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Songs as a 
Magic Tonic

I G N A T I U S N .  S I B A R A H

Learners of a foreign language must par-
ticipate throughout the learning process.
This is especially true for learning English
as a foreign language in bilingual
Cameroon. Situations in which learners
are inactive while teachers expound on
linguistic theories never bode well for ef-
fective learning. Rather than being stifled,
the classroom atmosphere should be suffi-
ciently relaxed so learners are not fright-
ened of speaking. This article discusses a
technique for relaxing the classroom atmo-
sphere and motivating students by using
songs.

In a country like Cameroon, where En-
glish is spoken by a minority, experience
has shown that the majority of the French-
speaking community, more often than not,
adopts a disquieting, nonchalant, and un-
caring attitude toward learning English.
Thus, Francophone pupils in English lan-
guage classes already have English-phobia.

The onus of ensuring effective learning
in such a situation rests solely on the in-
structor’s shoulders, and it becomes nec-
essary for the instructor to draw upon
his/her warehouse of professional re-
sources. The instructor also has to rekin-
dle interest in uninterested and uncooper-
ative students before beginning any task.
Thus, when I found myself confronted
with these obstacles, I concluded that
until learners’ interests are sufficiently
aroused, teaching English to Francophone
pupils will remain a difficult task.

Sample lesson

In my experience, the language class-
room should be a place where gaiety
abounds, not a prison where learners sit
passively subjected to an overbearing,
domineering, “all-knowing,” pedantic
teacher. Thus, to woo students to English
language classes, I began to use songs as

a magic tonic. This relaxed the classroom
atmosphere sufficiently for learning to
take place. However, songs, like other ac-
tivities, should be included in your lesson
plan only when they promote a defined
course objective. 

The following is an example of how I
used a song to teach a specific lesson
from our textbook used in Francophone
secondary schools in Cameroon.

MAIN THEME: Days of the Week

LESSON OBJECTIVE: By the end of this les-

son, learners should be able to say and

write the days of the week; use and under-

stand today and tomorrow; use and under-

stand before and after.

This is what the text’s authors would like
taught. The accompanying teachers’ book
gives us a ready methodology to use.

Some teachers think that using the au-
thors’ suggested methodology ensures ef-
fective learning. However, in rural
Cameroon, where students are apathetic
about learning English and where more
than two-thirds of the pupils do not have
the prescribed textbook, following the
teachers’ book only succeeds in reducing
effective teaching. In this challenging sit-
uation, I immediately jolted my creative
faculties. Rather than using the teachers’
book, I decided to use lyrical bits to moti-
vate my uninterested students.

Procedures

1. On my portable chalkboard with the
student’s timetable, days of the week are
written in English. Since weekends are
free days, I glued pictures of the local
market and the local church on the spaces
provided for Saturday and Sunday, re-
spectively. I added other things to the
other days.

2. I read out the names of the days.
While the students repeated, I checked
for and corrected pronunciation errors. By
recognising the subjects attributed to
each day and seeing the market and
church indicating Saturday and Sunday,
the pupils understood the days of the
week without so much as a whispered hint
from me.

3. To retain my students’ interest, I
displayed a second portable board with a
song about the days of the week. Life in-

stantly rushed to their somber faces. The
song is

I come to school on Monday,

Tuesday and Wednesday, 

Thursday and Friday.

I come to school these days.

Good-bye to you, teacher,

Good-bye to you, sister,

Good-bye to you, brother,

It’s time for me to go.

Saturday and Sunday,

Saturday and Sunday,

Is time for me to rest.

I use this popular nursery school jingle
on Fridays to teach several grammatical
lessons. I use this song to teach personal
and object pronouns by substituting I with
you, he, she, we, and they. I make flash-
cards on which I print the personal pro-
nouns, and whenever a card is held up,
the pupils make the appropriate changes. 

With such substitutions, students are
very quick to notice the changes occur-
ring on lines 8 and 11 where the object
pronouns are used. Secondly, the song
helps students remember the simple pre-
sent. When I is substituted with he, she,
or a name, the verb needs an “s”:

He comes to school on Monday.

At times, I use flash cards with the
names of my students. They are greatly
flattered when their names become part of
a song. What is interesting in this game is
that students insert these changes as they
sing, and I follow the singing with my long
stick pointing to the lines on the board. If
they make a mistake, I keep on tapping
my stick on the same line until they make
the correct change.

For vocabulary, students are also
obliged to learn new lexical items outside
of what the text has. They learn some
words through hand gestures, such as the
meaning of good-bye. The lexical items
before, after, today, and tomorrow, I can
also teach by using the song. Finally, I can
stress word order with this simple song. By
doing the above, I have satisfied the text
objectives and motivated my students.

Feedback

After spicing up my lessons with this
technique for one academic year, the re-
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sult has been positive. When I first ar-
rived at my rural school, I noticed that
during English lessons more than two-
thirds of the class was permanently out-
side. But the situation changed dramati-
cally when I started teaching English
spiced with these songs. 

Nowadays, I do not need the tolling
bell to announce the beginning of the En-
glish period. As soon as the mathematics
teacher, who precedes me, finishes and I
step into the classroom, my students start
singing our latest song. After allowing
them to sing, I ask them questions about
grammatical or lexical items in the song.
There is always a scramble to answer my
questions. 

If I am delayed in the staff room, a
crowd of protesting students immediately
comes to inform me that time is passing.
So no pupil wants to miss 90 minutes with
the English teacher, alias choirmaster.

Conclusion

Textbook objectives become even
more interesting when revised to suit spe-
cific classroom realities. I fervently be-
lieve in Zofia Chlopek’s article (Forum,
July 1995) which states that “…it is re-
ally not necessary to stick to an old, or-
derly syllabus.” I also concur with
Williams (1983), who feels that “the text-
book will continue to play an important
role, but it will not be a tyrant.” So to add
variety to my lessons, I consult the
shelves of my memory for themes to adapt
into songs that help me present language
points and add fun and relaxation to my
lessons. 

This system of spicing the language
meals I serve with songs has endeared me
to my pupils and has distanced me and
English from its negative reputation.
Thus, my magic tonic remains songs,
songs, and nothing but songs since I now
consider singing to be a necessary ingre-
dient in my English class.
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Actively Involving 
Students in Listening

J I A N G J I N G Y I A N D

Y A N G Y I N G

Listening, is one of the four fundamental
skills in any language. Regrettably, here
in China the teaching of listening has
been neglected for a long time, but
changes have been taking place very
quickly. Each of the four language skills
has been given its balanced weight in our
national syllabus of English teaching. 

Our National Test for English Majors
Band 4 (TEM 4), an annual criterion-
referenced test for second-year English
majors, has shown that listening is an
inseparable part when the compre-
hensive language skills of the students are
tested.

Listening objectives

Our national syllabus of English
teaching for English majors (1989) clearly
states that after the first two years of
studying in the university, a second-year
English major should be able to

• understand speeches by or conver-
sations with native English speakers
about daily and social life;

• understand listening passages, with
the difficulty level being comparable
to that of the mini talks in TOEFL;

• grasp the main idea, argument, or
plot of the listening materials;

• deduce or analyze the listening ma-
terials;

• understand the writers’ attitudes and
intentions in the listening passages;

• take brief notes while listening; and
• understand the news broadcasts of

BBC and VOA at normal speed.
(The listening part of the TEM 4

includes statements, short dialogues, and
VOA and BBC news broadcasts.)

To fulfill all these requirements listed
in the Passive to Active Listening
syllabus and to ensure that our students
can do well in the TEM 4 is no easy task.
Moreover, most of our students have been
taught under a language learning situation
in which listening is treated as a purely
passive activity. Thus, our students have
maintained a passive and subordinate role
in the classroom. Usually the teacher
prepares everything for them, leaving no
space for the students to act as
participants in class. 

Bearing in mind that there should be
changes in the teaching of listening, we
shift our focus from passive to active
listening beginning the first day our
students step into the university
classroom. Since understanding the news
broadcasts of the BBC and VOA is
usually the part our students find the most
difficult, we have designed the following
activities to help them.

Let’s share activities 

What our students find to be the
problem in understanding BBC and VOA
news broadcasts is their unfamiliarity
with the background behind some of the
news items. Moreover, some of the foreign
names and places are unknown to them.

So before the listening class, we select
a few recorded authentic news items with
known background and well-known
figures. During the listening class, we let
the students listen to a recorded news
item once or twice, then we pick out the
words, phrases, and names of places or
people that need to be discussed or
explained.

The following short news item is an
example:

The British minister responsible for
Northern Ireland, Sir Patrick Mayhew,
has said that there is now an unrivaled
opportunity to achieve peace, stability,
and prosperity in the province. In a
speech to a Protestant gathering, Sir
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