion; rather, it stems from an intuitive or experience-based conviction that they
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More Than Words 3

do (see Section 3.4). Still less is known about the reasoning behind ELT songs’
characteristics — their form, genre, tempo, timbre, arrangement, mix, and other
factors — and how these relate to pedagogical aims and learner experiences. To
address this knowledge gap, in this Element we generate insight into the common
but little-understood phenomenon of ELT songs, through an emic investigation
of ELT songwriting and production.

1.1 Contribution to Knowledge

This Element sits across the domains of songwriting and ELT, and we anticipate
that it will interest practitioners and scholars of both. Moreover, its original
contributions to knowledge are of potential value to scholars working in cognate
areas, including but not limited to the study of creative practice, practice-led
research, applied linguistics, interdisciplinary collaboration, and the creative
industries.

To our knowledge, this Element is the first in-depth study of the ELT song
phenomenon. Despite there being an established literature surrounding the use
of songs in language teaching, almost all studies concern the use of commercial
pop songs in the classroom as opposed to songs composed for the classroom (for
exceptions, see Lee and Schreibeis, 2021; Legg, 2009; Ludke, 2018). For the
field of ELT, then, this Element addresses a conspicuous absence in the litera-
ture, helping to bring research into line with practice. Another gap that we
address is the dearth of attention afforded to the role of music (as opposed to
lyrics) in song-based learning and teaching. Most existing studies of song use in
ELT build their theoretical frameworks through engagement with pedagogical
and applied linguistics literatures and/or insights from ELT practice, and seldom
engage with work in the fields of popular music studies, musicology, or the
psychology of music. We seek to establish points of intersection across these
literatures. Finally, in documenting and reflecting on our ELT songwriting
practice, we generate fresh insight into the phenomenon of the ELT song from
an insider perspective, enabling a richer understanding of the perceptions,
values, and beliefs underpinning the ELT song field.

For music and related disciplines, this Element broadens the contextual and
theoretical scope of songwriting scholarship through its focus on an established
but lesser-known domain of songwriting whose underpinning priorities, con-
straints, and norms differ from those which dominate the existing songwriting
literature. We present ELT songwriting as a practice of writing to brief, where
both process and product are contingent on extra-musical decision-making and
where musical values are ancillary to strict linguistic and pedagogical criteria.
Furthermore, ELT songs are composed for children, and ELT songwriting is
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4 Twenty-First Century Music Practice

therefore governed by a matrix of thematic, moral, aesthetic, and temporal con-
straints and imperatives associated with childhood and adolescence. Moreover,
beyond its specific context, ELT songwriting serves as a case study for less
glamorous songwriting work (Long and Barber, 2015) that often constitutes
a major, main, or even sole income stream for professional songwriters, but is
under-represented in songwriting research.

1.2 Methodology and Approach

Our approach to researching and writing this Element is best described as practice-
led, as opposed to practice-based or practice-as-research (Nelson, 2006). Like any
creative endeavour, our songwriting practice involves finding solutions to prob-
lems, but it does not follow a predetermined research agenda wherein the practice
itself constitutes an inductive research method. Furthermore, while our practice
generates creative outputs — ELT songs — these are not research outputs through
which new knowledge is shared with scholarly and practitioner audiences. Rather,
they are commercial, task-oriented products for a defined purpose and user
community.

However, the impetus to write better ELT songs and the desire to understand
what constitutes a good ELT song are both practice-/ed, and the questions,
problems, and challenges encountered over several years of songwriting prac-
tice are the basis for the lines of enquiry pursued across the different sections of
this Element. What exactly are songs? How do music and lyrics relate to one
another in the context of a song and what are the implications of this relationship
for language teaching? How do ELT songs differ from other types of song? How
are they experienced in the classroom and where do they sit in the wider context
of the ELT industry? What do teachers, learners, and other stakeholders need
and expect from ELT songs? And, most importantly, how can we write ELT
songs that are effective, enjoyable, and fit for purpose?

We have attempted to answer these questions in three ways: deductively, by
reviewing existing research and practice; abductively, through reflecting on our
ongoing practice; and inductively, by eliciting the compositional stories inher-
ent in artefacts (our songs) (Makeld, 2007). Undertaking this project alongside
our ongoing songwriting practice provided a basis for embedded critical reflec-
tion throughout, supporting evidence-based practice and practice-led research.

1.3 Outline

Sections 2 and 3 offer an in-depth investigation into what ELT songs are. In
Section 2, we unpack the nature of songs as linguistic and musical texts, as an
oral—aural phenomenon, and as recorded sound, and explore the relationships
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More Than Words 5

among songs’ lyrical, musical, and sonic aspects and the implications of these
relationships for the use of songs in language teaching. In Section 3, we focus on
ELT songs as a specific genre of song, outlining the historical developments out
of which they have emerged and situating them in relation to the current
contexts in which they are written, listened to, and made.

Sections 4, 5, and 6 centre on the practice of ELT songwriting. In Section 4,
we consider the perspectives and expectations of different stakeholders
involved in the commissioning, production, use, and reception of ELT songs
and propose a set of evaluative criteria for ‘good’ ELT songs that balance
different stakeholders’ priorities. We also identify some compositional dilem-
mas that arise when attempting to reconcile linguistic, pedagogical, and musical
aims and priorities. In Section 5, we explore these dilemmas through examples
from our own practice and reflect critically on our work and creative process in
light of insights from earlier sections. In the final, short section, Section 6, we
propose a model for ELT songwriting as a relational and multidisciplinary
process distinct from other forms of songwriting and identify areas for further
research.

2 Words and Music

As explained in Section 1, ELT songs are songs written for use in another
musical practice — the teaching of English through music. Notwithstanding
this specific purpose, however, they are also just songs. Because songs are
a primordial phenomenon of human culture, and a ubiquitous feature of our
everyday lives, it is rare outside of musicology for their generic nature to be
interrogated phenomenologically. In other words, ordinary listeners enjoy
songs, and may well discuss and even analyse individual songs, but they do
not usually concern themselves with the question of what songs are, because
they know intuitively." This includes ELT teachers, curriculum designers, and
young learners, most of whom are musically untrained. As a result, there is little
understanding of, or attention given to, what actually occurs cognitively,
emotionally, physiologically, and socioculturally when learners listen to
asong. Yet research suggests that these dimensions are central to songs’ efficacy
in engaging learners and supporting their language acquisition and skills devel-
opment, and also to teachers’ rationales for using songs in the classroom (which
we discuss in Sections 3 and 4). We therefore begin this section by considering
the nature of songs — their properties, their reception, and their role in human
life — and what this might mean for the use, and in our case composition, of
songs for language teaching.

! Though what constitutes ‘song’ differs across global cultures and traditions.
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6 Twenty-First Century Music Practice

2.1 What Are Songs?

Songs are musical compositions that combine words and music, and are usually
sung; that is, songs are usually projected into the world by the human voice,
which shapes their melodic, rhythmic, dynamic, timbral, and phonological
contours and thus imbues them with musical and linguistic meaning. Like all
vocal utterances, a song manifests as sound through disturbances in air pressure
from the point of leaving the singer’s mouth, creating acoustic waves that are
later received by the listener’s ear. The listener’s auricle amplifies the acoustic
waves and funnels them down the ear canal, where they strike the listener’s ear
drum. Thereafter they reverberate through the ossicle bones and into the listen-
er’s fluid-filled cochlea, whose thousands of hair cells send neurochemical
signals to the brain via the auditory nerve. The auditory cortex processes
these signals, recognising pitch and dynamics, and parsing out language and
music. Through perceptive and cognitive mechanisms distributed across several
regions of the brain, this new musical and linguistic input interfaces with the
listener’s prior knowledge, generating emotional and cognitive meaning.

Songs are therefore profoundly physiological (Chesebro et al., 1985) and
intimately associated with their singers’ voices. The voice connotes selfhood,
identity, and expression, particularly of emotions (Cavarero, 2005). Composers
and performers of songs exploit the expressive potential of the voice to achieve
levels of emotional intensity unattainable through speech, which has more
restricted tonal and dynamic ranges.”

As a point of departure, then, four key issues have arisen that have implica-
tions for the use, creation, and reception of ELT songs. Firstly, while songs are
used in the language classroom to teach language, they are multimodal texts
with linguistic and musical aspects. Secondly, songs’ principal manifestation is
as sound. Thirdly, songs are vehicles for the expression of identity and emotion,
particularly through the singer’s voice. Fourthly, although speech and song both
issue from the human voice, speaking and singing are not the same. Let us now
consider each of these issues in turn.

2.2 Songs as Musical and Linguistic Texts

As compositions comprising words and music, songs are both literary and
musical (Bennett, 2012). These are not discrete, parallel aspects; rather,
songs’ meanings derive from the complex interaction between linguistic and
musical systems, and the different levels within each system (Bickford, 2007).
As such, while a language teacher deploying a song in the classroom might

2 With the possible exception of tonal languages.
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More Than Words 7

understandably think only of its literary dimension, students listening to the
song are prone to the semantically generative interaction between music and
language and derive unique perceptual, cognitive, and emotional experiences
from it.

Privileging songs’ lyrical aspect in an ELT context is of course rational and
intuitive. However, while the music of a song is certainly ancillary to lyrics in an
ELT context, there are hazards to overlooking the importance of music to
learners’ experiences, and significant affordances to incorporating music more
substantially in language pedagogy. An informed awareness of how language
and music interact in songs and are processed by the brain to derive meaning can
support teachers, curriculum designers, and in our case ELT songwriters to
foster more engaging, inclusive, and effective learning environments.

Before considering their interaction in the context of song, though, let us first
consider some inherent commonalities between language and music. Both are
systems of communication used to convey information between humans.
Sounds function in both language and music as communicative signals
(Kumar et al., 2022). Both make use of variations in duration, pitch, and (in
the case of speech and vocal music) the shape of the oral cavity to distinguish
among signals within their systems. Both entail the ordering of learnt signals
into hierarchical structures to communicate more sophisticated meanings. As
alluded to earlier, both language and music share physiological, neurological,
and cognitive resources in their production, reception, and processing (Patel,
2012). Fast-moving empirical work exploring the commonalities between
music and language, particularly in cognitive neuroscience, follows centuries
of speculative rumination on music’s resembling a form of language. While, as
Patel (2008) observes, analogies equating music to language can be superficial,
this long speculative tradition highlights that we infuit a profound commonality
between the two, even if our understanding of that commonality is limited.
Finally, both are common to all human cultures (Nettl, 2000), and humans’
ability to make musical and linguistic sense of sound sets us apart from all other
species (Patel, 2008).

However, there are important differences between language and music,
particularly in relation to meaning production, that are highly relevant to the
use of songs in the language classroom. These become most apparent when we
consider the relationship between form and function. Zbikowski (2012) noted
consensus among cognitive linguists that grammar — the linguistic organising
system that supports communication — works through constructions, described
by Goldberg (2003) as ‘stored pairings of form and function, including
morphemes, words [and] idioms’ (p. 219, quoted in Zbikowski, 2012, p. 126).
The form of these constructions both determines and enacts their functions.
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8 Twenty-First Century Music Practice

Crucially, the relationship between form and function in language is learnable
and thus establishes a ‘shared referential frame’ that supports language’s pri-
mary function of directing others’ attention to objects or events, ‘mak[ing]
possible cooperative behaviour’ and ‘setting out a framework of shared inten-
tionality’ (Zbikowski, 2012, pp. 128-129). On this basis, an individual can
communicate, say, a recipe for lasagne by encoding its ingredients, processes,
and environmental requirements in linguistic constructions that will be readily
understood by others provided they share the same referential frame (i.e., the
same language). This also allows for translation between different languages.
English and Arabic, for example, both have signifiers for objects and processes
(e.g., tomato, phlek) and organising grammars that can be learnt and interfaced,
allowing for our lasagne recipe to be communicated from one language to
another within a shared, interlingual referential frame.

Like language, music is composed of formal constructions that become
characteristic of genres and repertoires and can be recognised, taught, and
replicated. However, unlike in language, the communicative functions paired
to musical forms are not clear. Even if a performer and a listener share
a referential frame (an understanding of rondo form or the Phrygian mode, for
example), musical constructions cannot communicate intentionality to the same
degree. Put simply, one cannot communicate a lasagne recipe with music.

Furthermore, music cannot be ‘translated’ to provide differently enculturated
listeners with a precisely equivalent experience.” While some features of music
are thought to be common across musical cultures, others are culturally specific,
and universal or common ‘meanings’ cannot be transmitted across music
cultures like they can in language (Becker, 1986). Rather, as Patel (2008)
argued, when a piece of music is ‘translated’ into the tonal or rhythmic struc-
tures or instrument families of another musical culture, its meanings are funda-
mentally altered.

In its ability to communicate intended, specific meanings within and across
culture groups, language is therefore ‘functionally unique among the phenomena
of culture’ (Bickford, 2007, p. 440). Yet music’s perennial and universal presence
in human life attests to its having meaning, and its usage in social settings,
whether deliberate or incidental, demonstrates its important communicative
function. What, then, does music mean and what meanings does it communicate?

Patel (2008) argued that one aspect of musical meaning is purely formal.
Where linguistic meaning is inextricable from its arbitrary referential frame,
music can be meaningful to listeners purely because the structural logic of

3 Dell and Elmedlaoui (2008, cited in Turbin and Strebbins, 2010) use the term ‘enculturated
listener” analogously to the notion of ‘native speaker’ to refer to insiders of musical cultures.
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More Than Words 9

a given unit (e.g., piece, phrase, passage) engenders musical expectation relating
to ‘auditory universals’, ‘style-specific aspects’, and ‘piece-specific regularities’
(Patel, 2008, p. 305). The fulfilment, denial, and delay of expectations combine to
generate emotional responses in listeners.

We return to the significance of emotion for song use in language teaching in
Section 2.4. For now, let us consider further the structural logics of music and
language via the concept of coherence relations (Wolf and Gibson, 2005). In
linguistics, coherence relations refer to the extent to which segments within
a linguistic whole fit together in a way that makes sense to a listener or reader.
The impression of coherence depends on each segment playing a role in commu-
nicating an intended meaning. Linguistic meaning unfolds over time through the
linear ordering of segments, establishing what we know as narrative.

The logic of music, too, depends on coherence relations between segments,
though, as we have already established, the impression of coherence in music
corresponds not to ‘arbitrary, specific semantic reference(s)’ (Patel, 2008,
p. 328) but to formal expectations. From Wolf and Gibson’s (2005) framework
of eight relations among clauses, Patel (2008) identified six as being common to
music: similarity, contrast, elaboration, cause—effect, violated expectation, and
temporal sequence (p. 338). For example, musical pieces feature recurring
melodic phrases or chord progressions (similarity), and subsequent phases
and progressions that provide contrast; sequences of segments can establish
a sense of cause and effect (the anticipation of melodic descent after a sustained
period of ascent, for example); and so on. Patel’s (2008) analysis thus highlights
that despite there being significant differences in linguistic and musical mean-
ing, there are also similarities in how segments relate to one another in language
and music, and in how these relations establish a sense of coherent narrative.

However, despite these acknowledged similarities, there are surprisingly few
studies exploring coherence relations in the context of songs. Songs rely on
linguistic and musical narratives, and the overlaying of linguistic and musical
structural systems places them in interaction and creates mutual contingencies
and affordances. Consider, for example, two linguistic segments whose coher-
ence relationship is one of similarity, such as ‘I like chicken’ / ‘I like pizza’.
Now, imagine a song in which these linguistic segments are set against musical
segments whose relationship is one of stark contrast or violated expectation — an
eccentric modulation or time signature change, for example. The combined
narrative of the song would be very different from that of the lyrics or music in
isolation because the music would imbue the ‘pizza’ with a sense of dissonance,
undermining the consonance of the lyric and establishing a sense of ambiguity.
On the other hand, if lyrics feature starkly contrasting segments (such as ‘I used
to love her’ / ‘now I hate her”), their narrative coherence can be reinforced by
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musical segments that also contrast starkly. Among the songwriter’s tasks, then,
is to establish something akin to coherence relations across lyrics and music,
in order to synergise the meaning-making properties of both. While some
songwriters might use the juxtaposition of lyrics against ‘contrasting’ musical
properties as a more advanced compositional device (e.g., to imply irony,
humour, etc.), ELT songwriters in particular should avoid ambiguity or disson-
ance between lyrics and music in order to create readily apprehensible songs.

Furthermore, because coherence relations in music are based on expectation
(whether style-specific, piece-specific, or auditory universal — see Patel, 2008),
the overlaying of lyrics onto musical structures can give rise to expectations
concerning the relationship between lyrical segments, and indeed to segments’
structural properties. This interdependence of musical and linguistic structures
has clear implications for the language classroom, in terms of both how listener-
learners process songs and how songs can be employed pedagogically. Let us
explore this via the example of twelve-bar blues.

Twelve-bar blues derived from African American song forms and is founda-
tional to many jazz and popular music genres. As its name suggests, it com-
prises twelve bars — units of musical time comprising a specified number of
beats — arranged into three sections of four bars, each associated with a lyrical
line. Harmonically, twelve-bar blues is typically arranged predominantly across
tonic (I), subdominant (IV), and dominant (V) chords.

Owing to both the pervasive influence of American popular culture and
twelve-bar blues’ structural simplicity and regularity, it has become a globally
recognised form. We might therefore reasonably assume some degree of famil-
iarity among young language learners in many international contexts, at least
sufficient to generate style-specific expectations in terms of form and harmonic
structure. The lyrics of twelve-bar blues also tend to follow a standardised
structure, in which the first line is sung over the first four-bar section, usually”
set to the tonic (I) chord (though the line often starts with an anacrusis in the last
bar of the preceding section), with the final syllable typically beginning on the
first beat of the third bar. The same line is then repeated over the next four-bar
section, usually comprising two bars set to the subdominant (IV) chord and two
bars set back to the tonic (I). The third and final line is usually an elaboration of
the earlier, repeated line, and ends the verse. Subsequent verses will often build
on the first, following the same lyrical structure. Harmonically it usually
comprises two bars of the dominant (V) and two bars of the tonic (I), though
it is common for the final bar to be split across the tonic (I) and the dominant (V)
(known as the ‘turnaround”’).

* It is also common for the second bar to move to the subdominant (IV).
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In the bringing together of words and music in a twelve-bar blues piece,
we see not only the overlaying of musical and linguistic structures but also the
interaction of the processes of meaning-making associated with music and
language, as discussed earlier. The learnt, style-specific formal norms (the
twelve-bar structure and its inherent tonal tensions and resolutions) and piece-
specific regularities (the repetition of the rhythmic and melodic phrasing of the
vocal line) generate expectation of what is to come as the piece progresses.
Concomitantly, the lyrics are distributed across repeated or similar (lines one
and two) and elaborative (line three) units. In this way, the linguistic and
musical coherence relations in twelve-bar blues songs are mutually contingent.
What is most salient in the context of language pedagogy is that the structural
expectations issuing from musical form also generate linguistic expectation.
That is, a learner-listener familiar with twelve-bar blues will likely anticipate
similarity (i.e., a repeated line) at the beginning of bar five and elaboration at
bar nine and will also prepare themselves for a further round of similarity and
elaboration at the end of the twelve bars (particularly if the song features the
‘turnaround’). They will also develop expectations regarding the length and
metre of linguistic units. As such, twelve-bar blues has pedagogical value for
prompting anticipation through the coherence relations inherent to its musical
form, and by providing a regular framework with inherent repetition and
familiar spacings that serve as rhythmically stable lead-ins to units of language.

Twelve-bar blues is just one of many common structural formulae. Popular
music is highly formulaic in terms of the ordering of sections (e.g., verse,
chorus, bridge), section lengths (e.g., eight- or sixteen-bar verses), chord
sequencing (e.g., I, V, vi, IV), and lyric placement (e.g., four lines per verse,
two bars per line, choruses repeated). As with twelve-bar blues, we can there-
fore assume a high degree of intuitive familiarity among learners, which will
lead to expectations in terms of how songs unfold musically and, consequently,
lyrically, owing to the overlaying of musical and lyrical coherence relations.
Songs’ narrative logic, inherent repetitions, and stability in terms of tempo,
rhythm, and metre offer an intuitive and pedagogically versatile framework that
can be exploited for teaching language. Adherence to familiar and intuitive
formulae is a key concern in our work as ELT songwriters, though this has to be
balanced with factors such as novelty and surprise (unmet expectations) which
can be central to a song’s appeal.

2.3 Songs as Recorded Sound

So far, we have considered songs’ status as sound only in relation to singing.
Understandably, vocal features are usually the sole aural focus in literature
concerning songs in language teaching contexts. Rarely are non-vocal dimensions
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of music accounted for, beyond passing consideration of genre choice or recom-
mendations for music to be ‘of reasonable musical and aesthetic quality’
(Summer, 2018, pp. 203-204). However, songs used in ELT are usually poly-
phonic compositions, featuring instrumental and vocal parts, and are usually
phonographic (recorded) and reproduced acousmatically (through speakers) as
amplified sound. These features have auditory, semantic, affective, and peda-
gogical implications that should be accounted for when using, choosing, or
composing songs for the language classroom.

In Section 2.1, we discussed the physiological processes involved in the
production and reception of vocal sound, and the unmediated, embodied con-
nection established between performer and listener through material disturb-
ances in air pressure. In an acousmatic context, however, a performer’s voice is
mediated by recording and amplification technologies that can radically alter
the qualities of a sound source. At a straightforward auditory level, a poor
recording can negatively impact the clarity and intelligibility of singing or
speech by altering or obscuring the consonant and vowel sounds from which
syllables are composed. The significance of this for language teaching is
obvious.

However, the deliberate manipulation of recorded sound is integral to the
practice of record production, a domain in which the aim of accurately ‘captur-
ing’ auditory scenes has long been usurped by that of simulating or inventing
sonic events and environments. Within an invented environment, a record
producer has control over which sounds and sonic qualities are prioritised and
foregrounded. Using specialist technologies, they can also easily circumvent
the intrinsic and environmental factors that constrain and hierarchise acoustic
sounds, such as a singer’s maximum volume or the presence of background
noise.

One result of this process is the illusion of spatial distance. If a producer
records an adult and a child singing, then mixes the child lower (quieter) than
the adult and attenuates the higher frequencies of the child’s voice using
equalisation (EQ), the child will sound farther away. The illusion of space can
be further achieved through the application of effects such as reverb and delay,
which simulate the reflection and decay of sound in physical spaces, and also by
distributing sounds across the stereo field to simulate the directionality of
sounds in a physical environment (i.e., the location of a sound source in relation
to the listener). This can have a significant impact on auditory scene analysis —
the process by which our auditory system segregates sound sources into streams
that can be processed in isolation. Furthermore, within this creative paradigm,
sonic properties that are prized in communicative settings, such as clarity
and audibility, can also be deliberately eschewed for aesthetic reasons (or,
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alternatively, negated owing to poor craftsmanship). This, too, can impact
auditory scene analysis.

As a consequence of these and other sonic manipulations, recorded songs
feature auditory scenes that differ markedly from those encountered in ‘real’
physical environments, and crucially are intended for different listening practices
from those of communicative settings or, indeed, listening for comprehension in
the language classroom. This should be acknowledged and accommodated when
choosing songs for use in the language classroom and when designing corres-
ponding learning activities. However, this might not always be a case of selecting
songs with the most natural-sounding environments; if learners are to develop
the skills required to listen to and interpret songs as an authentic genre of text
they encounter daily (Summer, 2018), then there is a case for incorporating
unnatural sonic environments that reflect the norms of popular music at large.
The competing priorities of realism and aesthetic normativity present a dilemma
for songwriters and producers of songs for the language classroom.

Beyond audition, recording and amplification processes can alter a perform-
er’s voice semantically. Where no acoustic sound source is present, listeners
instead imagine the performer — that is, they construct their identity based on
cues encoded in the sound of their voice, which can correspond to assumptions
about gender, race, nationality, regionality, class, age, and location. In altering
the dynamic, timbral, tonal, and spatial qualities of a voice, the recording and
amplification processes therefore have the potential to alter the cues that inform
the listener’s construction of the performer’s identity.

Furthermore, the ability to mix naturally quieter sounds above louder ones
allows for acoustically quieter styles of singing that are dynamically (and
therefore aesthetically) closer to speech than open-voiced singing styles devel-
oped for large acoustic environments. Some of the expressive features of these
quieter styles, such as faltering, gasping, and whispering, can resemble supra-
segmentals — features of speech that betray emotional states, determine utter-
ance type (e.g., question, exclamation), and communicate features of intended
meaning such as sarcasm, secrecy, or doubt (see Section 2.5). For example, in
the opening verse of the Beatles’ “You’ve Got to Hide Your Love Away’ (1965),
John Lennon’s almost whispered, croaking vocal is mixed so as to be audible
above a backing track of vigorously strummed acoustic guitars, bass guitar,
maracas, and tambourine. This foregrounds cues relating to energy level and
emotional state which a listener may factor into their construction of the singer-
protagonist’s identity (Askerei, 2013; Zagorski-Thomas, 2014).

In summary, then, the recording process (and the performance styles made
possible by recording) can impart layers of meaning onto the human voice that
interact with the literary meanings of songs’ lyrics. While this might potentially
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present problems in a language classroom context, it also offers affordances
in terms of ‘music-mediated language experiences’ (Cores-Bilbao et al., 2019,
p. 2). For example, a teacher might encourage learners to pay attention to the
emotional or identity cues in a singer’s voice, thereby making explicit and
collective the otherwise tacit and individual process of identity construction,
and to factor these into their collective interpretations of songs’ meanings. Such
activities have been proposed as a means to initiate the co-construction of
meaning in the classroom, to foster group cohesion and develop learners’ socio-
emotional awareness and interpersonal competencies (Cores-Bilbao et al.,
2019).

As Askerei (2013) notes, identity categories are signalled not through the
voice alone ‘but [also] through the ways in which the effect of that voice is
impacted by sonic markers in the musical backdrop’ (p. 16). Tropes deriving
from instrumental arrangement, or the sonic environment invented through
production, become associated with certain communities, thereby ‘acquir[ing]
an ideological meaning about belonging to or rebelling against these communi-
ties” (Zagorski-Thomas, 2014, p. 140) which can have a significant bearing on
how they are received by listeners — including, in our case, young learners.

As we discuss in more detail in Section 3, young people’s musical prefer-
ences are intimately tied to the construction of individual and group identities
(Baker, 2001; Bonneville-Roussy et al., 2013; Herbert and Dibben, 2018;
Lamont and Hargreaves, 2019), and young adolescents in particular experience
a narrowing of preferences and strong feelings of dislike for music outside of
those preferences. It is possible therefore that a song’s sonic environment might
provoke strong feelings of dislike among learners owing to social associations,
or might appeal to some learners and not/more than others and thereby under-
mine the positive learning environments and social cohesion that songs can
engender (which we discuss in Section 2.4). On the other hand, attention to
learners’ preferences can support the selection of songs that engage learners and
enhance those aspects. As ELT songwriters, we have to pay careful attention to
our songs’ production, in terms of how we render individual voices (from both
purely auditory and semantic perspectives), how we simulate space, and how
we achieve an engaging and inclusive aesthetic that corresponds to the prefer-
ences of learners themselves.

Askeroi (2013) highlighted that meanings can be imparted in a popular song
through what he called ‘sonic markers’, ‘expressive devices in music that range
from vocal peculiarities to instrumental stylings and the technological aspects
of production’ (p. 2). These devices are marked by their association with time,
place, or space within the history of recorded popular music. Because of their
historical contextual situatedness, sonic markers can signify the past, present,
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and future, and evoke real, mythical, remembered, and imagined places. For
example, a song might signify 1990s Seattle through markers of guitar timbre or
tone (overdriven, muddy), harmonic idiom (a sequence of four power chords),
and so on.

Importantly, Askerai (2013) emphasised that sonic markers do not signify in
isolation. Rather, a song’s musical backdrop ‘attenuates the message contained
in the lyrics and vocal performance’ (Askerei, 2013, p. 31) and must therefore
be interpreted in relation to the song’s other elements. By corollary, since lyrics
are attenuated by their musical backdrop, analysis of a song’s meaning should
not rely on lyrics alone and should attend to the narrative function of the sonic
markers. Again, this presents further affordances for music-mediated language
experiences (Cores-Bilbao et al., 2019); incorporating activities that direct
learners’ attention to sonic features has the potential to enrich their interpret-
ation of songs and develop their socio-emotional awareness and interpersonal
competencies. As songwriters and producers, we intuitively seek to align sonic
markers with lyrics. When working in an ELT context, however, this occurs at
a more deliberate level, often in collaboration with, or in response to feedback
from, curriculum authors. We discuss our use of sonic markers in Section 5.

It is interesting to consider the extent to which the signification of sonic
markers depends on lived experience or learnt awareness of their historicity — to
what extent, for example, does a ‘surf guitar’ sound evoke nostalgia for 1960s
Southern California among listeners born in 1990s London? — and therefore
whether they would resonate with children in global language classrooms.
Research suggests that lived experience is not necessary for the development
of musical memory. Van Dijck (2006) asserted that ‘recorded music is vital to
the construction of personal and collective cultural memory’ (p. 358, our
emphasis) and that these memory types are mutually constituted; by sharing
and talking about our personal preferences and experiences, we develop
‘collective reservoirs of recorded music that “stick to the mind” and . . . become
our cultural heritage’ (p. 369). Meanwhile, collectively constructed meanings
are ‘transposed onto individual memory, resulting in an intricate mixture of
recall and imagination [even where] remembrance cannot be rooted in actual
lived experience’ (Van Dijck, 2006, p. 363). This again highlights both the
extent to which musical meaning is socially constructed and the role of music in
fostering community and social cohesion. By incorporating recorded music into
children’s education and life-worlds, including in classroom settings, adults are
engaging children in processes of memory formation and inculcating them into
a collective cultural reservoir.

Two final salient features of recorded music are its fixity (Maloy, 2018) and
its resulting replicability/repeatability. Unlike live music, whose every rendition
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is unique, recorded music is always already an historical artefact and the same
recorded performance is reproduced each time it is sounded. This is relevant
for two reasons. Firstly, a recording’s repeatability has obvious utility in
a classroom context because repetition supports memorisation, and activities
involving songs invariably incorporate repetition. Secondly, and related to our
earlier discussion of sonic marking, the fixity of a recorded song means that it
can never change. Therefore, ELT songs cannot be modified or refined once they
have been recorded and may become redundant or dated. In the ELT songwrit-
ing process, the fixed nature of songs prompts concerns about currency and
longevity, and how songs might be ‘future-proofed’ for the intended lifespan of
a syllabus or resource.

2.4 Songs and Emotion

As noted in Section 2.2, a key dimension of musical meaning relates to music’s
ability to communicate emotions. The emotional impact of music is also among
the most prominent of the supported justifications for using songs in the language
classroom. Researchers and practitioners have long valued songs’ ability to evoke
positive emotions and thereby reduce anxiety (Dolean, 2016; Dolean and Dolean,
2014), increase motivation (Ajibade and Ndububa, 2008; Chou, 2014; Fernandez
de Canete Garcia, Pineda, and Waddell, 2022; Kumar et al., 2022; Kusnierek,
2016; Murphey, 2013; Tegge, 2018), and improve second language (L2) learning/
acquisition (Chen and Chen, 2009; Chou, 2014). However, few studies pay close
attention to the nature of songs’ emotional impact. Closer examination of the
ways in which music stimulates emotions offers important transferable insights
into how young language learners respond to songs, with implications for how the
decisions concerning the characteristics of songs (whether in composition or in
selection), and the ways in which they are used pedagogically, impact the learning
environment and learners’ experiences.

Patel (2008) observes that, unlike language, music can generate emotional
meaning through form alone. Experimental studies have, albeit to varying
degrees, identified consistent associations between defined musical structures
and particular physiological responses associated with emotion, such as chills,
tears, and lumps in the throat (see Kaminska and Woolf, 2000, for a review).
Kaminska and Woolf (2000) argued that these relationships provide ‘clear
evidence that musical attributes can inform emotional reaction’ (p. 133).
However, such emotional responses have been differentiated from ‘everyday’
emotions such as jealousy, relief, excitement, or boredom, on the basis that,
while they can be intense, they are unvalenced — that is, they have neither
positive nor negative connotation (Hunter and Schellenberg, 2010). Others have
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differentiated between ‘true’ emotions based on subjective appraisal of events,
and the ‘moods’ or ‘aesthetic emotions’ evoked by music (see Juslin, 2013).

Juslin and Vaistfjall (2008), however, posited that music can indeed induce
valenced emotions through mechanisms other than appraisal. They proposed six
further mechanisms by which music induces emotion: evaluative conditioning,
whereby a piece of music induces emotion because it has been repeatedly paired
with an emotionally valenced stimulus such as a happy event, even if the listener
is not consciously aware of the connection; brain stem reflex and musical
expectation, both of which are associated with intrinsic musical features;
emotional contagion, whereby listeners perceive an emotional expression in
the music and then subconsciously mimic that expression to the point of inducing
(i.e., feeling) the emotion; visual imagery, whereby mental imagery stimulated
by the music triggers emotions in the listener; and episodic memory, whereby
music evokes a memory which induces the emotions associated with it.

While Juslin and Vistfjéll’s (2008) focus is instrumental music, their frame-
work is nonetheless relevant to the use of songs. Firstly, it highlights that music
not only communicates but actually induces emotion in listeners. Children and
adolescents display high levels of emotionality (Guyer, Silk, and Nelson, 2016)
and are thus highly susceptible — vulnerable even — to the emotional impact of
music. Those with influence over children’s musical encounters must therefore
account for music’s emotional potency as part of their duty of care.

Secondly, according to Juslin and Vistfjall’s (2008) framework, learners’
emotional responses to music depend heavily on conscious and subconscious
association. Care should therefore also be taken in the pairing of music with non-
musical stimuli. This includes lyrics, but may also include other texts, images,
videos, or events, all of which can contribute valence to the often-intense
emotional arousal induced by music. Furthermore, music used in classrooms
may invoke children’s memories of past experiences, or even intergenerational
memories (including trauma), leading to unanticipated emotional responses.

Finally, the group-cohesive function of music identified by Juslin and
Vistfjéll (2008) is particularly relevant to the language classroom, a vibrant
social setting in which human beings grow and develop together, interacting
collectively with their environment and with one another. As noted at the outset
of this section, researchers and practitioners have long valued songs’ ability to
evoke positive emotions and thereby enhance learning environments. In a song,
language provides a communicative framework for directing attention and
sharing intentions, while music supports the sharing of feelings within groups
and, at a culture group level, between groups (Patel, 2008). This is pertinent
both to the increasingly culturally diverse school populations of many inter-
national contexts and to the growing emphasis on promoting intercultural
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awareness in education globally. On this basis alone, a strong deductive case can
be made not only for using songs in the language classroom but also for taking
their musical aspect seriously. If songs induce emotional responses in learners,
and positive emotions engender engaged learning environments that are condu-
cive to language learning, and our principal aim is to promote language learn-
ing, then we should take care to select (or, in our case, compose) songs that
induce positive emotional responses through the considered pairing of music,
lyrics, and other extra-musical and non-linguistic stimuli. In Section 2.5, we
turn our attention to another aspect of the nature of song that is highly relevant,
but under-interrogated, in the context of language teaching — the relationship
between singing and speech.

2.5 Singing versus Speech

A singer enacts the melodic, rhythmic, and dynamic contours of a song’s vocal
line through the same neural, skeletal, and muscular functions that a speaker
uses to shape phonemes into spoken words (speech). Moreover, because vocal
lines are almost always verbal, the singer simultaneously imbues the sound of
their voice with musical and phonological form to communicate both musical
and linguistic meaning. Vowels, the nucleus of linguistic syllables formed by
opening the vocal tract, are the main pitch-bearing units in songs (Turpin and
Stebbins, 2010), while consonants, which begin and/or end syllables by
obstructing or constraining airflow, act as injunctions to mark metre and rhythm.

While speech is primarily a means of communicating language through
sound, the spoken voice also conveys emotional meaning through its textural,
dynamic, and tonal qualities, much like music. Speech and song thus share
many fundamental similarities, but, like music and language, they are not the
same. In this section, we consider the relationship between singing and speech,
and the implications of this relationship for the creation of songs for ELT
contexts. While there is some inevitable overlap with the discussion of the
relationship between music and language in Section 2.1, our focus here is
primarily on sound and syntax, rather than semantics or cognition.

Turpin and Stebbins (2010) observed that because songs feature the voice as
a musical instrument, and because the voice also produces spoken language, we
are prone to seeing song as derivative of speech. The lyrical convention
common to many song traditions of a first-person singular protagonist (‘I”)
addressing a second-person singular interlocutor (‘you’), which depicts an
intimate one-to-one exchange, also contributes to an understanding of song as
a form of speech. These features belie the fact that songs are in fact a heavily
stylised genre of one-to-many communication that, although oral, are also
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written in the sense that they are pre-composed, with often meticulous attention
given to the ordering of words and vocal sound within a framework of musical
and linguistic constraints.

At the same time, however, songs typically have a lower lexical density than
written texts and are, prima facie, closer in register to speech, though they
contain fewer discourse markers or interjections (Summer, 2018). Murphey’s
(1991) corpus analysis revealed song discourse to be simple, repetitive, and
conversation-like, but slower than normal speech. In these respects, songs sit
ambiguously on the spoken—written continuum (Summer, 2018; Trotter, 2018).
In a language teaching context, researchers have explored how the oral-aural
nature of recorded songs holds potential for teaching speaking and listening
(e.g., Ludke, Ferreira, and Overy, 2014; Murphey, 1990), and the slower and
more repetitive nature of songs as identified by Murphey (1991) is arguably
advantageous in this regard, particularly at less advanced stages of language
learning. There is also some evidence to suggest that listening to songs stimu-
lates subvocal articulations — unvoiced, ‘inner monologue[s] that engage motor
mechanisms involved in speech production’ (Killingly, Lacherez, and Meuter,
2021; see Section 3.1). Meanwhile, active singing and chanting have been
shown to support accuracy and confidence in speech production among lan-
guage learners (e.g., Kung, 2013; Ludke, 2010; Ludke and Morgan, 2022;
Mobbs and Cuyul, 2018). However, there are risks to overestimating songs’
proximity to speech, and teachers should be conscious of the ways in which
song texts diverge from the rules governing naturally occurring speech.

Firstly, let us consider phonology. In creating a song, a songwriter must
negotiate a compromise between musical and linguistic systems, each of
which vies for control. In the context of a song, the linguistic system, known
as prosody, can be subdivided into the rules governing the pronunciation,
rhythm, and intonation of naturalistic speech, and the stylistic conventions
that govern the poetic patterning of linguistic sound in poetry. These musical
and linguistic systems entail the segmentation of time into units of different
length and stress emphasis, in accordance with the governing rules and conven-
tions. Because of the referential nature of language, there are limits to how much
its rules can be broken before accurate communication (of specific meanings) is
compromised. In terms of phonology, this requires that the shaping of words
through consonant and vowel sounds, the stress applied to syllables, and so on,
must be close enough to speech for words to be understood as such. Similarly,
the ordering of words within a line should be metrically close enough to speech
to be intelligible (i.e., recognised and processed by the brain) as language.
Musical notes, on the other hand, have no referential meaning in isolation;
rather, they need to be arranged into structures that correspond to musical
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expectations (whether through fulfilment or violation) and fit within the formal
regularities of the musical whole, such as time signature, tempo, melody, and
harmony. The notes attached to words should therefore be arranged in a way that
is thythmical and melodic enough to be recognised as music.

The songwriter must determine what constitutes enough of each element.
When placed into interaction, each of these rule systems suppresses aspects of
the others, requiring the songwriter to make compromises. The negotiation of
linguistic and musical constraints can result in weak syllables paired with strong
beats, the insertion of non-lexical vocables or silences, or the stretching or
truncating of syllables to make lyrics scan better. Furthermore, rhythmic and
melodic constraints can alter suprasegmental linguistic features such as dur-
ation, pitch, and tone, which in natural speech and oral poetry can signal
emotional states, utterance types (e.g., questions, answers, and statements),
and other subtle meanings such as sarcasm that are not implicit in grammar or
lexis. Finally, whereas semi-vowels, glides, and semi-consonants such as ‘r’,
‘w’, and ‘y’ signal syllable boundaries in speech and oral poetry, songwriters
commonly use them to align stretched syllables with the song’s rhythm and
melody.

A final issue relating to song’s relationship to speech concerns grammar.
Many researchers and practitioners have discussed songs’ utility in teaching
aspects of grammar, though few have done so from a robust empirical perspec-
tive. Aniuranti (2021) noted that songs can be effective in teaching English
tenses to Indonesian learners. Tomczak and Lew (2019) suggested that songs
can introduce students to ‘multi-word units’, supporting better idiomaticity in
speaking and thereby ‘bringing them closer to the native speaker norm’ (p. 16).
Akbary, Shahriari, and Hosseini Fatemi (2018) argued that songs can be par-
ticularly useful in teaching phrasal verbs. Saricoban and Metin (2000) proposed
that songs can be used as an engaging entry point into grammar points, ‘leading
the students into a discussion [wherein] the grammar point could be practiced
orally and, in a way, naturally’ (n.p.). Yarmakeev and colleagues (2016) high-
lighted the value of repeated listening for embedding grammatical understand-
ing, supporting both receptive and productive knowledge. Among few robust
empirical studies, Busse and colleagues (2021) found that primary school
learners who were taught grammar through singing outperformed those who
spoke the lyrics or learnt new vocabulary through regular lessons (the control
group). Ludke’s (2018) study found that students whose lessons incorporated
song-related activities outperformed those whose lessons incorporated visual
art and drama, including on grammar tasks.

Despite the lack of empirical evidence, the largely practitioner-authored
literature indicates that educators find songs to be a versatile and engaging
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tool for teaching grammar. It is important to note, however, that songs do
not always adhere to the rules that govern standard language usage. Trotta
(2018, p. 27) asserted that popular music songs commonly feature ‘struc-
tures considered ungrammatical or infelicitous in ordinary speech, but
which are normal in their context’. Summer (2018) and others observed
that ungrammatical constructions have become idiomatic in many forms of
popular music. Finally, there can be a tension between British and American
English in English pop songs (Summer, 2018), reflecting the two historical
and still dominant centres of popular music production.

Reflecting the widespread tacit belief among educators that ELT songs are
(or should be) proximal to speech, we have found that clients, reviewers, and
other stakeholders can be uneasy about features such as stretched syllables,
melisma, or non-lexical vocables, believing them to undermine the clarity,
prominence, and authenticity of the target language and therefore to present
unnecessary barriers to students’ apprehension and understanding. Yet, as
we have discussed in this section, although songs can display many features
common to ordinary speech and have been used effectively to teach pronun-
ciation, listening, lexis, and even grammar, there are reasons to be cautious
in assuming a straightforward derivation or likeness. Furthermore, non-
speechlike features can be vital for achieving musically successful melodies
that engage learners, which, as discussed in Section 2.4, has been shown to
manifest in positive learning environments that are conducive to language
learning.

2.6 Conclusion

In Section 2, we have defined and unpacked several inherent features of songs
that are pertinent to the use and composition of songs for language learning — the
interaction of musical and linguistic systems of form and function, songs’
emotional impact, the auditory and semantic implications of recorded songs,
and the similarities and differences between song and speech. In Section 3, we
turn to examine the features that characterise and distinguish ELT songs as
a specific type of song, all of which derive from the intersecting historical
contexts out of which the genre has emerged.

3 Contextualising ELT Songs

In this section we situate ELT songs in relation to the contexts from which they
emerged and where they circulate. In particular, we will look at recorded
popular music, children’s music, the language classroom, and the global ELT
publishing industry.
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3.1 ELT Songs as Popular Music

As noted in Section 2.3, most songs used in the language classroom, including
ELT songs, are recorded pop songs. They therefore display lyrical, musical, and
sonic features that derive from the historical development of record production.
Let us now look more closely then at the historical emergence and development of
popular music, the consolidation of pop music as its pre-eminent and ubiquitous
genre, and the characteristics of pop songs that have become normative.

In its broadest sense, the term popular music might simply denote any music
that is valued and enjoyed by a large number of people. However, the term is
usually understood to refer to a range of genres that emerged from the late
nineteenth century onwards and were accessible to large audiences through the
sale of sheet music and later recordings, and whose formal and aesthetic charac-
teristics were heavily shaped by the dynamics of demand and supply and the
physical constraints of media formats. Songs written for ELT use display founda-
tional traits of popular music that can be traced back to these beginnings,
including formulaic structures, simple melodies, and humorous, topical, and/or
sentimental, but ultimately memorable lyrics. These features are also central to
songs’ appeal and pedagogical utility in the language classroom.

Popular music is often associated with ‘ordinary” people (i.e., the populus) as
distinct from social elites. In this regard, popular songs are inclusive texts that do
not require any particular specialist training to enjoy or understand. However,
genres of popular music are also associated with identity groups defined accord-
ing to age, race, gender, class, and ethnicity. As we discuss in more detail in
Section 3.2, popular music is also a key developmental resource (Herbert and
Dibben, 2018) through which young people construct their identities, align
themselves with different groups, and distance themselves from other groups.
As discussed in Section 2.3, social identities can be signified in songs by way of
sonic markers, and playing popular music in a social setting such as a classroom
might therefore draw attention to, and/or potentially marginalise, different group
identities. Songs’ potential for both inclusion and exclusion must therefore be
given due attention in the use and composition of ELT songs.

3.1.1 ELT Songs as Pop Songs

Although ‘pop’ is simply an abbreviation of ‘popular’, ‘pop music’ usually
refers to a genre of music that emerged after the Second World War, principally
in the USA but also in the UK and elsewhere. Like other forms of popular music
that preceded it, pop music featured musical aesthetics, lyrical preoccupations,
and formal characteristics that resulted from the convergence of particular
technological, economic, social, and political developments. In particular, pop
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music emerged alongside the notion of the teenager, a term that referred to
post-war adolescents with abundant leisure time, lenient parents, and dispos-
able income, who would become pop music’s core market. Early pop song
lyrics were often vignettes of teenage settings such as parties and dances, with
themes of romance, friendship, new fashions and trends, and the killjoy
tendencies of adult authority figures. Musically, early Anglo-American pop
music was heavily derivative of African American styles such as blues, jazz,
rhythm and blues, and rock and roll. It typically featured a backbeat played on
a drum kit, a substructure of electric bass guitar, electric guitar, and other
amplified instruments, prominent vocals, and the creative use of recording
technology to achieve new sounds and sonic environments (see Section 2.3).
Pop songs’ structural norms were also determined by limitations on length
imposed by the runtime of seven-inch 45rpm records, and by radio program-
ming. A typical length of between two-and-a-half and three minutes emerged
from the 1950s.

Owing to the market-driven pursuit of novelty, constant innovation is also
a defining feature of pop music. The proliferation of genres such as rock, metal,
hip-hop, and electronic dance music (EDM) (and myriad subgenres thereof)
reflects attempts to codify these innovations and mark their social and political
origins. However, pop music’s foundational musical and lyrical traits — short
song lengths, formulaic structures, backbeat, prominent vocals, and youth
themes — are common denominators across most pop genres.

As mass products, pop songs have to be memorable to secure listeners’
attention and compel people to buy them. This is achieved through ‘hooks’ —
melodic, rhythmic, or lyrical ‘moments of salient appeal’ (Smith, 2009,
p. 311). The sequencing of hooks occurs at various levels within a pop
song’s arrangement. For example, a guitar riff might recur every two bars
throughout an eight-bar verse, while a chord sequence might recur every four
bars and a vocal phrase might last a full eight bars. Each of these hooks is an
opportunity to lodge the song in the listener’s memory. Over time, mainstream
pop songs have become ‘hook-laden’ — crammed full of hooks to maximise the
chance of commercial success. In ELT songs, appealing hooks can promote
learner engagement, and if memorable may also directly support language
acquisition.

3.1.2 Earworms

Catchy hooks can stimulate ‘the spontaneous recall and repeating of a tune in
one’s mind’ (Jakubowski et al., 2017, p. 122). This phenomenon is referred to as
involuntary musical imagery (INMI) but is commonly known by another
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metaphorically invasive name: earworms.” Despite popular belief that earworms
are unwanted intrusions (Beaman, 2018; Beaman and Williams, 2010), research
has suggested that enjoyment is an important factor in the establishment of
earworms (Arthur, 2023; Liikkanen and Jakubowski, 2020). Enjoyment of
a song is more likely to drive repeated listening or induce singing, both of which
facilitate repeated exposure to earworms and constitute forms of rehearsal. While
singing involves the physical production of sound, earworms also derive from
a compulsion ‘to continually rehearse the line in working memory’ (Killingly
et al., 2021, p. 458). This is a form of ‘subvocal articulation’ that activates our
phonological loop, ‘a crucial component in maintaining verbal and other auditory
information in memory and facilitating the passage of information from short to
long-term memory’ (Arthur, 2023, p. 8). Murphey (1990) first proposed a link
between earworms — the ‘song-stuck-in-my-head phenomenon’ (p. 53) — and
Krashen’s (1983) concept of din — the involuntary rehearsal of language as
a consequence of the language acquisition device (LAD) being stimulated.
Murphey (1990) hypothesised that, in an ELT context, ‘sticky’ songs may support
recall of phrases and lexis. While the link between earworms and L2 acquisition
remains under-explored and unresolved empirically, it is (to us at least!) intuitively
persuasive.

Research reviewed by Killingly and colleagues (2021) suggested that ear-
worms are easy to sing and feature simplistic and repetitious melodies, notes
that are longer in length and closer in pitch, fast tempos, and ‘melodic contours
characteristic of Western music’ (p. 457). Liikkanen and Jakubowski’s (2020)
review found that inclusion of lyrics and ‘locus around the chorus’ (p. 1209), in
addition to those factors identified by Killingly and colleagues (2021), was
common across experiences of INMI. Beaman’s (2018) finding that lyrical
music (i.e., songs) induced nearly 50 per cent more earworms than instrumental
music lends weight to the proposition that the pairing of music and language
results in more memorable hooks, while findings related to singability and
melodic shape (e.g., Killingly et al., 2021) offer insight into the possible
characteristics of hooky vocal lines. As ELT songwriters, we often strive to
pair catchy, aphoristic lyrics with hooky melodies, and our conviction that this
will embed our songs in listeners’ heads is rooted in our having experienced,
like most people, the earworm phenomenon ourselves. That songs in foreign
languages appear to induce as many earworms as those in listeners’ native
language (see Arthur, 2023; Liikkanen, 2012) lends weight to their potential
facility in L2 teaching.

5 Some scholars consider earworms to be a subset of, rather than synonymous with, INMI (e.g.,
Arthur, 2023; Beaman, 2018).
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It is particularly striking that the prevailing characteristics of pop(ular) songs —
their simplicity, their easy singability and listenability, their formulaic structures,
their repetitiveness, their regular rhythms, and their being memorable to the point
of inducing earworms — often seen as evidence of their being ‘banal, homoge-
neous, unsophisticated, undiscerning, uncultured, low, inauthentic, fake, commer-
cial, conservative, unimaginative, conformist or just plain stupid’ (Huber, 2013,
p. 8), are among the reasons cited by language teachers for using songs (see, e.g.,
Engh, 2013; Tegge, 2018). Indeed, there appears to be clear alignment between
the features that pop songwriters incorporate into songs in pursuit of commercial
success and the pedagogical affordances of songs in the language classroom.

3.1.3 Deixis

A final salient dimension of ELT songs’ status as pop songs concerns the role of
the listener as a meaning-making subject. In Section 2, we discussed how songs
generate meaning through the interplay of their lyrical, musical, and sonic
aspects. A further dimension of meaning-making ascribed to popular music is
the extent to which listeners project their own experiences onto — or perceive
their own experiences in — pop songs (Frith, 1989; Moore, 2016). This results in
part from pop songs’ often oblique lyrics, and in particular their vagueness in
terms of time, space, and the identity of the protagonist (Summer, 2018). Tlili
(2016) examined the use of deictic words (e.g., you, me, here, there, now, then)
in high-charting songs in the UK to establish relational and spatio-temporal
contexts that appeal to target audiences. Tlili (2016) found that first-
and second-person deictic expressions (e.g., ‘I wish you were here’ / ‘when
will I see you again?”) were used to project the ‘personhood’ of, and ‘establish
and maintain rapport with’, listeners (p. 234). Spatio-temporal context mean-
while was kept vague through the deictic words ‘here’ and ‘now’, such that
‘each member of the audience can identify with the content of these lines
wherever s/he happens to be’ (Tlili, 2016, p. 235). Thus, pop songs’ lack of
rational, spatial, and temporal precision invites the listener to ‘appropriate
[songs] as their own, interpret them individually, and place them into their
own context’ (Summer, 2018, p. 194). However, because ELT songs are usually
written to a linguistic brief centring on specific lexis or grammar, incorporating
vagueness can be challenging. We explore this challenge in Section 5.

3.2 ELT Songs: A Subgenre of Children’s Music

Typically, ELT songs are written for school-aged children and as such are
a subgenre of children’s music. Despite its ubiquity and commercial profitabil-
ity, children’s music, Vinge (2017) notes, is ‘seldom the subject of criticism in
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musical press or media’ (p. 1). It is also under-represented in academic research
on education (Maloy, 2018; Vestad, 2017), musicology (Vinge, 2017), chil-
dren’s media entertainment (Smith, 2010), and broadcasting (Deaville, 2011).
This is perhaps an indication that, despite its prominence in children’s life-
worlds, children’s music is not taken seriously by adults.

The development of children’s music as a recorded and broadcast medium runs
parallel to that of recorded music and broadcasting at large. Some of the first
musical recordings were of children’s songs, and the marketing of phonograph
recordings for (and to) children began as early as the 1910s. These early ‘juvenile
records’ featured stories, jokes, and sketches, replete with sound effects and
animal mimicry (Smith, 2010). The earliest known examples are the phonographs
of traditional verses that accompanied Ralph Mayhew’s Bubble Books (1917).
Bubble Books were marketed to mothers as educational resources that were vital
to their children’s cognitive, emotional, and cultural development, and as a form
of childcare that would free up their time (Smith, 2010).

Early children’s phonographs were also marketed to schools as resources for
teaching music appreciation, which emerged in the early 1900s as a means to
train children to actively listen to music and develop aesthetic discernment
(Smith, 2010). Music appreciation classes involved children listening to music
collectively under the close supervision of a teacher. Children’s phonographs
were thus at the vanguard of active listening pedagogies and the positioning, by
adults, of recorded music within children’s life-worlds. In these early mediated
encounters between children and recorded sound, we can thus see the begin-
nings of pedagogical listening practices that would become normative and that
endure today, perhaps most prominently in language education.®

These early developments in recorded children’s music occurred in parallel
with the emergence of children’s broadcasting (Bignell, 2017). In the UK,
children’s programming emerged within months of the first BBC (British
Broadcasting Corporation) radio broadcasts in 1922 and had a didactic agenda
from the outset. A normative, hierarchical model emerged of authoritative ‘aunts
and uncles’ training ‘innocent but wayward’ children in listening as an ‘active
mode of attention’ (Bignell, 2017, p. 3). Thus, like children’s phonographs,
children’s broadcasting was instrumental in constructing the ideal child listener
as disciplined, quiet, and still.

Many of the foundational pedagogies, principles, and assumptions associated
with songs in the language classroom, particularly the notion of active listening

© Lesson plans accompanying our songs illustrate this point (see, e.g., The Magic Cat (Creative
Listening, 2018)). There is no space in this short Element for a substantial discussion of
approaches to teaching using songs, but for existing studies see Bokiev and Ismail (2021),
Coyle and Gomez Gracia (2014), Engh (2013), Kumar et al. (2022), and Tegge (2018).
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and the expectation of calm and disciplined child listeners, bear the trace of these
early developments. This traditional conception of active listening is, however,
paradoxical in two respects. Firstly, the activity it entails — sitting quietly and
still — is distinctly passive, while actions such as spontaneous dancing, which are
indicators of emotional responsiveness to music (see Section 2.4), are implicitly
discouraged. Secondly, while the traditional active listener construct conceives of
musical listening as a purposeful activity, the child listener’s exposure to music
is prescribed and mediated by adults, and they are passive in relation to song
selection. Although classroom teaching is today much more accommodating of
children’s physicality and spontaneity, and children are involved more actively in
the selection of music, tensions arising from these paradoxes continue to influ-
ence the creation and use of songs for children.

In the decades that followed, children’s music became embedded across
popular culture. Notably, Disney incorporated songs into its films from Snow
White and the Seven Dwarves (1937) onwards, marking the beginning of the
animated musical format. Children’s music thus became a serious business, and
Disney’s success in commercialising children’s development paved the way for
later, more overtly educational franchises such as Sesame Street (1971-). An
ideological schism emerged in the late 1960s between the consumer-driven
media culture of the USA and the paternalism of UK broadcasting. The import-
ing of US children’s shows such as The Jackson Five (1971) and The Osmonds
(1972) to the UK in the early 1970s generated anxieties about consumerism,
cultural imperialism, and the loss of childhood innocence, all associated with
Americanisation (Bignell, 2017). Michael Jackson and Donny Osmond also
spearheaded a new trend of using child or teen protagonists whose songs often
featured adult-themed lyrics that simultaneously emphasised the protagonists’
innocence and hinted at alluring adult futures they did not fully understand.
Similarly, the music juxtaposed the arrangements and production values of
mainstream adult music with conspicuously juvenile vocals (Bignell, 2017).
Occupying a liminal space between childhood and adulthood has become
a common trope of modern children’s music (Askerei, 2017), and the question
of age-(in)appropriateness is a recurring source of tension among different
stakeholders in our work as ELT songwriters.

3.2.1 Age-Appropriateness

In the late twentieth century, ‘traditional children’s repertoire ... was largely
replaced by pop music for kids’ (Vestad and Dyndahl, 2020, p. 66). Vestad and
Dyndahl (2020) associated this with pop-rock aesthetics losing their association
with a particular generation and instead becoming a common intergenerational
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frame through which ‘groups around the world share their aesthetic perceptions,
expressive forms and cultural practices’ (pp. 71-72). However, this has also
entailed a blurring of the boundaries between childhood and adulthood, with
both young and old gravitating towards the extended cultural adolescence
implicit in the Western pop-rock idiom. While children’s fascination with
cultural products intended for older consumers has long been observed (see,
e.g., Baker, 2001), anxieties concerning age-appropriateness are amplified in
today’s highly accessible and fast-moving cultural landscape in which children
are ‘youthified” younger (Askerei, 2017). This has led to growing interest in the
role that music plays in children’s socialisation and identity formation, and in
how to balance protecting children from the dangers and moral hazards of
popular music, facilitating supervised engagement with music as a develop-
mental resource (Herbert and Dibben, 2018), allowing children to develop their
own tastes and identities through choice, and introducing them to diverse
cultural experiences beyond the mainstream, such as different forms of music
(Faure-Carvallo, Gustems-Carnicer, and Guaus Termens, 2022; Trinick, 2012).

Educators and education researchers in particular have sought ways to
harness children’s enthusiasm for popular music to drive classroom engage-
ment and to formulate curricula that resonate with children’s lives and tastes
(e.g., Green, 2017; Ho, 2017; Ho and Law, 2009; Kruse, 2016; Wright,
2011). Inevitably, this has centred overwhelmingly on the music classroom,
but the same themes and dilemmas are pertinent to the use of music in the
language classroom. In particular, the ways in which children and adoles-
cents relate to and engage with music at different stages of their develop-
ment have clear implications for how and which music is used in the
language classroom. Yet relatively little attention has been given to issues
of age-appropriateness in the research and scholarship surrounding song use
in L2 teaching.

3.2.2 Taste and ldentity

Research has shown that younger children lack genre literacy and, like older
adults, are more receptive to a wider range of music than adolescents (Maloy,
2018; Vinge, 2017). Their encounters with music are heavily curated by adults,
particularly parents and teachers. Around the age of ten or eleven, however,
processes of socialisation and acculturation lead to a narrowing of tastes, and by
the age of thirteen most young people have defined listening styles (Herbert and
Dibben, 2018). Although their tastes are narrower, however, adolescents listen
to more music than people at any other life stage and their reported passion for
music is higher (Bonneville-Roussy et al., 2013).
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Adolescents’ taste development and listening practices are wholly bound up
with social identity formation. During adolescence, young people build strong
friendship groups, may experience early romantic relationships, and can develop
affiliations with subcultures and even political movements. They begin to identify
with others’ characteristics, distinguish their own, and integrate these character-
istics into new identities (Lamont and Hargreaves, 2019). Music preferences
serve as means through which adolescents explore their identities and express
them outwardly to others. As well as performing an emerging sense of individual
identity, musical preferences also signal membership of in-groups and, by corol-
lary, non-membership of out-groups — adolescents’ strong preferences are accom-
panied by a strong dislike of other styles (Maloy, 2018).

We might reasonably assume therefore that young language learners’ toler-
ance for stylistic difference in educational songs will differ according to age,
and that, among young adolescent learners, songs could potentially provoke
strong feelings of dislike or prove divisive. However, there is little research
concerning the relationship between young people’s music preferences and
their receptiveness to specifically educational songs; pedagogically intentional
music such as ELT songs may not be perceived by adolescents as relevant or
important to their identities, and therefore not carry the same social stakes.
Though it is beyond the scope of this Element, adolescents’ tolerance for
pedagogically intentional songs, and the salience of style and genre, would be
a valuable area for future empirical work. Most important to note here is that, in
our experience, anxieties surrounding adolescents’ tastes, and the implications
thereof for classroom engagement, figure prominently in the commissioning,
composition, and production of ELT songs. However, these can be layered onto
often contradictory anxieties concerning the age-appropriateness of certain
styles, genres, or tropes, and whether songs are childlike enough or too grown-
up. Judgements in this regard are highly subjective (see Section 4), and in the
sharing, contesting, and reconciling of such judgements among stakeholders
(including publishers, curriculum authors, teachers, and composers), a discur-
sive space is established in which the normative aesthetics of the ELT song
genre are shaped.

3.3 ELT Songs as an Industry Commodity

So far in this section we have situated ELT songs in relation to two overlapping
musical categories, popular music and children’s music. We have explored the
economic, technological, and political dimensions of these categories and the
market dynamics that have shaped (and continue to shape) their formal and
aesthetic norms and, by extension, those of ELT songs. However, while ELT
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songs derive from and belong to those categories in terms of form and aesthet-
ics, the industry context and the political economy within which ELT songs
circulate are distinct from the mainstream music and entertainment industries.
In this section, therefore, we situate ELT songs within the global ELT industry,
a multi-billion-dollar marketplace whose principal commodity is the English
language. Although lower in profile than the music and entertainment indus-
tries, the ELT industry is arguably at least as important to Anglosphere coun-
tries’ strategies for achieving cultural influence and economic advantage
globally. The market dynamics and ideological discourses of the ELT industry
frame the commissioning of ELT songs and, consequently, influence their
composition.

The ‘ELT industry’ is a vast domain, comprising a core of examination and
certification providers, language schools, colleges, higher education providers,
and coursebook and materials publishers, and a peripheral ecology of websites
and apps, trade publications, tech start-ups, freelance tutors, and other content
creators and service providers. Estimating the total revenue or market size of the
industry is therefore challenging; estimates vary depending on how the industry
is delimited. Nonetheless, estimates all affirm the industry’s multi-billion-dollar
status. In 2016, Pearson (one of the industry’s largest companies) estimated
the global ELT industry’s annual turnover to be US$194 billion (Jordan and
Gray, 2019), while 2023 reports estimated a global ELT market size of
US$66.5 billion (Market Growth Reports, 2023).

Increasingly, ELT start-ups and independent content creators are exploiting
new media and technologies to reach global audiences of teachers, parents, and,
of course, children. This new media landscape is challenging the established
products and norms of the industry’s dominant players, but it also presents
opportunities for creative entrepreneurs. Perhaps the most prominent example
of recent years is Planet Pop ELT Songs, a UK-based start-up that streams its
songs over YouTube and Spotify and monetises accompanying lesson plans and
other resources via a tiered subscription model. Planet Pop targeted a valuation
of £100 million in 2022 (Godding, 202 1) and secured backing from Sony Music
Publishing in 2024.

The UK has an approximately 30 per cent market share of the global ELT
industry (LearnCube, 2023), the second largest after the USA’s. Its leading
position has been actively pursued by the state via the British Council, a non-
departmental public body established in 1934 to promote British culture, goods,
and services globally. In the era of the British Council, the English language
transitioned from being the lingua franca of an atrophying empire to the
UK’s second largest export commodity after North Sea oil (Mackenzie,
2021). Publishers of ELT materials are a major segment of the ELT industry,
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whose main products are coursebooks targeted at all education levels from
kindergarten to postgraduate. Here, the UK is pre-eminent; UK publishers
sold 58.7 million coursebook units in 2019 (Publishers Association, 2019)
and leading coursebooks such as those in Oxford University Press’s Headway
series have sold in excess of 70 million units (Oz6g, 2018, cited in Mishan,
2022).

Despite new media innovations and disruptions, coursebooks remain the
dominant paradigm for ELT globally, to the extent that their suitability is rarely
questioned by educators (Akbari, 2008; Jordan and Gray, 2019). However,
coursebooks have been critiqued in academic research both for the pedagogical
structures they prescribe (Jordan and Gray, 2019) and for their ideological
assumptions and role in perpetuating linguistic and cultural imperialism (e.g.,
Al Hosni, 2015; Budairi, 2018; R’boul, 2022). In particular, scholars have
suggested that ELT coursebooks promote capitalism and neoliberalism through
the foregrounding of ‘cultural authorities, norms, and values that the United
States and other countries where English is spoken as a first language accept and
acknowledge’ (Grant and Wong, 2018, p. 2; see also, e.g., R’boul, 2022). Others
have discussed coursebooks’ perpetuation of ethnic stereotypes (e.g., Bouzid,
2016), gender stereotypes (e.g., Tyarakanita et al., 2021), and Western-centric
ideals of citizenship (e.g., Shi and Lim, 2022). Others still have highlighted their
role in upholding varieties of ‘standard English’ considered ‘native’ to the UK
and other ‘Inner Circle’ countries and spoken predominantly by the white
middle classes. Some have argued that this marginalises international speakers
(see, e.g., Nizamani and Shah, 2022), ‘misrepresents ... the sociolinguistic
reality of Britain with its numbers of “superdiverse” cities’ (Mishan, 2022,
p- 499), and ‘ignores evidence that indicates that even monolingual mother
tongue speakers of English speak . .. dialects that may or may not reflect the
usage prescribed through “standard” English® (Mahboob, 2011, p. 49).
Importantly, some studies noted that listening material still overwhelmingly
features ‘received pronunciation’ and other native speaker accents (e.g.,
Buckledee, 2010; Chan, 2019; Mishan, 2022), even in locally published or
local-market-specific coursebooks (Chan, 2019; Nguyen, Marlina, and Cao,
2020).

While songs have featured in ELT coursebooks for decades, their presence
has significantly increased alongside the digitisation of coursebook materials.
Songs are sometimes included in the student coursebook as core texts, but they
can also be included as supplementary texts in accompanying teacher’s books
or digital learning platforms. Songs are used for a variety of pedagogical
purposes, including arousing learners’ interest, improving pronunciation, teach-
ing vocabulary and grammar, helping with understanding of sentence structure,
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and fostering intercultural awareness, though researchers have identified differ-
ent levels of emphasis between publishers and between publishing countries
(see, e.g., Peng, Shi, and Zhang, 2023).

Many of our ELT songs were commissioned for inclusion in coursebooks and
incorporate lexis and grammar that correspond to particular coursebook units.
As songwriters, we do not participate in high-level decision-making about the
sociolinguistic diversity of coursebook syllabi. However, issues relating to the
representation of sociolinguistic and cultural diversity nonetheless emerge in
writing, text-setting, and recording, particularly in relation to national and
regional accents and the use of British English versus American English. At
the level of genre, the expectations of standard, ‘correct’ English can be at odds
with markers of identity in popular music, particularly through vernacular
language and through the singer’s voice, as touched upon previously in
Sections 2.3, 2.5, and 3.1. While the briefs we receive often demonstrate
a concern for cultural and even sociolinguistic diversity, the belief that ‘songs
[for] English learners must have proper grammar instead of grammatical errors’
(Ramadhania, 2022, p. 82) is deeply entrenched, precluding the use of non-
standard Englishes and thus of one of pop music’s common compositional
traits.

The ideological dimension of coursebooks is also significant. As Mishan
(2022) noted, coursebooks are ‘de facto cultural artefact[s]” (p. 492) whose
vignettes, characters, themes, and activities enshrine particular values. This has
been critiqued in terms of cultural imperialism, hegemony, and erasure (e.g.,
Mishan, 2022; Pennycook, 2007; Ping, 2018; R’boul, 2022). However, Mishan
(2022) highlighted the impossibility of cultural neutrality and thus the inevit-
ability of coursebooks having ideological orientations. This presents a conun-
drum in the context of ‘global’ coursebooks written for multiple international
markets, and for the notion of global English, which conceives of English
language as an international asset untethered from, and no longer subordinate
to, the Anglosphere ‘Inner Circle’. Attempts to stay within safe, ‘culturally
universal’ terrain and avoid topics or portrayals that may offend constituents of
the international market’ can result in bland, unengaging coursebooks that still
betray Western values, norms, and assumptions (McCarthy, 2021). Mishan
(2022) highlighted in particular the challenge of portraying family life and
gender relationships in acceptable ways to markets characterised by gender
segregation and strict gender roles. Publishers have attempted to mitigate these
challenges by ‘versioning’ — publishing variations of the same coursebook for

7 Mishan (2022) referred to the range of topics avoided by publishers, namely, politics, alcohol,
religion, sex, narcotics, ‘-isms’, and pork, which make up the industry acronym ‘PARSNIP’.
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different markets — or ‘taking a calculated hit in terms of global acceptability’
(Mishan, 2022, p. 496).

While we have written songs for coursebook series by major ELT publishers,
to date these have been for Western national, rather than global, markets, and
hazards relating to cultural (in)appropriateness or perceived imperialism have
been less conspicuous than they might otherwise have been. Nonetheless, songs
we have written inevitably reflect ideological positions which are not held by
everyone within those markets. Outside of coursebook series, we have written
songs for online platforms with a global reach that advocate for climate change
activism,” healthy eating,” LGBTQI+ inclusive families,'” and other positions
that correspond to a broadly Western, left-liberal consensus but are far from
universally accepted moral axioms. As such, although the thematic content
of our songs is determined by the briefs we follow, as ELT songwriters we
are nonetheless part of an apparatus that disseminates ideological values to
children.

3.4 ELT Songs as a Classroom Resource

Perhaps the most salient context in which ELT songs are situated is the ELT
classroom where they are performed, and which houses the audiences who
listen to them and interact with them. As such, the classroom is the principal site
for two musical practices — musical language teaching and musical language
learning — which provide the rationale and the demand for the practice of ELT
songwriting.

As discussed in Section 3.2, the norms of active listening that emerged with
children’s broadcasting and phonographs, whereby adults supervised the acous-
matic performance of music to focused and attentive children, have had an
enduring influence on the listening pedagogies that are a mainstay of language
education. Today, listening attentively to songs in order to accurately distin-
guish language is the basis for activities such as ‘gap-fill” and arguably remains
the dominant mode of listening in the language classroom (see, e.g., Lorenzutti,
2014; Tegge, 2018). Despite this, however, language teachers today use songs
for various reasons and in various ways, and we need to write ELT songs that are
fit for a range of purposes.

There is a sizeable and by now relatively mature scholarly literature concern-
ing the use of songs in language teaching, comprising case studies and accounts
of practice by teachers (e.g., Feng, 2016; Yung, 2023), corpus analyses (e.g.,
Akbary et al., 2018; Murphey, 1990; Tegge, 2017; Werner, 2012), theoretical
arguments (e.g., Boothe and West, 2015; Shen, 2009), and empirical studies of

8 Creative Listening, 2020a. ° Creative Listening, 2020c.  '* Creative Listening, 2020d.
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language acquisition, typically using quasi-experimental designs involving pre-
and post-testing (e.g., Chou, 2014; Coyle and Gémez Gracia, 2014; Mannarelli
and Serrano, 2022). The last, however, are underrepresented in the literature
(Davis, 2017; Tegge, 2018), with the consequence that ‘pedagogical reasoning,
practical choices, and their implementation largely depend on instructors’ rather
than empirical evidence (Tegge, 2018, p. 274). Since a number of scholars have
provided thorough reviews of this literature (e.g., Davis, 2017; Engh, 2013; Lee
and Schreibeis, 2021; Romero, 2017), we do not attempt such a review here.
Instead, we highlight some prominent justifications for using songs in language
teaching which influence and shape classroom practice and in turn influence our
ELT songwriting.

3.4.1 Affective Justifications

Perhaps the most common justifications for using songs in the classroom relate
to songs’ perceived power to induce positive emotions and the impact this has
on learners’ engagement. Dewaele and colleagues (2018) identified a historical
neglect of positive emotions in language teaching and research, leading to
‘classes [that] are too often emotionally uninteresting or emotion-free, which
leads to routine, boredom and lack of engagement’ (p. 680). They argued that
positive emotions ‘enhance learners’ ability to notice things in the classroom
environment and strengthen their awareness of language input [which], in turn,
allows them to absorb the FL [foreign language]’ (p. 678). Drawing on Hatfield,
Cacioppo, and Rapson’s (1994) concept of emotional contagion,'' according to
which humans can ‘catch’ emotions from others, Murphey (2009) developed
the concept of linguistic contagion. He argued that language use is another
subset of human behaviour which, like emotions, is contagious and which also
overlaps with emotions because language ‘involves and expresses emotions at
the same time’ (Murphey, 2009, p. 131).

Accordingly, ‘fostering a positive emotional atmosphere [to] create linguistic
contagion where everyone is caught in the FL use’ (Dewaele et al., 2018, p. 680)
is a key task of language teachers. As discussed in Section 2.4, music has
a primordial function in emotional communication and can support group
cohesion. Unsurprisingly, therefore, songs are widely used to induce positive
emotions and engender inclusive classroom environments that are conducive to
learning. Furthermore, it has been argued that songs reduce learners’ anxiety
and stress (Lee and Schreibeis, 2021; Summer, 2018). A number of researchers
have discussed this in relation to Krashen’s (1982) affective filter hypothesis,

""" Juslin and Vistfjill (2008) also discuss emotional contagion in the context of music listening —
see Section 2.4.
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according to which negative emotions constitute a barrier to learning that songs
can help to reduce (e.g., Dolean, 2016; Engh, 2013; Lieb, 2005).

These insights and propositions from research mirror a widespread belief
among language teachers that songs can engender positive classroom atmos-
pheres (Almutairi and Shukri, 2016; Bokiev and Ismail, 2021; Tegge, 2018). In
our experience, there is a common assumption that the songs most likely to lead to
a positive atmosphere are ‘happy’ songs. In the pop idiom, happy songs are
associated with characteristics such as major chords (see, e.g., Bonshor, 2023;
Gagnon & Peretz, 2003; Kolchinsky et al., 2017), fast tempos (Bhat et al., 2014),
danceability or ‘groove’ (see, e.g., Janata, Tomic and Haberman, 2012), bright
timbres (Bhat et al., 2014; Bonshor, 2023), and positive lyrical themes. However,
because there are several mechanisms by which music induces valenced emotions
(see Section 2.4), these intrinsic features alone do not guarantee a positive
emotional response. Furthermore, as discussed in Section 3.2, adolescents can
be engaged by music that corresponds to their emerging sense of identity and
volatile emotionality, which may include ‘sad’ songs. We have encountered
disagreements among stakeholders concerning the emotional appropriateness of
songs and take these factors into account when writing songs for different age
groups.

Motivation is also linked to positive emotions. Notwithstanding differences
among individual learners, research suggests that using songs in the language
classroom can increase motivation and engagement (Ajibade and Ndububa,
2008; Engh, 2013; Fernandez de Cafiete Garcia et al., 2022; Kumar et al., 2022;
Lee and Schreibeis, 2021; Summer, 2018). However, very little explicit, com-
parative consideration has been given to what fypes of song, or what intrinsic
characteristics of songs, increase motivation. Insights concerning children’s and
adolescents’ tastes and listening practices, discussed in Section 3.2, might
therefore offer the best basis for inferring which songs are likely to engage
young learners emotionally and thereby increase their motivation.

3.4.2 The Conundrum of (In)authenticity in ELT Songs

Some researchers have proposed pop songs’ authenticity as a key motivating
factor (e.g., Lee and Schreibeis, 2021). A common justification among teachers
for using pop songs in the classroom is that they are authentic products of
the target culture that can help connect classroom activities to young people’s
out-of-class listening and develop their intercultural awareness (Engh, 2013;
Fernandez de Cafiete Garcia et al., 2022; Lee and Schreibeis, 202 1; Mannarelli
and Serrano, 2022; Summer, 2018; Tegge, 2018; Westphal, 2021). However,
this relates to ‘real” pop songs rather than ELT songs, which, despite their
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widespread presence in coursebooks, are almost entirely neglected in the
literature and present something of a paradox. On the one hand, ELT songs
possess the defining features of pop songs (see Section 3.1.1) and are thus ‘real’
in one sense. In accommodating pedagogical and linguistic requirements, they
provide an accessible means by which learners can access, experience, and
develop the skills to understand pop songs. On the other hand, as texts written
specifically for the language classroom, ELT songs lack the authenticity of
‘real” songs. For ELT songwriters, this paradox manifests as a compositional
challenge; our task is to reconcile the competing priorities of incorporating
target language and rendering it accessible to learners, while simultaneously
achieving an aesthetic close to that of ‘real” songs to meet young learners’
expectations.

3.4.3 Language Acquisition

While all language pedagogy is ultimately oriented towards language acquisition,
song use is often justified in relation to the acquisition of specific aspects
of language or the development of particular language skills, whether receptive
(such as listening discrimination or comprehension) or productive (such as
speaking or writing). Saricoban and Metin (2000) asserted that songs can enhance
learners’ performance in all four skills areas — listening, writing, speaking, and
reading — while others have emphasised songs’ value in relation to listening and
speaking in particular (e.g., Kumar et al., 2022). Tomczak and Lew (2019)
proposed that songs are useful for teaching multi-word units, such as phrasal
verbs and idioms, because song lyrics often contain high numbers of formulaic
expressions (see also Tegge, 2017). Others have highlighted the value of songs in
teaching pronunciation, whether in terms of exposure to ‘native’ accents (e.g.,
Shen, 2009) or simply in terms of being comprehensible (Saldiraner and Cinkara,
2021). As discussed in Section 2.5, others have focused on songs’ utility in
teaching grammar (e.g., Aniuranti, 2021; Saricoban and Metin, 2000; Tomczak
and Lew, 2019; Upendran, 2001). While the level of empirical support for these
assertions varies, such beliefs shape pedagogic practice in the classroom and thus
contribute to the uses, expectations, and criteria against which we write ELT
songs.

3.4.4 Reasons for Not Using Songs

Despite widespread belief in the value of songs for language learning, several
studies have identified a discrepancy between teachers’ beliefs and their prac-
tice (e.g., Almutairi and Shukri, 2016; Bokiev and Ismail, 2021; Kumar et al.,
2022; Tegge, 2018). Accordingly, some scholars have shed light on why and
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how teachers do not use songs. Such studies are particularly valuable for
highlighting limitations of ‘real’ songs that ELT songs can surmount, as well
as barriers presented by environmental or cultural factors. Teachers in Bokiev
and Ismail’s (2021) study cited ‘lack of teaching materials’, ‘difficulty finding
songs’, ‘time constraints’, ‘lack of facilities’, ‘large class sizes’, and ‘lack of
training and peer support’ as reasons for not using songs (p. 1511). Of these
factors, ELT songs address at least the first two and possibly the last; they relieve
the challenge of finding songs that simultaneously feature the target language,
are age-appropriate, and appeal to young learners’ tastes. Invariably, ELT songs
are also accompanied by lesson plans, reducing the need for training.

Respondents in Tegge’s (2018) study also cited cultural, political, and insti-
tutional factors, difficulty aligning songs with the prescribed curriculum, and
‘fear of being out of sync with the students’ (p. 282). Lending support for the
value of ELT songs, Tegge (2018) called for ‘more preselected songs and
prefabricated materials in accordance with curricula including activities beyond
the “dreaded gap-fill”’ (p. 283).

Murphey (1992) listed twenty barriers to song use from the teacher’s per-
spective. In addition to those identified by Tegge (2018) and Bokiev and Ismail
(2021), Murphey (1992) noted teachers’ beliefs that songs could be foo exciting
or distracting for students, often contained poor vocabulary and grammar, could
include violent and sexist themes, and detracted from the core syllabus.
Murphey (1992) also observed that teachers doubted their own musicality,
and that both teachers and students could be reluctant to sing in class.

Murphey’s work was published more than thirty years ago, and song use in
the language classroom has become much more established in the interim.
Nonetheless, these concerns persist and can be addressed with ELT songs. As
songwriters, we work in close collaboration with materials authors to ensure
that songs complement, rather than distract from, core syllabi and are fully
aligned with the lexis, grammar, and skills foci of corresponding coursebook
units. We can mitigate anxieties about singing by composing melodies that are
easy to sing, such as stepwise melodies within the pitch range of a typical
musically untrained child, or incorporating clapping and/or dance cues that
provide alternative opportunities for interaction.'?

However, one reason listed by Murphey (1992) highlights a concern specific
to ELT songs: ‘EFL [English as a foreign language] songs are boring’ (p. 8). In
our experience, this negative perception of ELT songs still endures among many
teachers and publishers. Indeed, ‘something that doesn’t sound like an ELT

12 See, e.g., Creative Listening, 2020b.
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song’ is a common demand from publishers, suggesting that ELT songs are
associated with aesthetic features that mark them as inferior to ‘real’ pop songs.
Historically, these included ‘auto-accompaniment’ backing tracks, poor record-
ing quality, and limited textural depth and/or variation. Recent years have seen
a trend towards ELT songs that mirror the prevailing aesthetics of mainstream
pop music and whose production values are broadly consistent with commercial
standards. However, some shortcomings that are intrinsic to songs’ melodic,
harmonic, and lyrical aspects, as opposed to their production, still persist. In our
experience, these include:

* basic harmonic structures with an over-reliance on functional I, IV and V
triads (as opposed to richer, altered or extended voicings), resulting in a lack
of emotional depth;

» vocal melodies with no memorable hooks (particularly in the chorus) and
featuring limited syncopation;

¢ lyrics with no discernible hooks, and particularly choruses that do not intro-
duce novel elements;

+ alack of attention to instrumental arrangements.

We try to avoid these shortcomings in our own songwriting and in particular
seek to shape our songs around strong melodic and lyrical hooks. However,
while an awareness of the characteristics of bad ELT songs is helpful, it does not
alone lead to good ELT songs. It is important to also develop an understanding
of what makes ELT songs good, according to different criteria and different
stakeholders.

4 Evaluating ELT Songs

Evaluative judgements are inherently subjective and therefore a matter not just
of which criteria but of whose criteria (Vinge, 2017). Different stakeholders in
the production, use, and reception of ELT songs hold different evaluative
criteria, and listening to, negotiating, and reconciling different stakeholders’
evaluative judgements is an integral aspect of ELT songwriting. In this section
we draw on our extensive experience of collaborating on ELT song projects
to propose the criteria according to which different stakeholders and agents
evaluate the quality of ELT songs.

4.1 The Songwriter’s Perspective

Vinge (2017) asserted that, for songwriters, good music is ‘music that [they]
themselves believe in’ (p. 13). While engaged in the act of songwriting,
songwriters rely on intuition and are guided by their emotional, embodied
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responses to the sound they are creating. What ‘feels’ good is deemed good
and retained, and what does not is discarded. Often unarticulated evaluative
judgements during the songwriting process are determined by songwriters’ own
tastes, their genre literacy (their familiarity with the normative traits of different
genres), and their ability to produce music and/or lyrics that display genres’
normative traits. Songwriters may also prioritise novelty and, conversely, seek
to generate ideas that depart from those normative traits.

This foundational evaluative system undergirds all songwriting because
a songwriter’s own tastes and knowledge are always part of their referential
framework. Where a song is composed for a third party and/or a specific
purpose, however, this evaluative system is mediated by external criteria cor-
responding to stakeholders’ needs and might even be at odds with the song-
writer’s own tastes. Therefore, ELT songwriters must anticipate evaluative
divergence and accept the need to reconcile their own tastes and preferences
with other stakeholders’ requirements and expectations.

4.2 The Publisher’s Perspective

Publishers’ expectations correspond to songs’ intended pedagogical-linguistic
function within the syllabus (e.g., to teach particular phrasal verbs) and general
suitability (e.g., being engaging and classroom-appropriate), but also to the
standards established by previously commissioned and/or competitors’ prod-
ucts (including those of independent creators and start-ups — see Section 3.3).
Publishers also evaluate songs against criteria that are specific to the intended
target markets; as discussed in Section 3.3, publishers are careful to ensure that
materials are culturally appropriate and inoffensive. This is obviously pertinent
to lyrics but can also extend to the musical styles and timbres used, and
particularly those associated with aggression or rebellion, such as metal,
punk, or hip-hop. Finally, publishers’ evaluations are made through the filter
of individual employees’ musical tastes, or through conversation among differ-
ent individuals.

In short, then, a good song from a publisher’s perspective is one that fulfils
its pedagogic purpose, meets or exceeds normative standards, is culturally
sensitive and age-appropriate, and aligns with representatives’ tastes.
However, since these criteria are often tacit, and publisher representatives
are often musically untrained and therefore lack the specialist vocabulary
needed to describe music verbally, they are not always articulated clearly in
briefs. This requires flexibility on the part of publisher and songwriter, and an
iterative, back-and-forth working model that establishes a common frame of
reference.
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4.3 The ELT Author’s Perspective

Usually, ELT coursebook authors are former teachers who have transitioned
into writing after years of classroom practice and thus possess a wealth of
pedagogical expertise. In addition, they possess specific expertise in relation
to the composition of coursebooks, including how linguistic content is ordered,
how activities are sequenced and so on, and how to reconcile their vision with
the demands of publishers to ensure that the product is both pedagogically
effective and commercially viable (Atkinson, 2021a, 2021b).

Historically, the ELT author’s vision underpins each project, and their evalu-
ations regarding the quality and appropriateness of songs are therefore critical.
Like those of publishers and teachers, authors’ preferences derive from personal
tastes, memories, and values, and also correspond to songs’ intended peda-
gogical purpose. In evaluating songs, authors will likely prioritise pedagogical
but also aesthetic alignment with their vision for the project as a whole.

Further, ELT authors are credited by name in coursebooks and other materials,
and therefore have reputational and commercial stakes that likely compound the
importance placed on vision alignment. In our experience, this can manifest in
anxieties relating to the general ‘feel’ of songs, but also focused concerns relating
to specific instances within songs such as, for example, the melismatic text-setting
of a single syllable across multiple notes (see Section 2.5). However, authors can
be effusive in their feedback when they encounter a song that aligns strongly with
their vision, and their enthusiasm is an important gauge of quality that helps us to
iteratively shape songs in alignment with their vision and expectations.

4.4 The Teacher's Perspective

From a teacher’s perspective, ELT songs are not cultural products consumed for
personal enjoyment but tools for teaching children L2 knowledge and skills.
Teachers are therefore likely to evaluate songs primarily in terms of their use
value for themselves (i.e., the extent to which the songs enable them to accom-
plish a task or make that task easier) and the songs’ pedagogical value for their
students. The latter can be divided into ‘pedagogically intentional” value relat-
ing to specific educational objectives (e.g., teaching past continuous tense) and
‘pedagogically functional’ value relating to a song’s ‘contribution through its
lyrics to reflection, enlightenment, and growth’ (Vinge, 2017, p. 7). A further
pedagogical dimension relates to a song’s potential to stimulate a positive
atmosphere and thereby render learners more receptive to language (see
Section 3.4.1). Teachers’ evaluation of this dimension may correspond to tacit
beliefs concerning age-appropriateness, emotional valence (e.g., happy versus
sad), other features that each individual associates with a positive classroom
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environment, and observed effects in the classroom, such as whether a song
causes learners to smile, laugh, dance, or sing.

Teachers acting in loco parentis are also likely to evaluate songs according to
similar criteria to parents. Just as parents’ evaluations are ‘both socio-cultural
and aesthetic’ and derive from ‘a highly complex mix of class-related taste,
discourses, personal identity work, childhood memories, and consideration
of their children’s best interests’ (Vestad and Dyndahl, 2020, pp. 66—67), so
teachers’ evaluations derive from the interplay of memories from childhood and
professional life, tastes, prevailing discourses, and consideration of students’
best interests. Teachers may perhaps be more concerned than parents with
accommodating diversity to reflect and cater to the diverse classes in their
charge and to mirror the diversity inherent in society (Vinge, 2017).

Teachers invited to review ELT songs during the production process do not
usually test the materials in a classroom setting. Instead, they evaluate them
based on their extensive prior professional experience. Like those of publishers,
therefore, their evaluations are inherently comparative.

4.5 The Young Learner’s Perspective

While teachers are the ‘end users’ of ELT songs, learners are the target consumers.
It is therefore striking that, in our experience, young learners are rarely consulted
directly as part of the commissioning, composition, and production of ELT songs.
There are understandable reasons for this: firstly, eliciting actionable feedback
directly from children is challenging because they can lack the analytical or
expressive capacity to verbalise their preferences; and secondly, young children
lack metacognitive awareness of what helps them learn and so are unable to
evaluate songs pedagogically. Nonetheless, as Bickford (2019) observed in rela-
tion to children’s music, evaluative standards in ELT are arguably based on ‘an
underlying contradiction, in which the child audiences who make this music
possible must be disavowed in favor of the discernment and taste of adults’
(p- 229). Bickford’s (2019) observation can be extended beyond musical prefer-
ence to students’ learning preferences and backgrounds, which should be
acknowledged and, where possible, attended to in the accompanying activities.
Given the dearth of first-hand data on children’s preferences for classroom
songs, teachers’ observations offer crucial insight into songs’ reception by
young learners. Drawing on decades of experience of writing children’s
music, Maloy (2018) identified twenty-nine musical, lyrical, and sonic attri-
butes that children respond to positively, whether physically, emotionally, or
imaginatively. These are: ‘an overall melodic range of between a fourth and an
octave’; ‘scale-wise melodies’; ‘melodic intervals of up to a sixth’; ‘a reliance
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on tonic, subdominant and dominant chords’; ‘use of a major key’; ‘no or
minimal vocal harmonies’; ‘perfect cadences’; ‘regular common time signa-
tures of two four, three four or four four’; ‘obvious and regular rhythms’; ‘high
tempi’; ‘AB or AAA structure’; ‘brevity ... assessed as being 25 per cent or
more shorter than the average hit of the year of release’; ‘strong use of perfect or
half rhyme’; ‘high levels of metric repetition’; ‘short, discrete lyrical phrases’;
‘songs where the majority of the words have just one or two syllables’; ‘lyrical
themes of animals, rural or domestic settings’; ‘visual imagery’; ‘first-person
narrator’; ‘child protagonist’; ‘obvious didactic or moral intent’; ‘nonsense
rhymes’; ‘comedy themes’; ‘vocalists who are children[,] adult females or
male adult voices speeded-up to sound like a child’; ‘clear diction’; ‘highly
enunciated vocals’; ‘the use of representational sound effects’; ‘high-pitched
tones such as bells, glockenspiels, or xylophones’; and ‘the foregrounding of the
vocals in the overall mix of the recording’ (Maloy, 2018, p. 35).

Most attributes identified by Maloy (2018) chime with our own observations of
what makes songs appealing to children. In some cases, however, they are
potentially at odds with the pedagogical and/or linguistic aims attributed to ELT
songs — ‘high tempi’, for example, might impose a pace onto linguistic construc-
tions that is unmanageable for the beginner language learner. Furthermore,
Maloy’s (2018) focus is early childhood, whereas the majority of our songs are
aligned with language curricula that typically start in primary school and continue
throughout secondary school.'* As discussed in Section 3.2.2, this coincides with
the periods of identity formation when young people develop strong musical
preferences and an accompanying resistance to other music. Many of the attri-
butes in Maloy’s (2018) list are unlikely to appeal to (pre-)adolescents.

De Vries (2010) observed that children can develop increasingly negative
attitudes towards school music during this period owing to ‘the absence of
connection between the cultural contexts of school, home and community when
it comes to music learning and engagement’ (p. 4). De Vries (2010) argued that ‘to
engage upper primary school children in school music[,] there needs to be an
understanding of what music upper primary children prefer’ (p. 4).'* Although De
Vries (2010) was writing about music education, these insights are pertinent to the
use of music in language teaching and to the composition of ELT songs for use with
older children and young adolescents. Adolescents’ quality evaluations are likely
to involve genre-based aesthetic criteria, taste discourses shared among peers, and

13 According to the European Commission / EACEA / Eurydice’s (2023) Key Data on Teaching
Languages at School in Europe report, in most countries children start learning a foreign
language as a compulsory component of the curriculum between the ages of six and eight.

4 De Vries was writing in the Australian context, where upper primary refers to children of twelve
to thirteen years old.
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early identity work, and thus — as one might expect — resemble an emerging version

of the adult evaluative processes undertaken by parents, teachers, and so on. A key

challenge of ELT songwriting is that children’s development (hormonal, cognitive,

social, etc.) is far from synchronised, such that some children within a class may be

‘older’ (i.e., more mature) than others. Good ELT songs therefore need to be

accessible to developmentally diverse learners.

4.6 What Is a ‘Good’ ELT Song? An Evaluative Framework

So far in this section we have considered the expectations, preferences, and criteria

that different stakeholders hold in relation to songs, and specifically songs for use in

language teaching. In this final subsection, we synthesise these considerations with

insights from Sections 2 and 3 to formulate an evaluative framework for quality

ELT songwriting, comprising twelve criteria and ten dilemmas.

4.6.1 Criteria for Evaluating ELT Songs

An ELT song should . ..

10.
11.
12.

Sl B A i o

Be better than competing products.

Be culturally appropriate in relation to the target market.

Be age-appropriate.

Appeal to young learners at different stages of development.

Be fit for its designated pedagogical purpose.

Not require training or cultural capital to enjoy.

Be singable and/or danceable.

Have coherent and predictable structures (within and across lyrics and
music) in line with normative popular music formulae.

Feature repetition.

Have lyrical and musical hooks.

Have emotional and narrative alignment between music, lyrics, and sonics.
Meet the normative production standards of ‘real” songs.

4.6.2 Dilemmas in ELT Songwriting

1. Speech proximity or optimal musicality?

There is a widespread belief among language educators that songs approximate —

or at least should approximate — speech (see Section 2.5). At the same time, strong

melodies are essential if songs are to be memorable and engaging. Reconciling

the imperatives of musicality and speech proximity is therefore a perennial

dilemma in ELT songwriting.
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2. Target language only or embedded target language?

Typically, ELT songs are deliberately aligned with target language. However,
writing lyrics from level-limited vocabulary can severely constrain the song’s
thematic and metric possibilities and make it difficult to write memorable
hooks. On the other hand, incorporating language outside of the target language
can impede learners’ comprehension. Then again, limiting a song to target
language arguably fails to prepare learners for engaging with ‘real’ songs. In
our experience, this dilemma is usually encountered in discussions around
a brief prior to the songwriting process but can be revisited at the feedback
stages.

3. Standard versus non-standard English pronunciation?

The listening materials of publishers in the UK usually (though not exclu-
sively) feature speakers with neutral British accents. However, as discussed
in Section 3.3, accusations of linguistic imperialism have been levelled at
coursebooks for implicitly upholding the supremacy of ‘standard’ English
over ‘world’ or ‘non-standard’ Englishes, and researchers have highlighted
the affordances of popular music for introducing other Englishes into the
classroom (e.g., Westphal, 2021). These tensions can emerge during the
songwriting process and vocal recording, particularly in relation to accented
pronunciation.

4. Standard versus non-standard English grammar?

Closely related to Dilemma 3, this dilemma relates to whether grammatical
constructions that are erroneous according to the rules of standard English(es),
but that are common to non-standard Englishes and may also be prominent,
authentic tropes of popular music genres, are permitted.

5. Cultural specificity or universalism?

As discussed in Section 3.3, ELT materials reflect the values and mores of the
context where they are produced, which may be at odds with those of contexts
where the materials are to be used. This has prompted attempts to create
culturally ‘universal’ materials; however, these have also been criticised for
being bland and uninteresting. Writing songs that are inclusive of and inoffen-
sive to learners from diverse cultural backgrounds, but remain engaging, is
therefore a key challenge of ELT songwriting.
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6. Audio fidelity versus aesthetic normativity?

As discussed in Section 2.3, invented sonic environments are an expected charac-
teristic of pop songs. However, these can differ markedly from naturalistic envir-
onments and are arguably therefore not an ideal basis for practising auditory
discrimination. On the other hand, if the aim is to support young learners’ engage-
ment with ‘real’ songs, then ELT songs should adhere to normative standards.
A dilemma thus emerges around balancing audio fidelity with normative produc-
tion standards.

7. Fashionable versus future-proof?

Related to Dilemma 6, this dilemma relates to ensuring thematic, musical, and
sonic contemporariness so as to align with the music that young listeners engage
with beyond the classroom, while also avoiding the risk of songs sounding out
of date, particularly if the coursebook and/or materials are intended to be in use
for many years.

8. Childish or grown-up?

The intended audiences of ELT songs span childhood and early adolescence,
during which learners will be at different stages of development and have
diverse preferences and accompanying dislikes. This presents a challenge in
terms of balancing child- and adolescent-oriented thematic content and aesthet-
ics in order to produce songs that are engaging and accessible to developmen-
tally diverse cohorts.

9. Direct specificity versus oblique deixis?

Asdiscussed in Section 3.1.2, a key dimension of pop songs’ emotional potency
and consequent popularity is that they can be interpreted through the prism of
listeners” own (real or imagined) experiences. Using deictic vocabulary, espe-
cially in oblique choruses, establishes spatial (e.g., ‘here’, ‘there’), temporal
(e.g., ‘now’, ‘then’), and person (‘I’, ‘we’, “you’) deixis that place the listener at
the centre and thereby invite personalised interpretations of songs. However,
ELT song briefs often demand lyrics that address specific themes very directly
or impose restrictions on general vocabulary (see Dilemma 2). The competing
aims of directness and obliqueness, and specificity and deixis, must therefore be
negotiated to ensure that the created songs are engaging and serve their linguis-
tic purpose.
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10. Activity versus passivity?

This final dilemma relates to the tension between traditional modes of active
listening that demand listeners’ focused attention and modes of listening
wherein embodied/kinetic responses are encouraged. Just as teachers must
balance focus and fun in their classrooms, ELT songwriters must ensure that
an appropriate balance is struck in the composition of ELT songs. While
songwriters aim to create songs that will engage learners, occasionally a song
may seem foo engaging, to the point of distraction (Murphey, 1992; see also
Section 3.4.4). In our experience, this is most often owing to energy level or
countercultural allure (with pop punk songs being particularly prone), and
a balance can usually be achieved through adjustments to tempo and timbre.

5 Writing ELT Songs

In Section 4 we considered the needs, priorities, and expectations of different
stakeholders involved in the commissioning, composition, use, and reception of
ELT songs, from which we derived twelve key criteria and ten compositional
dilemmas that songwriters must engage with when writing ELT songs. In this
penultimate section we focus on our own songwriting practice and highlight,
through examples, how these dilemmas manifest, and how we reconcile com-
peting priorities at different stages during the songwriting process.

5.1 Responding to the Brief: From Extra-Musical Requirements
to Musical Content

Our ELT songwriting projects are usually either commissioned directly by
a publisher familiar with our previous work or secured through an open or
invited tendering process. Once secured, each project invariably begins with
a meeting attended by a publisher representative, the coursebook or materials
author(s), the songwriters (us), and a project manager. The general vision for the
coursebook, the strategy for and role of songs within the course, the require-
ments of the target market(s), and the project logistics are discussed, and loose
ideas concerning the feel and general aesthetic of the coursebook and songs are
shared. Over the course of this discussion, individuals may refer informally to
songs they like (or do not like), share weblinks, or describe existing ELT
materials. This and subsequent project meetings are crucial both for building
rapport and consensus and for establishing a shared frame of reference (we
discuss the collaborative dynamics in more detail in Section 6).

Shortly thereafter the publisher writes a brief in collaboration with the course
author(s) and sends it to the songwriters. A large project brief (such as for
a multi-song coursebook commission) typically includes a context report
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derived from market research about the education system (including years/
grade structures, national curriculum requirements, teacher profiles), the cul-
ture, and the behaviours (e.g., pastimes, reading and listening habits) and
preferences (e.g., popular music artists, computer games, etc.) of young people
in the target market. It also sets out overarching requirements and expectations
for the project as a whole.

The project brief also includes briefs for individual songs. Typically, a song
brief includes the education level, the objectives of the unit in which the song
will feature, the target language, the target skills, and the thematic ideas. Song
briefs often take the form of a live online document to allow different
stakeholders to add questions and feedback. Below is an example brief from
a recent project whose target audience were Greek children aged seven to
eight:

Theme: Family

Function: Consolidate vocab from Unit 3.

Activities: Gap-fill and personal writing activities.

Language: I like goingto I don’t like goingto  (e.g., swimming pool,
market, gym, cinema, park, beach)

Notes: Skateboarding and scooters are popular with this age group at the
moment. Children in rural and island areas may not have access to specialist
spaces like cinemas, so balance these out with natural spaces. Avoid
consumerist or exclusive activities (esp. no shopping).

Although the brief contains no musical information, it is nonetheless an integral
stage of the songwriting process because it establishes the lexical, grammatical,
and thematic constraints within which the songwriters must work. The brief also
explains the song’s intended function and draws the songwriters’ attention to the
cultural norms of the market context.

The songwriters’ first reading of the brief initiates the songwriting process
proper. For us, this stage involves scanning the language and directions provided
in the brief, seeking out any obvious lyrical hooks, rhymes, themes, or narrative
devices, and waiting for our creative imaginations to furnish us with initial ideas
for lyrics and melodies. As ideas start to arise, we audition them either subvocally
(i.e., in our heads) or out loud, cycling through melodic ideas and discarding those
that lead to dead-ends. To an outsider unfamiliar with collaborative songwriting,
this initial exploratory evaluative process might appear strange; there is little
reasoned verbal exchange between us as we audition fragments, and we commu-
nicate instead through nods, smiles, and other non-verbal responses, or the
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What do you do at the week - end?

Figure 1 Hook from ‘What Do You Do at the Weekend?’

occasional ‘yeah’ or ‘nah’. To songwriter readers, this is likely to resonate with
their experiences of writing songs for general audiences.

For a recent project for a major publisher, we received a brief for a song to
consolidate previously learnt grammar and vocab around the theme of hobbies
and weekend activities. The target vocabulary comprised the question ‘what
do you do at the weekend?’ and answers detailing various activities and
pastimes (e.g., ‘I play football’, ‘I do tackwondo’, ‘I visit family’, ‘I don’t
play tennis’). The range of activities was based on market research undertaken
by the publisher concerning popular hobbies among children in the target
market country.

The stress pattern of the question sentence ‘what do you do at the weekend?”,
with strong syllables set against strong beats (what do you do at the weekend?),
hinted at a catchy hook, from which a melody arose through the exploratory
process already detailed (see Figure 1).

Once we have momentum behind a promising idea — in this case, a lyric and
melodic figure — we begin to discuss possibilities verbally and focus again on
the requirements, constraints, and affordances of the brief. This is where the
ELT songwriting process diverges from general songwriting where no extra-
musical factors need to be considered. In the case of the present example, the
metre of the line is relatively close to natural speech except for the stretched
first syllable of ‘weekend’. However, this lends the melody a more musically
satisfying, syncopated feel and is close enough to speech to be understood by
the target audience already familiar with the vocabulary. At a micro-level,
therefore, we engaged with Dilemma 1 (see Section 4.6.2) and reconciled the
potentially competing priorities of musicality and speech proximity.

The brief also highlighted the popularity of martial arts in the target context,
which reminded us to ensure that the song was culturally aware and relevant to
the lives of its target audience (De Vries, 2010; see Section 4.6.1, Criteria 2, 3,
and 4). However, there were no obvious opportunities for rhyme within the
limited vocabulary provided, raising the issue of whether additional vocabulary
was required (see Section 4.6.2, Dilemma 3). However, by using ‘Saturday’,
‘Sunday’, and ‘day’, we were able to create end rhymes. The draft lyrics were as
follows
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These were reviewed and subsequently signed off, though minor amendments
were made to the first and last lines of the verse (‘tennis’ was replaced with
‘make models’, and ‘both’ was removed). The final lyrics and melody were as
shown in Figure 2 and Audio 1.

Audio 1 “What Do You Do at the Weekend?’. Audio file available at
www.cambridge.org/Parkinson

Source: Open Up. Reproduced by permission of Oxford University Press.
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don't  wvi=sit  grand- ma, and I don't  wvi-sit grand-dad be = cause they live far__  a = way

Figure 2 “What Do You Do at the Weekend?’
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As this example illustrates, then, the songwriting process is initiated by
a technical brief through which the lead author and the publisher communicate
extra-musical, pedagogic, and linguistic requirements which impose thematic,
lexical, and other constraints on the songwriting choices. Our first deliverable
output was a draft of the lyrics, which contained no explicit musical informa-
tion. However, from the very outset our creative decision-making was driven by
musical concerns, and the identification of a melodically satisfying hook pre-
ceded the lyric writing, as is almost always the case. A number of evaluative
considerations and dilemmas arose even at this early stage (see Section 4.6.2,
Criteria 2, 3, and 4 and Dilemmas 1 and 3).

5.2 'Where Were You Last Night?": Emotional Engagement
Through Deixis and Danceability

It can be challenging to write emotionally engaging lyrics from the very limited
pools of the target language associated with coursebook units (see Section 4.6.2,
Dilemma 3). The directness of the target language in the early stages of learning
(e.g., ‘I like pizza’) also stands in contrast to the oblique, often metaphorical
constructions that are central to the narrative functioning and appeal of pop
music. Luckily, learners acquire some deictic words (e.g., ‘you’, ‘me’, ‘this’,
‘that’, ‘then’, ‘now’) at early stages of English language learning. As discussed
in Section 3.1.2, deictic vocabulary is often used to write evocative choruses
that, whether or not they correspond to specific details in verses, have an oblique
quality that invites listeners to situate themselves at the song’s centre and project
their own real or imagined experiences onto it. For example, the chorus to
Jennifer Lopez’s ‘Waiting for Tonight’ establishes a non-specific spatio-
temporal and interpersonal context through temporal (‘tonight’, ‘here’), spatial
(‘here’), and person (‘you’, ‘my’) deictic vocabulary. This lends the song
a timeless and universal resonance, bringing to each listener’s mind their own
‘tonight’, ‘here’, and ‘you’. In our experience, deictic choruses such as this pair
well with melodramatic melodies and chord sequences that might sound absurd
set against more direct or conspicuously childish lyrics (e.g., ‘Let’s tidy up our
room’). In an ELT song context, deictic lyrics also sound closer to ‘real’ pop
songs, and we regularly use deictic vocabulary in choruses to heighten songs’
emotional resonance where the target vocabulary is particularly prosaic.

In 2020, we were commissioned to write the songs for a six-level English
course for Spanish primary school learners aged six to twelve. In addition to
songs that would appeal to young children, we therefore also needed to write
songs that would appeal to children in early adolescence. As discussed in
Section 3.2.1, this is a stage when children’s musical tastes narrow, are woven
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into their emerging sense of identity and group belonging, and reflect their
heightened emotionality (see Dilemma 8).

The six-level course was pitched at Beginner to Elementary levels (Common
European Framework of Reference (CEFR) PRE-A1-A1+). For the levels aimed
at older children, the challenge was therefore to write songs that sounded ‘real’
and resonated with learners’ lives and listening habits beyond the school context
(De Vries, 2010), yet remained age-appropriate and stayed within the target
language as far as possible (see Section 4.6.2, Dilemma 2). One brief was for
a song about ‘City Life’. As with the previous example, the purpose was to
consolidate the target vocabulary acquired in the preceding coursebook unit; the
song would form the basis of a ‘gap-fill” activity. The song also engaged with the
theme of leisure activities but centred on locations in an urban environment (e.g.,
‘restaurant’, ‘stadium’), rather than activities. The grammar focus was past simple
constructions using the verb ‘to be’, and there was a requirement for question-and
-answer constructions, including the question ‘where were you last night?’, and
for positive and negative replies (e.g., ‘I wasn’t at the theatre’, ‘I was at home”).

The brief also established some non-linguistic, pedagogically functional require-
ments (Vinge, 2017). Firstly, in line with the vision for the coursebook, the song
and the accompanying activities needed to invite children’s responses and reactions
on an emotional level. Secondly, the song needed to be not too grown-up and to
depict fun experiences. Thirdly, the protagonists needed not to appear too affluent.

Of the target language set out in the brief, the question ‘where were you last
night?’ immediately stood out for having all three deictic dimensions (spatial,
temporal, and personal) and was therefore an obvious choice for the song’s vocal
hook (see Section 4.6.2, Criterion 10). It also offered a structuring device for the rest
of the lyrics (question-and-answer). Accordingly, we used it as the basis for the
song’s main vocal hook, around which the other vocabulary is presented in answers
and follow-up questions (see Figure 3 and Audio 2).

Audio 2 ‘Bowling Alley’ A section. Audio file available at
www.cambridge.org/Parkinson

Source: Open Up. Reproduced by permission of Oxford University Press.
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Figure 3 ‘Bowling Alley’ A section
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We set these lyrics against an Am-F-C-G chord progression, a common pro-
gression in pop music'” that, to us at least, has both a sombre and a redemptive
quality, owing to the movement between the minor ‘home’ chord (Am) and its
relative major chord (C). This supported a strong melody but, to our ears, also lent
an anguished, longing, or even accusatory connotation to the line ‘where were you
last night?” when sung in isolation (perhaps the singer is doubting the fidelity of
their romantic partner?). This highlights how, as Askerei (2017) observed, a song’s
music attenuates the meaning of the lyrics. Here, the music imbues the lyrics with
an adult connotation'® which — notwithstanding the specific vocabulary and context
cues elsewhere in the lyrics — might feel age-inappropriate to some listeners. Given
that concerns around age-appropriateness were raised in the brief, we were par-
ticularly conscious of ensuring that the song didn’t sound too grown-up.

At the same time, however, the brief reminded us that songs needed to be
engaging emotionally, in line with the coursebook’s holistic aim of ‘develop[ing]
[children’s] emotional wellbeing and help[ing] them make sense of their world’
(Palin et al., 2023). To offset the potentially negative emotional valence of the Am-
F-C-G chord progression, we added a B section composed of the same chords
(F-C-Am-G) but establishing the relative major (C) chord as the ‘home’. In addition,
we gave the song an upbeat tempo and a danceable, ‘four-to-the-floor” house beat
(Criterion 7), both attributes thought to induce positive emotions in young listeners
(Bhat et al., 2014; Janata et al., 2012; Maloy, 2018; see also Section 3.4.1).

Although the A and B sections address the language requirements set out in
the brief, we felt that the song sounded incomplete and needed another transi-
tion. We decided therefore to include a C section based on the same chords as
the A section but with a marimba motif in place of a vocal (Audio 3).

Audio 3 ‘Bowling Alley’ C section. Audio file available at
www.cambridge.org/Parkinson

Source: Open Up. Reproduced by permission of Oxford University Press.

As well as reinforcing the song’s danceability, this riff serves two purposes.
Firstly, it constitutes another hook (see Section 4.6.2, Criterion 10) and thus an
additional opportunity to embed the song in the listener’s memory. Secondly, it
establishes space between the song’s lyrical passages, providing respite from the
active listening required by the proposed gap-fill exercise detailed in the brief.

13 Well-known examples (or of vi-IV-I-V in other keys) include Lady Gaga’s ‘Poker Face’, Joan
Osborne’s ‘One of Us’, John Legend’s ‘All of Me’, and Adele’s ‘Hello’.

16 Alternatively, the imagined scenario evoked by the deictic lyrics lend the chords a negative
valence! — see Section 2.2.
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In this example, then, we can see how the song’s emotional impact — and by
extension its potential to engage learners (see Section 2.4) — is determined by
a number of interacting linguistic and musical factors. Paying attention to this
interaction helped us to better align the song with the brief and ensure that the
pedagogically functional, as well as pedagogically intentional, aims were met
(Vinge, 2017).

5.3 "Pencil Case”: Reconciling Linguistic, Pedagogical,
and Musical Priorities

Another brief from the same coursebook series called for a song for beginner
learners on the theme of ‘my things’. The purpose of the song was to consolidate
the target vocabulary, which included personal items associated with school
(e.g., ‘bag’, ‘book’, ‘pencil’), the question sentence ‘where’s my  ?°, and
the answer sentence ‘it’s on/in/under the .

As with the previous examples, the question-and-answer vocabulary
offered a potential structuring device for the lyrics. However, there were
few opportunities for rhyme and limited options for where the objects might
be located. We noticed, though, that two objects in the list, the pencil case
and the bag, are receptacles. The vocabulary could therefore be collated into
two verses — a pencil case verse and a bag verse — featuring extensive
repetition within and across verses of the target question-and-answer language

(Criterion 9):

Verse 1
Where is my pen? It’s in my pencil case.
Where is my rubber? It’s in my pencil case.
Where is the pencil? It’s in my pencil case.

Verse 2
Where is my tablet? It’s in my bag.
Where is my book? It’s in my bag.
Where is the water bottle? It’s in my bag.

Of course, if, as is common in pop music, each line were to be set across two
bars, the verses would be an unusual six bars long. Sections of four, eight, and
sixteen bars are the norm across most genres of popular music, and enculturated
listeners would therefore expect an eight-bar verse (see Section 4.6.2,
Criterion 8). Our solution was a final line for each verse, which served as
a ‘punchline’:

But where is my pencil case?!
But where is my bag?!
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Figure 4 ‘Pencil Case’ demo

As a ‘moment of salient appeal” (Smith, 2009, p. 311), this punchline became
the song’s hook (Criterion 10) and, happily, did not require any non-target
vocabulary (see Section 4.6.2, Dilemma 2).

In most of our songs, the lyrics for a verse or chorus begin on the first beat
of'a bar. Writing lyrics in this way makes it easy for listeners to anticipate the start
of the vocal, which can be signalled within the song by features such as cadences,
drum-fills, or count-ins. However, it is common in popular music for vocal
melodies, and particularly choruses, to begin with an anacrusis in the previous
‘pick-up’ bar (see discussion of twelve-bar blues, Section 2.2), with the lyrical
phrase beginning before the stressed beat of the first bar proper and a strong
syllable landing on the first beat of the first bar proper.'” In some instances, the
most intuitive and pop-sounding melodies that arise during an ELT songwriting
session feature anacruses. As we began to experiment with melodies for ‘Pencil
Case’ around a country shuffle rhythm, we landed on a satisfying stepwise
melody that began with an anacrusis and placed each personal item (the target
vocabulary) on the first beat of the bar (see Figure 4, Audio 4):

Audio 4 ‘Pencil Case’ demo. Audio file available at
www.cambridge.org/Parkinson

Source: Open Up. Reproduced by permission of Oxford University Press.

Here, then, we encountered a dilemma of whether to prioritise musicality over the
pedagogically and prosodically optimal placement of lyrics within regular metric
parameters to make them easier to anticipate. We negotiated this dilemma by
evaluating the melody in relation to accessibility (see Section 4.6.1, Criterion 6),
speech proximity (Section 4.6.2, Dilemma 1), and pedagogical purpose
(Section 4.6.1, Criterion 5). Despite the anacrusis, the melody is uncomplicated
and displays many archetypal traits of children’s music. Indeed, though we were
unaware of Maloy’s (2018) children’s music quotient at the time, the song possesses

7 Examples include the choruses of ‘Wrecking Ball’ by Miley Cyrus and ‘Firework’ by Katy
Perry.
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almost all of its musical and lyrical criteria: ‘scale-wise melodies’; ‘melodic intervals
of up to a sixth’; “a reliance on tonic, subdominant and dominant chords’ (here A, D,
and E, though we also incorporated B minor seventh and C sharp minor seventh
chords to add emotional depth — see Section 3.4.3); ‘use of a major key’; ‘regular
common time signatures’; ‘obvious and regular rhythms’; ‘high levels of metric
repetition’; and ‘short, discrete lyrical phrases’ (p. 34). We therefore decided that the
melody was age-appropriate (see Section 4.6.1, Criterion 3) and accessible to
listeners without musical training (Section 4.6.1, Criterion 6). In terms of speech
proximity (Section 4.6.2, Dilemma 1), we observed that no syllables are truncated or
stretched (except the melismatic ‘where’ in bars eight and nine), and the metre is
broadly consonant with natural speech. In terms of specific pedagogical purpose
(Section 4.6.1, Criterion 5), the melody amply facilitates the consolidation of the
target vocabulary through its repetitiveness (Section 4.6.1, Criterion 9) and sing-
ability (Section 4.6.1, Criterion 6). Beyond specific applications, the musicality of
the melody enhances the song’s aesthetic appeal and, thereby, its potential to engage
learners and stimulate a positive learning environment.

The positive feedback on our demo confirmed our conviction that the song’s
melody is intuitive and catchy. However, we were surprised to discover that, in its
current form, the song did not fulfil its designated pedagogical intentions. Owing
to our having instinctively privileged melodic shape over linguistic precision, we
had absent-mindedly deviated from the brief by splitting the contraction where s
into its constituent words (‘where is’) so as to pair each monosyllabic word with
a half beat (‘where is my pen?’). Accordingly, we had to revisit the melody to
accurately accommodate the target vocabulary. This was straightforward to do,
but slightly undermined the satisfying, scale-wise-descending figure at the end of
the verse. This was a minor change, however, and strict adherence to the target
language was prioritised over the (marginally) optimal melodic shape. The final
verse melody is as transcribed in Figure 5 (Audio 5).

Audio 5 Revised melody for ‘Pencil Case’. Audio file available at
www.cambridge.org/Parkinson

Source: Open Up. Reproduced by permission of Oxford University Press.
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Figure 5 Revised melody for ‘Pencil Case’
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Figure 6 Non-verbal section of ‘Pencil Case’

Although the two verses cover all the target language, we felt that the song was
musically incomplete. As with ‘Bowling Alley’, we opted for an instrumental
interlude based around a re-sequencing of the same chords used in the verse. As
discussed in relation to ‘Bowling Alley’, instrumental passages provide respite
from active listening, as well as an instrumental hook (see Section 4.6.1,
Criterion 10). While we were satisfied with the chord structure, we felt that the
harmonica melody was not hooky enough. After further experimentation, we
found that it was stronger when sung using non-lexical ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ (see
Figure 6). In our experience clients can be resistant to non-lexical vocables in
ELT songs (see Section 2.5), believing them to be superfluous to, or even
distracting from, the target language. We were therefore concerned that the
author or the publisher might dislike this section. However, by double-tracking
and harmonising the vocal and saturating some tracks in reverb, we achieved
a choral feel that — to our ears — was less distracting and instead added texture to
the instrumental, as well as enhancing the song’s contemporary indie-pop feel
(Audio 6). The clients happily agreed and the arrangement was taken forward.

Audio 6 Non-verbal section of ‘Pencil Case’. Audio file available at
www.cambridge.org/Parkinson

Source: Open Up. Reproduced by permission of Oxford University Press.

5.4 Speech Proximity, Accent, and Pace

In the examples discussed so far, the balancing of musical, lyrical, and peda-
gogical considerations predominantly occurred in the initial songwriting and
pre-production stages, rather than during the final recording session. Yet, even
in the best-planned projects, unforeseen issues, particularly around pronunci-
ation, pace, accent, and stress emphasis, can arise during the final recording
when focus is firmly on the singer’s delivery.

In the opening line of ‘Bowling Alley’, the three syllables of ‘the city’ are
spaced a sixteenth note apart (see Figure 2). The truncated rhythm of this
figure led the singer to pronounce the consonant ¢ as d (/’sit.i/) as per North
American Englishes (see Section 4.6.2, Dilemma 3). Nobody had noticed this
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Figure 7 ‘Bowling Alley’ revised melody

during the writing or pre-production stages, and it was highlighted during the
recording session by the singer, a native Canadian but long-time UK resident.
To mitigate the risk of the author or the publisher later rejecting the recording,
we recorded an alternative take with the 7 enunciated, but this sounded forced
and unnatural. Following a discussion and exchange of ideas among the
songwriters, the session singer, and the publisher representative, we agreed to
record a variation of the melody with the syllables stretched out to support
a more natural delivery (see Figure 7 and Audio 7).

Audio 7 ‘Bowling Alley’ revised melody. Audio file available at
www.cambridge.org/Parkinson

Source: Open Up. Reproduced by permission of Oxford University Press.

Ultimately it was decided that variations in pronunciation were fine; after
all, there were other, albeit less conspicuous, instances of ‘American’ pronun-
ciation throughout the song (such as ‘last’ as /leest/), the singer’s accents were
indeterminate, and nowhere was the comprehensibility of the target language
jeopardised by pronunciation. In the end, both versions were included in the
final recording (the original in the intro chorus and the alternative version in the
other choruses). Nonetheless, this example illustrates how anxieties around
pronunciation, particularly in relation to the British/American English distinc-
tion, can arise in the studio and require on-the-spot musical decisions.

Sometimes issues can relate to the pace of articulation, rather than accent.
Another song, “What’s in the Classroom?’, has lyrics as follows:

What’s in the classroom? Let’s look inside.
Open the door, open your eyes.
I can see a blue poster, a red chair, and a whiteboard.
I can see three brown desks, a cupboard, and a green bin.

During the vocal recording, the publisher representative flagged that the
delivery of the words ‘I can see a’ was perhaps too fast for young learners to
sing along to. These were originally set to sixteenth notes (see Figure 8 and

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Berklee College Of Music, on 15 Feb 2025 at 10:33:49, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009345071


www.cambridge.org/Parkinson
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009345071
https://www.cambridge.org/core

58 Twenty-First Century Music Practice

£ =106

C G Am F C G Am F
Il
e e ———
L # P ;t St = i oy FF et = ;I. 5544'
— * 7
What's in the class-room? Lets__ look in- side O -pen  the door, o - pen youreyes | cansee a
5 C e Am F c G Am F

; § |

o

DA -.oi-___’-.i-g‘--‘«;‘_;' e s g * ¥ 3 v » v < 3 .

bluc pos-ter, a red chair,  and_  a white board I cansce a brown desk, @ cup-board, and__  a green bin

Figure 8 “What’s in the Classroom?’ original demo
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Figure 9 ‘“What’s in the Classroom?’ revised melody

Audio 8). As with ‘Bowling Alley’, we auditioned some alternatives, ultim-
ately recording a version that retained the sixteenth notes for ‘see a’ but set ‘I’
and ‘can’ to eighth notes. The word ‘blue’ was also removed to create more

space (see Figure 9 and Audio 9).

Audio 8 “What’s in the Classroom?’ original demo. Audio file available at
www.cambridge.org/Parkinson

Source: Open Up. Reproduced by permission of Oxford University Press.

Audio 9 ‘What’s in the Classroom?’ revised melody. Audio file available at
www.cambridge.org/Parkinson

Source: Open Up. Reproduced by permission of Oxford University Press.

However, in this revised version there is no rest between the end of the second
and the start of the third lines; both versions therefore had inherent ‘problems’.
It is common in ELT songwriting to have to make this kind of ‘micro-decision’
between two or more imperfect options, and, as with other examples, the final
decision was made discursively through the weighing of the relative merits and
hazards against different priorities.

5.5 Lyrical, Musical, and Sonic Alignment

As we discussed in Section 2, songs communicate meaning across their lyrical and
musical aspects. While lyrical (i.e., linguistic) meaning is paramount in an ELT
context, the role of music in fostering cohesive learning environments and engaging
learners should not be neglected. Earlier examples in this section have illustrated
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how musical concerns are negotiated and reconciled with linguistic objectives,
particularly in relation to vocal melody. As discussed in Section 2.3, however, pop
songs’ sonic environments — comprising their instrumental arrangements and the
creative manipulation of sound sources through recording technologies — mediate
the meanings conveyed by the lyrics and voice. In particular, meaning is imparted by
sonic markers (Askerei, 2017) — expressive devices marked by particular spatio-
temporal associations. We make use of sonic markers in our ELT songwriting, albeit
to varying degrees and in different ways depending on the brief, in order to ensure
that there is emotional and sometimes thematic consonance across the music and
lyrics (see Section 4.6.1, Criterion 11). This can range from markers associated with
times and spaces that are explicit or implicit in the target language (such as sleigh
bells in a Christmas song), to those associated with a musical genre, scene, or
tradition.

Carnival and festival songs, with target language covering items and activities
associated with public celebrations, are a common request. In writing the music to
accompany such language, we seek to evoke the festive atmosphere of a carnival
through sonic markers that connote musical genres associated with well-known
carnival locations such as Brazil, New Orleans, and Notting Hill in London, as
well as sounds associated with such settings. In one example, ‘Carnival in Town
Last Night’, we overlaid a reggaeton-inspired beat performed on a cajon and
electronic drums, a syncopated piano riff (using an ‘Afro-Cuban Piano’ sample
instrument), maracas, and timbales. We also incorporated a brass melody as an
instrumental hook, which recurred after each (deictic) chorus (Audio 10).

Audio 10 ‘Carnival in Town Last Night’. Audio file available at
www.cambridge.org/Parkinson

Source: Open Up. Reproduced by permission of Oxford University Press.

In contrast, for another song, ‘Carnival Time’, we opted for a Zydeco-inspired
accordion and woodwind-led arrangement (Audio 11). Our aim with such
arrangements is not stylistic accuracy according to a particular musical trad-
ition, or even approximation or pastiche. Rather, combining carnivalesque
sonic markers — which, notwithstanding their particular provenance, are now
well-established within mainstream global pop — helps to conjure an inclusive,
festive atmosphere that will hopefully resonate with learners whether or not
they have experience of, or cultural links to, a particular tradition or location

Audio 11 ‘Carnival Time’. Audio file available at
www.cambridge.org/Parkinson

Source: Open Up. Reproduced by permission of Oxford University Press.
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(see Section 4.6.1, Criterion 6; see also our earlier discussion of collective
cultural memory regardless of personal experience, in Section 2.3).

5.6 ‘What Is a Family?": Cultural Representation
and Implicit Ideology

Ideological values and assumptions inhere in the themes, settings, and characters
found in ELT curricula and usually reflect the social mores of the producing and/
or target market contexts (Mishan, 2022). We have found that anxieties about
diversity, inclusivity, and cultural sensitivity (see Section 4.6.2, Dilemma 5) can
emerge even around seemingly innocuous and universal themes.

We have received several briefs for songs on the theme of family, for which the
target vocabulary is usually mum (or mom), dad, brother, sister, grandma, grandpa,
uncle, aunty, and cousin, usually listed in that order. However, the heteronorma-
tive, two-parent family implied by this target vocabulary is not representative of
the increasingly diverse range of family structures found globally and may not
correspond to young learners’ own family make-ups. In the interests of inclusive
representation, therefore, we have often been asked to depict family units with
step-parents and step-siblings. However, while blended families are rarely contro-
versial, depictions of LGBTQI+ inclusive families can cause trepidation among
some publishers and authors and might even be explicitly proscribed in socially
conservative target markets (though we have not ourselves encountered this).

Of course, some clients do actively commission songs featuring non-
heteronormative families. One example is a family song we wrote and produced
for the British Council, ‘What Is a Family?’, which engages directly with the
theme of diverse family units.'® The chorus, with which the song opens,
challenges the notion of a ‘normal’ or ‘typical’ family by asking:

What is a family?
It means different things to different people.
What is a family?
It means different things to you and me.

The verses then introduce different family configurations and experiences:

You can have one mum,
You can have one dad,
You can have two mums,
You can have two dads.

You can have a stepmum,
You can have a stepdad,

18 Creative Listening (2020d).
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Be raised by your grandma
Or by your grandad.

It is conceivable, however, that these lyrics, and the accompanying animated
video (see Figure 10), might be interpreted by teachers in some markets as
inappropriate and even — given the British Council’s cultural influence agenda —
as a form of cultural imperialism, since they depict a Western liberal social and
moral paradigm that is far from universal (see Section 3.3). This highlights that
ELT songwriting, as a form of cultural production, is inevitably ideological, and
that, in the globalised domain of ELT, ideological tensions can arise even around
depictions of the everyday (see Figure 10).

5.7 Summary

In this section we have explored the creative decision-making processes under-
girding our ELT songwriting practice through specific examples. In Section 6,
we look more closely at the nature and dynamics of collaboration between
multidisciplinary experts in the creation of ELT songs.

6 Multidisciplinary Collaboration in ELT Songwriting:
Specialist, Adaptive, and Relational Expertise

As professional songwriters, we are commissioned to write ELT songs based
on our specialist expertise in music composition, lyric writing, and production.
As contracted service providers, we are responsible for undertaking the speci-
fied work and producing the required outputs to meet the client’s expectations.
However, as highlighted across Sections 4 and 5, the creative decision-making
behind ELT songwriting is contingent upon extra-musical factors that sit within
other stakeholders’ areas of expertise. Successful ELT songwriting therefore
requires active input from, and collaboration among, multidisciplinary experts,
all of whom advocate for different priorities (see Section 4). In this regard, ELT
songwriting differs from other forms of collaborative songwriting that are better
represented in the research literature, where the collaboration under focus is
usually that between co-songwriters, and where the evaluative criteria are
mainly aesthetic and correspond to the songwriters’ tastes and preferences
(i.e., what ‘feels’ right; see Section 4.4). In this final section we focus more
closely on the multidisciplinary collaborations underpinning the practice of
ELT songwriting.
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Figure 10 Stills from the animated video for ‘“What Is a Family?’
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6.1 Sites and Modes of Collaboration

The process of songwriting proper (setting words to music, composing melodies
and harmonic structures, and so on) is undertaken solely by the songwriting
team. However, collaboration with other experts occurs in different ways, in
different environments, and at different stages, in the creation of ELT songs.

6.1.1 Discursive Planning

As we discussed in Section 5.1, projects are usually initiated with a meeting
between experts including (but not limited to) the course author(s), the pub-
lisher representative, and the songwriting team. This meeting sets out the
parameters, expectations, and timelines, and builds rapport. After this initial
meeting, interactions take place via online documents and technologies (such as
Slack, Zoom, GoogleDocs, Dropbox, and of course email). As discussed in
Section 5.1, the subsequent written brief also has a communicative and a
collaborative function, setting out requirements and inviting responses. As we
discuss in Section 6.2, discursive engagement is crucial for establishing the
common knowledge, shared goals, and mutual recognition necessary for
successful collaboration among multidisciplinary experts.

6.1.2 Dialogic Feedback

Once a brief has been agreed, one of the first deliverables is a demo. This can be
anything from a simple recording of acoustic guitar and vocals to a relatively
full arrangement, depending on the nature of the song, the time frame, and our
relationship with the client.

Inviting stakeholders to participate in musical decision-making at demo stage
helps to ensure that everyone feels invested and can ward against dissatisfaction
later when changes can be costly or even impossible. In our experience,
however, clients’ ability to envisage an end-product from a demo can vary
depending on their prior experience of working on musical projects and their
level of musical training. Furthermore, as discussed in Sections 4.1 and 4.3,
musically untrained listeners can lack the vocabulary to verbally articulate their
responses or expectations. We find that inexperienced listeners can often use
vague terms to describe how a song feels, particularly in negative assessments
(e.g., ‘can it be less edgy?’, ‘this song is a bit moody’). Clarifying what clients
mean is vital to ensuring that their expectations are met, and where possible we
discuss feedback with clients via live exchange environments such as Zoom
calls, as opposed to email. This allows us to seek clarification, assist clients
and collaborators in isolating and describing issues, and suggest alternative
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approaches. As we discuss in Section 6.2, there is a pedagogical dimension to
these interactions in that we support clients and collaborators to develop
descriptive capacity and to better understand the distance between a demo and
a final recording in terms of refinement and production values. Reciprocally,
a dialogic approach to feedback enables others to identify misunderstandings or
knowledge gaps on our part around requirements of curricula, matters of
linguistic precision, and/or alignment with wider coursebook objectives.

6.1.3 In the Recording Studio

Usually, ELT recording sessions are attended by a publisher representative
(typically a member of the editorial team), the songwriting/production team,
and the session singers (child singers are each accompanied by a parent or
guardian). Depending on budget, an in-house engineer and a studio assistant
may also be present. For large projects, there can be upwards of ten people
present in the studio at the same time. This can be distracting or overwhelming
for those with little experience of recording environments. Studio spaces are
also emotionally intense environments ‘privileged to the most intimate
moments of musical creativity and emotive performances’ (Watson and Ward,
2013, p. 2907). These factors exert significant pressure on a studio session,
which can jeopardise productivity and quality. Management of space, and the
interactions therein, is therefore essential to a successful recording session.

Those present at an ELT song recording session have diverse backgrounds,
needs, and expectations that we need to attend to sensitively. Children need
regular encouragement, fun activities to keep them occupied, and friendly
interactions. Parents often have questions about the project and like to take
photos or videos of their children singing. Client representatives are often
anxious about time and unsettled by unexpected delays, such as if we have to
reboot the studio computer or stop to edit recordings. Part of our role in these
settings is to induct musically inexperienced collaborators into the cultures and
workflows of the studio environment in order to achieve a positive atmosphere
that elicits quality performances from the musicians, commonly known as
‘vibe’. Watson and Ward (2013) theorise vibe in terms of ‘emotional labour
performances’ (p. 2904) on the part of producers and engineers, who must
‘induce or suppress [their own] feeling in order to sustain the outward counten-
ance that produces the proper state of mind in others’ (Hochschild, 1983, p. 7,
cited in Watson and Ward, 2013, p. 2905). Given the professional diversity of an
ELT songwriting session, we need to establish an inclusive vibe that enables
everyone present to undertake their role effectively.
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6.1.4 Collaborative Listening

Because vocal precision and clarity are paramount in ELT songs, we monitor
singers’ delivery fastidiously. Where in a non-ELT context a producer might
seek to capture a singer’s idiosyncrasies in pursuit of an authentic and charac-
terful vocal, here we need to ensure that consonants and vowels are sounded
accurately, and ‘iron out’ stylistic embellishments such as rasp, breathiness, fall-
offs, and melisma. This raises Dilemma 1 (Section 4.6.2), however. Singers
use these techniques — often instinctively — to impart character and emotion;
removing them can be detrimental to a song’s musicality and limit its appeal and
potential to engage learners. While publisher representatives tend to prioritise
speech proximity, as producer-songwriters we instinctively incline towards
musically successful performances. While the publisher’s decision is ultimately
respected, having advocates for these competing priorities in the studio space
helps us to reconcile them more successfully.

As with feedback on demo recordings, different collaborators notice different
issues during studio listening and need to be able to isolate and explain issues to
others in accessible ways. For example, if a publisher representative observes
that a singer’s pronunciation of a word or phrase goes against the project’s
linguistic requirements, they need to be able to convey this issue to the
songwriter-producer, who must in turn communicate the issue to the (usually
linguistically untrained) singer. In such situations, we would typically mediate
a live interaction over the talkback system between the singer in the booth and
the publisher representative in the control room. This might involve encour-
aging the publisher representative (who may not be confident singing) to model
the ideal delivery, or modelling the delivery ourselves and inviting the publisher
representative to critique it until we get it right. Through such trial-and-error
interactions, a relational dynamic is established that, over time, fosters common
knowledge.

6.2 ELT Songwriting: A Collaborative Model

Figure 11 is an attempt to represent the nature of collaboration on ELT song-
writing projects. The overlapping circles depict the three main domains of
specialist expertise within the multidisciplinary domain of ELT songwriting.
Each domain is represented by an expert practitioner. As songwriters, our
principal domain of specialist expertise is musical, encompassing knowledge
of ‘material” aspects such as ‘words, melodies, instrumentation, sound effects
and [other] sonic parameters’ and ‘immaterials’ such as normative conventions
around song structure, length, and so on (Whiting, 2023, p. 144). Because we
also act as producers and audio engineers on most projects, this domain also
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Figure 11 Multidisciplinary collaboration on ELT songs

comprises technical expertise relating to record production, studio manage-
ment, mixing, mastering, and instrumental performance. Subcontracted session
singers and studio engineers also sit within this domain of expertise. While
individuals’ profiles differ, all musical experts share an experiential knowledge
of the workflows, spaces, and cultures that characterise the field of music
creation.

As discussed in Section 4.2, ELT authors are usually former language
teachers. Atkinson’s (2021a) research revealed how ELT authors ‘tap [into]
knowledge and skills gained in the associated domains of English language and
teacher training when writing ELT textbooks”’ (p. 604). Our model collates these
domains together within the language pedagogical expertise domain. Publisher
representatives hold extensive industry expertise, encompassing publishing-
related practices, technologies and regulations, trends, target markets, and
competitors’ materials, and thus represent the industry expertise domain.

Within an ELT songwriting project, experts from each domain retain author-
ity over, and work independently on, some ‘pure’ aspects of their work. For
songwriters this includes instrumental performance, operating recording soft-
ware and hardware, and so on; for a publisher representative this might include
market research and copyright clearances; and for authors this might include
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matters of language and pedagogical techniques. These pure areas are repre-
sented in the model as A, B, and C.

As the overlapping portions of the model suggest, however, ELT songwriting,
like any multidisciplinary undertaking, necessarily involves interaction across
domains of expertise. Atkinson (2021a) proposed that experts in adjacent
domains often apply cognate expertise from their own domain to solve problems
in the adjacent domain, wherein they encounter challenge, adapt, and acquire
new expertise. This represents an adaptive form of ‘domain acquisition’ as
proposed by Thompson and Harding (2019), whereby newcomers learn ‘a
cultural tradition’s language, symbol system, rules, skills, and techniques’
(p- 160). Crucially, it also entails the development of ‘adaptive expertise’
(Atkinson, 2021a, p. 604), which belongs to neither specialist domain but relates
to the ability to adapt. These areas of adjacent domain acquisition are represented
as D, E, and F. In zone F, for example, ELT authors, though primarily language
pedagogical experts, acquire additional and adaptive expertise in the adjacent
domain of the ELT publishing industry, through ‘squar[ing] pedagogical impera-
tives with publishing realities’ (Atkinson, 2021b, p. 2). In zone E, songwriters
extend their expertise into the industry domain through experiencing and adapt-
ing to the ELT industry’s cultures, practices, and regulations. Publishers mean-
while adapt to and acquire expertise in the musical domain through activities
such as listening to and feeding back on demo recordings, attending studio
sessions, and so on. Authors and songwriters acquire additional and adaptive
expertise in the musical and language pedagogical domains, respectively,
through encountering and internalising different imperatives (musical, linguistic,
pedagogical) surrounding the handling of language.

To summarise at this point, experts within the multidisciplinary domain of
ELT songwriting possess specialist expertise in their home domain, acquire
additional expertise in adjacent domains, and develop adaptive expertise.
However, since multidisciplinary collaboration is a fundamentally social phe-
nomenon, experts also need to develop what Edwards (2011) termed relational
expertise. Edwards (2011) developed the notion of relational expertise through
research on multidisciplinary teams working in child welfare settings, where
experts with different knowledge and priorities, such as social workers, psych-
ologists, teachers, and parents, work together to solve problems. Edwards’
(2011) research revealed that, in such settings, ‘the resources that others bring
to collaborations on complex problems ... can enhance understandings [and]
enrich responses’, but that ‘working across practice boundaries ... makes
demands on practitioners’ (p. 33). Accordingly, practitioners need an additional
form of expertise that ‘makes it possible to work with others to expand under-
standings of the work problem as ... an “object of activity”” (Edwards, 2011,
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p- 33). Relational expertise overlaps with adaptive expertise, but it concerns
experts’ interactions with others to generate common knowledge, rather than
simply their acquisition of and adaptation to adjacent domains of expertise. It
combines ‘confident engagement with the knowledge that underpins one’s own
specialist practice, as well as a capacity to recognise and respond to what others
might offer in local systems of distributed expertise’ (Edwards, 2011, p. 33).

In our model, zones D, E, F, and G align with Edwards’ (2011) description of
socially constructed ‘boundary spaces’ with ‘different communication systems,
meaning systems, priorities, time-scales and so on’, where ‘the resources from
different practices are brought together to expand interpretations of multifa-
ceted tasks’ (p. 35). Edwards (2011) explained that ‘boundary talk’ elicits
differences, but also builds common knowledge that makes effective collabor-
ation possible. Among the features of boundary work that foster common
knowledge are ‘clarifying the purpose of work and being open to alternatives’;
‘understanding oneself and one’s professional values better’; ‘knowing how to
know who’; ‘taking a pedagogic stance at work’; ‘being responsive to others:
both professionals and clients’; ‘rule-bending and risk-taking’; and ‘learning
from practice’ (p. 35). Edwards (2011) also identified the importance of lan-
guage and the need to make practice intelligible to others.

All of these features are pertinent to the practice of ELT songwriting and
chime with our experiences of collaborating with experts from different
domains. As explained in Section 6.1, active discussion is the primary means
through which common knowledge is generated. As we discussed in Section 5,
being open to alternatives beyond the orthodoxies of one’s pure domain (such
as, in our case, compromising on melodic shape to ensure that linguistic
priorities are better met), sometimes bending the rules (such as a materials
author conceding to the inclusion of non-target vocabulary in service to a more
engaging hook), and knowing when to defer to the best-placed expert are all
requisites of effective ELT songwriting. Boundary talk reveals differences in
priorities and values, but also promotes recognition of what others bring, builds
trust, and ultimately ‘enhance[s] understanding’ of and ‘enriche[s] responses’ to
the object of activity, the ELT song (Edwards, 2011, p. 33).

Taking a ‘pedagogic stance’ in boundary spaces is also a crucial aspect of
collaboration in ELT songwriting, particularly in relation to language and
concepts. As we discussed in relation to dialogic feedback on demos and during
studio sessions (Sections 6.1.1 and 6.1.2), collaborating experts need to take
responsibility for building common knowledge by making their own knowledge
accessible, coaching others to articulate their perspectives clearly, and checking
to ensure that everyone has been understood correctly.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Berklee College Of Music, on 15 Feb 2025 at 10:33:49, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009345071


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009345071
https://www.cambridge.org/core

More Than Words 69

Each of the domains in our model also possesses categorical jargon that can
be alienating and impede common knowledge. When operating within zone A,
a songwriter and an engineer would communicate using technical language
and acronyms (e.g., ‘DAW’ (digital audio workstation), ‘comp’, ‘drop in’,
‘bounce’); however, such language is unsuitable for zones D and E, and
concepts may need to be explained to authors and publisher representatives to
build common knowledge. Instead, we describe concepts in plain language
using generic terminology (e.g., ‘software’ instead of DAW, ‘join together’
instead of ‘comp’), at least initially, until a sufficient degree of common
knowledge has been achieved. In our experience, however, common know-
ledge, relational expertise, and adaptive expertise can be developed relatively
quickly on large projects, providing, as Edwards (2011) advised, that time and
resources are invested in building relationships and setting clear, shared goals.

6.3 Conclusion

In this Element we sought to address a surprising gap in the research literature
by shedding light on the ELT song, a musical phenomenon engaged with by
millions globally, through a focus on our own practice of ELT songwriting.
Through literature review and reflective practice-led enquiry, we explored the
multimodal nature of songs as musical and linguistic texts, the ways in which
music and language interact in the context of a song to generate meaning, and
the role that songs play in the education of young language learners. We
considered the emergence and status of ELT songs as a form of pop music,
a subgenre of children’s music, a product of the multi-billion-dollar ELT
industry, and a popular but little-understood classroom resource. Reflecting
on our decade-long practice, we considered the expectations and priorities of
different stakeholders involved in the creation, use, and reception of ELT songs,
namely songwriters, coursebook authors, publishers, teachers, and young learn-
ers, and proposed a criteria and dilemma-based evaluative framework for ELT
songs. We explored the decision-making behind ELT songwriting through
examples from our practice, highlighting how dilemmas are encountered,
negotiated, and resolved in collaboration with other stakeholders. Finally, we
examined the nature of collaboration among multidisciplinary experts in the
production of ELT songs and proposed a model for adaptive and relational
expertise in ELT songwriting.

The insights contained in this Element have arisen primarily from our
reflections on professional practice, undertaken both prior to and alongside
engagement with the research literature. As such, this Element works to make
tacit practice-based knowledge explicit and synthesises this practice knowledge
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with empirical insight and theory derived from academic research across
usually discrete fields. In so doing, it enriches understanding of songwriting
practice and songwriter metacognition, through a focus on an under-researched
but widespread form of songwriting, as well as ELT materials writing and the
metacognition of ELT professionals other than teachers.

While the artefacts of this practice — recorded songs, demos, song briefs, email
exchanges, and recording projects — constituted a source of data and allowed for
post hoc analysis, the study presented in this Element was not, strictly speaking,
empirical. Nor was it practice-based or practice-as-research (Nelson, 20006)
because we did not seek to address a pre-formulated research problematic through
practice itself as the primary mode of inquiry. Furthermore, while this Element
offers direct insight into our decision-making and experiences, and holds validity
as an insider account, our interpretations of other stakeholders’ positions and
priorities are abductive and/or limited to our experience. Rigorous empirical
studies are needed to address narrower research questions and elicit first-hand
perspectives from other stakeholders within the field of ELT songs. We plan to
undertake such studies going forward, particularly in relation to young learners’
experiences with ELT songs. We hope also that readers may identify avenues for
future research issuing from the insights presented in this Element.
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