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Exploiting parallels in music and language
What characteristics do music and language have in common? How can language teachers, especially 
those working with early years learners, best exploit them?

Music and spoken language reach the brain through our ears in the form of sound waves. They are 
then processed by our brains to make sense of them, to give them meaning.  Meaning in language 
is embedded in the recognised sequence of specific utterances produced by our vocal chords and 
modified by our tongues, teeth and lips. Meaning in music comes from the recognition of tunes 
generated by musical instruments or singing; in its most basic form, music is a melodious series of 
notes (usually belonging to the same key) played or sung in a specific order and whose length is 
structured mathematically against an unchanging tempo. 

The main difference in function is that it is the job of language to convey a message or verbal 
response to another person while music is crafted to entertain and move listeners both emotionally 
and physically. In this sense the closest language comes to music is in the form of rhyme and poetry.  
A song combines music and language, melody and rhyme.

So it follows that if we as language teachers can find a way for students to achieve the 
acquisition of new language-chunks and vocabulary in a musical context, we may have 
a useful and valid teaching tool. And if we can also introduce the language of expressive 
movement we will have what is known as a language-learning action song, which in 
my experience is the fastest and most effective vehicle for presenting new language.  
“In the action songs classroom the learner is aware of enjoying him/herself and having fun. At an 
unconscious level the language patterns and regularities are being efficiently absorbed by the 
learner's mind for later free use,” wrote teacher trainer Mario Rinvolucri in 2009.

Action songs as presentation vehicles

The process of learning language through an action song brings several intelligences into play. 
Linguistic, musical, visual and kinaesthetic intelligence combine in a way which learners find enjoyable 
and rewarding. Being emotionally engaged in a collective musical activity boosts motivation. However 
for this approach to work well in the classroom, the teacher must have access to valid language-
learning action songs. 

Sourcing songs online

The Internet is an endless resource of songs (YouTube, Spotify, etc.) but despite their ubiquity there 
is still a lack of fresh new action songs specifically written to present vocabulary fields. To work, this 
action-song approach requires catchy earworm tunes coupled to appropriate words and language 
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that are part of the lexical scope of our English syllabus. If the songs are poor musically or contain 
difficult language and words, their didactic usefulness will be reduced. Let us assume you have 
access to valid language-learning action songs.  

Here are two practical considerations to bear in mind when using action songs in your classroom.

•	 A natural, physiological chronology of language skills The written words of the action 
song should not be seen until the class has learned the song and can perform it.  Always start 
with listening and speaking (or in our case singing) before reading and writing. The language-
learning process functions more effectively if the child starts to decode the foreign sounds with 
her ears rather than her eyes first. 

•	 Learning the action song is just the start of the teaching module Use action songs that 
come with dedicated worksheets and tasks. It is important for learners to start to use the 

words, language chunks and 
themes inherent in the action 
song in a variety of different 
contexts. Though children will 
experience PMA (Permanent 
Memory Acquisition) during the 
song-learning phase, teachers 
require the tools to break down 
the ordered block of language in 
the song so as  to help learners 
acquire language for their own 
communicative needs.  
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